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  “A New Indiana.”

  The governor looked at the campaign banner on the wall of his office—the banner that was now almost eight years old.

  In the quiet at the end of the workday, he found it pleasant to stop and consider all of the progress that had been made since his first weeks in office. He looked out of his window, out to the Soldiers and Sailors Monument a block and a half away. The three-hundred-foot column that marked the center of Indianapolis looked glorious in the late afternoon sun.

  A New Indiana. Good Christ. They had almost done it. They were almost there.

  If any state had changed during the governor’s relatively short lifetime, it was his. He was only fifty, young for a governor nearing the end of two terms. But when he thought about how much the state had changed, he felt older. So much older.

  Governor Hank Burleson could remember the bad old days. He certainly could. The seventies. The eighties. Downtown Indianapolis so dangerous you got in and out like SEALs on a mission. Burleson could recall going to Pacers games with his dad—back when the coaches wore plaid, and the ball was red, white, and blue—and good Lord, after the game was over, you more or less ran for your car. Now it was different. Now people came downtown and lingered. Spent money. It was safe. There were museums, and a mall, and an honest-to-God canal, and it was all—all of it—walkable.

  The state had no debt and no pensions to pay. It had no ties to any entity with financial problems. It had the highest credit rating the agencies could give you. Indiana was growing like gangbusters.

  The governor reclined on the brown leather couch usually reserved for visiting dignitaries (if you wanted to call state senators “dignitaries”). He smoked a Cuban cigar. You could get them in the Hoosier State now. Not legally, of course. But still . . . you could get a lot of things in Indiana these days.

  Other states had done it fast, Burleson reckoned. Fast, sure. Fast had its merits. Everybody liked fast. But Indiana was going to do it right.

  On the far side of Burleson’s office was a map of the U.S.A. He puffed on his cigar and stared hard at the other states that made up the American Midwest. These were the competition. The enemy. And soon, Burleson thought, they would be the vanquished enemy.

  The governor let his eyes wander across the map.

  Up above was Michigan. That was a gimmie. It was moldering. Rotting from the inside out. The population shrinking. Detroit already bankrupt—a cadaver on a slab. The auto industry half-gone, and those losses weren’t coming back. On the Internet there were satellite pictures of Detroit from the 1960s compared with satellite pictures from today. You could actually see the wilderness taking over again. All that concrete grey turning back to green. They were done up there. Done.

  The governor cast his gaze westward, to Illinois. It would topple next, with Chicago serving as the weight to send it careening down into the abyss. High taxes. Highly paid teachers and police. And yet a city full of delinquents with low test scores and 550 murders a year. Illinois’s credit rating was now the worst in the nation. Even worse than California’s. The population wasn’t growing as it once had, either. It hadn’t been the “Second City” since 1980, and Houston would soon overtake it to claim the number-three spot. Illinois was on the way down. On the way to irrelevancy. On the way to the trash heap. Burleson knew that the fall of Illinois would be the sweetest of all. He could not wait to savor it. He could not wait for Chicago to become the next Detroit.

  And on the other side of the friendly Hoosier pylon? Ohio! Mighty Ohio. Stalwart. Friendly. And yet . . . it simply could not make up its mind. What did Ohio want to be, exactly? It didn’t know. It couldn’t tell you. In a way, this indecisiveness was quaint. It was like a little America. It had something for everyone. Half liberal, half conservative. Half urban, half rural. Black and white and Latino and everything else now. And all those different forces pushing every which way. And not a damn thing getting done. Cleveland in decline. Columbus still a glorified college town. And Cincinnati had gone whole-hog insane and built itself a creationist museum. (Was there any coming back from such a thing? The governor thought not.)

  Out west—way out west—was Iowa. “Idiots Out Walking Around” was what that stood for. Burleson believed you couldn’t hold Iowa to the same standard as a regular state. That was just mean. Criticizing Iowa was like criticizing the relative at Thanksgiving dinner who’d flunked out of school in eighth grade but still liked to call you “stupid” after a couple of beers. (“Really, Uncle Larry? I’m stupid? I’m the stupid one at this table?”) Iowa had always been farmland, Burleson thought. John Deere and the Iowa Writers’ Workshop weren’t ever going to change that. Not by a damn shot. Also, it was boring there. So boring you’d just shudder. (Burleson had once heard that if you got some bad news from your doctor—only a few months to live, say—you should just move out to Iowa . . . because every day there felt like a goddamn eternity.)

  Down below—the impaled victim of Indiana’s pointy end—was Kentucky. And Kentucky was content just to be Kentucky. It was like Indiana in so many ways, Burleson considered, yet fundamentally without ambition. They have the Derby. We have the 500. Fine. They have Ashley Judd, and we have John Mellencamp. Fine. But when they’d started making Louisville Sluggers across the border in Indiana in the 1970s, something had been lost. It was a small thing, sure. But symbolic. The day tradition and heritage had been outsourced. Ever since learning that, Burleson had never regarded Kentucky as anything of a threat to the Hoosier State’s coming dominance.

  Then, finally, up to Wisconsin. Idiot Cheeseheads to the last. They had selected a cow for the image on the reverse side of their state quarter. That had given Burleson a deep sense of satisfaction. That told you everything you needed to know. A cow. There was nothing to fear from these gentle bovines. There never had been.

  No. It was the twenty-first century, and it was going to be the century of the Hoosier.

  It was almost a nonsense word, “Hoosier.” Where had it come from? Nobody knew. There were theories, sure. Pioneers shouting, “Who’s there?” Combatants arguing about “whose ear” would be torn off. A contractor named Hoosier who’d built the bridge over the Ohio River. (Could it be that simple? That banal?) Some used the term disapprovingly. Some even used it as an insult. That would not last long, Burleson reckoned. Not by a damn sight.

  Soon they would come to envy it. Or fear it . . .

  Indiana was a state that worked. That was honest. That was clean. Not technically, of course. Not by some sort of “science standard.” But it looked clean. It looked beautiful. Landscaping and such. Landscaping everywhere. And fields that were green. Big beautiful fields where pesticides killed the insects almost the moment they touched down on the cornstalks.

  Businesses were knocking down the door to get in. To be a part of it. Lately, Indiana had gotten brazen about poaching companies from other states. Burleson was behind this in no small way. Every time Illinois or Ohio passed another tax increase, billboards went up in Chicago and Cleveland. They said things like: “Come on IN: for lower taxes, business, and housing costs” or “Illinoyed by high taxes?” and had a big ol’ picture of Indiana right below it. Hell, they’d put one up in Times Square in New York City, just to see what would happen. Burleson loved these billboards with a deep, abiding passion. He had helped design many of them personally. But the billboards only opened the door. It was up to him to get the business owners inside and seal the deal.

  Burleson’s pitch was simple: Indiana is the best place because you can come here and do whatever you want.

  First of all, you could hire and fire workers at will. They’d made sure of that in the last legislative session. A few strokes of a pen, and the unions had been effectively castrated. That was the word Burleson liked to use whenever he made presentations. “Castrated.” It had a real impact, that word. Every business owner—every male one, anyway—winced when he heard it . . . but then smiled from ear to ear. (The unions might still be walking around with their junk, sure . . . but it couldn’t do anything anymore.) This right-to-work legislation was important to Burleson. It showed that Hoosiers had learned from the lessons that had brought down Detroit and would soon doom Chicago.

  You could also come to Indiana and find high-tech workers, if that was what you wanted. Engineers from Purdue and Rose-Hulman. Top-of-their-field eggheads from IU or Notre Dame or Ball State. Indiana had some crazy-bright people. Crazy-bright. Kids who’d taken all the STEM classes, and then some. They were here and ready to work for you, yeah.

  But also . . .

  Also . . . in Indiana you could count on finding totally uneducated people happy to work in your plant or factory for a subsistence wage. We had that as well. Oh boy, did we have that. Less than a quarter of Hoosiers had any kind of college degree. Outside of the cities and centers of learning were plenty of farm towns where almost nobody went to school, and those folks were hungry for jobs and thankful for anything you wanted to offer.

  What else, what else . . . ?

  Environmental laws. Can’t forget those. Well, maybe you can. Because it seems like we do. Indiana had the least stringent environmental laws in the Midwest. Nationally, experts agreed that only West Virginia’s regulations were more permissive. You want to come here and pollute Indiana’s soil? We got you covered. The water? Go for it! Did you know that the tiny slice of the Hoosier State that touched Lake Michigan dumped more mercury into the lake than all the other states combined? And according to the EPA, no state released more toxic chemicals into its own waterways than Indiana. But what about the air? People forget about the air. But you can pollute that too! (Last time Burleson had checked, the American Lung Association said that four cities in Indiana had “problematic smog.” Smog! In Indiana! Who knew?!) And if you still weren’t sure that your company was going to be able to keep it up to code, there were always special exceptions to be granted to friends of the governor. Usually after a campaign contribution or two.

  Finally—and perhaps most wonderfully, thought Burleson—you could come here and not be flummoxed by the culture. Indiana was nice! Hoosiers were nice! They went to church. They weren’t going to be all up in your face with the artsy stuff. Yeah, it was a “northern” state. It had been in the Union during the Civil War. But, c’mon . . . C’monnnnnn . . . This is you and me talkin’, here. Let’s be frank. Let’s be real. In the early twentieth century, over a quarter million Hoosiers had belonged to the KKK. That’s one out of every six people in the state. By 1925, most of the elected government—including the governor—were openly Klan members. That was no longer the case, of course. The codified, formalized hostility had gradually faded away. But there was still that underlying feeling that this was not the place to be too artsy. Or gay. Or different. Or weird.

  More than anything, Governor Burleson found this the most wonderful thing about his state. This stern, head-shaking sense of “Nope, we don’t put up with that here,” which some Hoosiers could telegraph without saying a single word! It kept things orderly better than any social program ever could. Cheaper, too.

  You see—Burleson would announce to the cornered business executive—Hoosiers were self-regulating. It was in their DNA to do the things businesses wanted them to do. To be the way that businesses wanted them to be. We’re already like that. Being that way is what we Hoosiers know.

  Yep. All things considered, selling the Hoosier State was not the hardest job Governor Burleson had ever had.

  These days, however, jobs were increasingly on his mind. Maybe not “jobs” plural, but a job. His job. The one he had was about to run out. Governors were limited to two consecutive terms. He’d considered a run for the senate, sure, but no way was he going to risk getting into a race while some Tea Partier could still jump in and fuck everything up for everybody. (Poor Dick Lugar. May he rest in peace.) Still, there were other employment options until a run for Congress looked more reasonable. There was consulting. Boards of directors of corporations were already calling. Dan Quayle had been in touch personally about a possible opening at a friend’s firm. And then all manner of colleges and universities across the Hoosier State had invited him to join their political science faculties as a well-paid “guest lecturer.”

  There would be no shortage of sinecures to hold him over, the governor knew. He would have his choices out in the private sector. But Christ, thought Burleson. Christ, it would be hard to be out of the game, even for a little while. He loved the game. Loved it so much. It was who he was.

  Still, you did what you had to do, especially when prospects for a congressional run looked shaky. So he would bide his time. Yes, he would.

  Even the brightest star, Burleson considered, was entitled to an occasional eclipse. And that was him. The Hoosier State’s brightest political star.

  ***

  Burleson finished his cigar and dropped the butt in his ashtray. When he was satisfied that the majority of the smoke had drifted out his window, he stood on a chair and reactivated the small white smoke detector affixed to the ceiling.

  Halfway through this task, his desk phone rang, unexpected and loud. The governor started and his knees went shaky. The chair underneath him quivered crazily . . . but did not quite topple.

  Burleson regained his footing and took a deep breath.

  Wouldn’t that have been something? Weeks from finishing up his term, and the governor of Indiana dies of an unexplained fall inside his own damn office.

  In a trice, Burleson pictured it all. The flags at half-staff on the capitol building. The elegant state funeral. The casket on display underneath a marble rotunda, his wife and daughter weeping respectfully beside it. The unsuccessful push to have I-465 named after him. (A building at his college would eventually get the honor.) He could see it all, clear as day.

  Fuck that.

  Burleson leapt off the chair with the vim of a younger man and landed on the carpeted floor with a muffled thud. He still had lots of life left in him. Maybe another fifty years. Really, he assured himself, he was just getting started.

  So . . . who the hell was calling during cigar time? His receptionist had been given explicit instructions that nothing short of hell or high water should ever interrupt cigar time.

  The governor strode to the telephone and put the receiver to his ear.

  “Yes,” he said sternly.

  The voice that came back was that of his chief of staff. The man sounded terrified.

  “Governor,” he said. “We may have a problem . . .”
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  Indianapolis Metro Police Special Sergeant James Nolan knew that once he pulled his squad car underneath I-456—and Massachusetts Avenue became Pendleton Pike—he would be out of the Eastern District’s jurisdiction. Technically, this was no longer even Indianapolis. It was Lawrence.

  But just as virtually nobody who lived in the city made that distinction, Nolan knew that neither did his informants.

  Nolan pulled his car under 465 and into the parking lot of the fast food restaurant just beyond. Seated on the curb directly in front of the establishment were two girls in their late teens eating fried chicken out of a greasy sack and maybe waiting for a ride. Also seated with them, though clearly unwelcome, was Nathan Dazey.

  Nolan killed the engine and ducked a little as he hoisted his six-foot-nine frame out of the squad car. The young women looked at one another and giggled as he approached.

  When Dazey saw the plainclothes policeman he positively beamed.

  “Hey, how’s it hanging?” Dazey called brightly. “Ladies, this tall drink of water is my good friend James. Me and him go back a ways. We sure do.”

  This was true.

  Nolan had gotten to know Dazey ten years ago when the IMPD was just the IPD, and when Pendleton Pike was still part of the beat for Eastern District narcotics officers. Dazey was a handsome, spry drug addict with almost no compunction or loyalty. As soon as he’d arrived on the scene, IPD officers had found him a valuable resource for meeting arrest quotas and—occasionally—for learning where there were bigger fish to fry. Dazey was usually willing to say where he’d made his last buy when push came to shove. For twenty dollars and a sandwich, he would tell you anything you wanted to know.

  Sometimes Dazey left the Eastern District for a while, drifting around the city. He had a rotation of rough neighborhoods. Places with no-name used car lots, strip clubs, cheap motels, and pawn shops. Dazey’s idea of time well spent was to pull some kind of small-time job—stick up somebody after they used the ATM, say—and then use the money to hole up in a sleazebag motel for a week with a bunch of dope and a girl or two. As near as Nolan could tell, Dazey had never had a permanent address in his adult life.

  The problem for Dazey was that Indianapolis was changing. There were fewer and fewer neighborhoods where he could go unnoticed. Fewer places where people with his proclivities could be out in the open. And he was sitting in one of them right now. Ten years ago, maybe he’d have been okay along Pendleton Pike. Twenty years? Definitely.

  But today?

  Times had changed.

  Nolan reckoned that he and Dazey were about the same age, but Christ, Dazey looked ten years older. He acted older too. Though there were still signs of an innate natural cleverness, his brain was beginning to addle from the drugs. He had the permanent grey-brown shade of speed use under his eyes, and his frame was wiry and bedraggled in a way you just didn’t come back from. Dazey also wore a brown, stubbly beard that came up nearly to his eyes. This might have once appeared rugged or even handsome. But now, in his premature dotage, it made him look even more like a beat-up Muppet.

  “This guy giving you any trouble, girls?” Nolan asked.

  They smiled but did not reply.

  “That’s harsh, man,” Dazey protested. “Haaaarsh. You don’t have to be that way, man.”

  “Why don’t you let me give you a lift, Nathan?” the policeman asked, not waiting for the young women to respond. “It’s free of charge. Anywhere on the east side. Your choice.”

  Nolan understood the value of putting a favor in the “favor bank” with a useful informant, even one as grizzled and hoary as Dazey. (Maybe especially with one like that.) He also understood that Dazey’s welcome at this location was a short hair away from running out entirely.

  “I don’t have to,” Dazey asserted, looking up at Nolan. “I mean . . . yeah, I’ll take a ride. That sounds good. But I don’t have to. Just so that’s clear. I’ll take it ’cause we’re friends.”

  Dazey collected himself and strode toward the passenger door of the squad car.

  “Try again,” Nolan said.

  “Oh come on, man,” Dazey protested. “Come on.”

  Dazey hazarded a look back at the two girls on the curb. They were still looking at the tall officer, and not at him.

  “In the back,” Nolan said, stepping over and opening the rear door.

  Dazey frowned and shuffled inside.

  “You don’t need to tell me to watch my head,” the addict insisted. “You ain’t arrestin’ me.”

  “Of course not,” Nolan said. “You’re my guest.”

  Nolan shut the back door and prepared to climb into the driver’s seat of the cruiser.

  “Hey officer,” one of the girls called. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

  Nolan stopped and smiled. He didn’t know her from Eve.

  “Yeah,” said the other girl, as if on the cusp of remembering. “Were you maybe on television or something? Like, back in the day?”

  It seemed impossible to Nolan that they should know. At the height of his fame, these girls would have been around five years old. Then again, this was Indiana. Some things they never forgot here. Some things were sacred.

  “You ladies keep it safe,” Nolan responded with smile. He climbed back inside his cruiser and shut the door.

  He turned on the engine, and Dazey started in.

  “Daaaamn, champ,” the addict called from the back seat. “That was a close one.”

  “It was,” Nolan agreed, pulling out of the parking lot. “By the way, where are we going? And remember, I said east side.”

  “Just a ways down Pendleton,” Dazey replied. “Just a bit east of here. You know . . . a bit.”

  Nolan suspected there was no specific destination in Dazey’s mind.

  “Now, if it were me . . .” Dazey continued, returning to the topic at hand. “If it were me? Sheeeeeet. I’d be dropping it myself. Telling people every time I got a call. Every time I got a kitten out of a tree. I’d let people know exactly who I was. That’d get you mad-laid, son. In this town? Mad-laid.”

  Nolan, who was recently divorced, considered this for a moment.

  Then his cell phone rang.

  “You go ahead and take that,” the addict said, as if his benison were required.

  Nolan smiled, pressed the talk button on his phone, and said hello. Then he listened quietly to an intense, rattled voice on the other end. A few moments later, he turned on his bar lights and pulled a U-turn into the oncoming lane. Dazey was momentarily rocked against the side of the squad car.

  “Day-um,” the addict protested. “What’s got into you, buddy?”

  “Change of plans,” Nolan said, putting down his cell. “I’ve got to let you out right here . . . unless you want to head south with me. And I mean south. I could drop you off in Bloomington, if you like.”

  Dazey scratched his hairy chin and thought.

  “Naw,” he determined. “College girls are too snooty. Think they know every damn thing. You best leave me right here.”

  Nolan pulled over and opened the rear door.

  “Be good, Nathan,” Nolan said, wagging his finger in the scruffy man’s face. “Good.”

  “Always am,” the addict said, smiling through yellowed teeth.

  Nolan hopped back in his cruiser and pulled away. Dazey, inherently suspicious, wondered if this might be some sort of a ruse. Yet the cruiser disappeared into traffic and stayed disappeared. Dazey decided he had been genuinely abandoned.

  He relaxed and surveyed his surroundings. By chance, Nolan had dropped him almost directly across the road from the fast food restaurant where the two girls still sat.

  Unable to believe his luck, Dazey jaywalked through the oncoming cars and caught up to the girls just as they were finishing their chicken.

  “What’d I tell you?” Dazey called as he loped closer. “Me and him go way back.”

  “So wait,” one of the girls said. “Was that really . . .”

  “James Nolan?” Dazey said with a smile. “Yes it was.”

  “Omigod,” said the other girl. “I so thought it was! And he’s a cop now?”

  “Sure is,” said Dazey.

  Feeling that his fortunes were improving by the moment, Dazey sat back down next to the girls.

  “And he’s not just any kind of cop. My man James is a ‘Special Sergeant.’ Does stuff for the highest-ups in the city. The mayor. The secretary of state. The damn governor hisself.”

  “Oh, wow,” one of the girls said, seemingly without irony.

  “Yes . . . yes, indeedy,” Dazey said, rubbing his chin as he sized up his odds.

  The girls leaned closer.

  “Listen . . .” Dazey cooed conspiratorially. “You girls wanna come get high with me, and I’ll tell you all about him? I’m only offering because y’all seem like cool chicks. I don’t tell just anybody what I know about James Nolan . . .”

  The young women looked at him, then at one another. Both hesitated, waiting for the other to speak first.

  Dazey liked his chances.
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  Kesha Washington, aged fifteen, sat in the back of the metal rowboat and tried not to think about how badly she had to pee. Everyone on the tiny, overcrowded vessel was uncomfortable, but Kesha’s seat in the extreme rear—which made extending her legs even slightly a near impossibility—seemed like the worst of the bunch. They were really packed in. Twenty-five high school sophomores, two teachers, and one boring park ranger . . . all in three cramped rowboats.

  The boats were on a river—perhaps eight feet across—over two hundred feet below the earth’s surface in a network of caverns beneath southern Indiana. The air smelled like an aquarium that had gone unattended, and where half the fish were dead. Lights had been affixed to the odd stalactite or stalagmite every fifty feet or so, but it was still very dark. Mostly the group relied on the single beam cast by the park ranger’s flashlight. Beneath their boats, the water was filled with horrible, wriggly things, like blind cave-fish and crawfish. The tiny creatures were bone-white and shimmered translucently whenever the flashlight caught them.

  Ahead of Kesha’s group were two other identical groups, also crammed into three boats apiece. The entire sophomore class was required to attend this tour. Seventy-five students in all.

  The park ranger had just finished a lecture about the ice age that had formed the caverns over two million years ago. (He had already covered the difference between stalactites and stalagmites, and the kinds of fossilized remains—mostly black bear and bison—you could count on finding inside the caves.) The final part of the tour, he’d said, would involve the deeper areas that had been used by Native Americans for over four thousand years.

  Now, however, there was a lull in the educational narration as the ranger stopped to futz with his walkie-talkie.

  “I hear they’re canceling this trip next year,” Gillian whispered into Kesha’s ear. Gillian was the daughter of a dentist and one of Kesha’s best friends. She was smashed next to Kesha in the ass-end of the boat.

  “Oh yeah?” Kesha whispered.

  “Yeah,” Gillian confirmed. “We’re the last class that has to do this. Like, ever. Enough people finally complained.”

  Kesha nodded. She knew that by “people,” Gillian meant “parents.” And that these parents had complained only because their sons and daughters had insisted they do so.

  This flow of procedure did not seem normal or natural to Kesha. Precisely for this reason, she understood that it must indeed be so.

  This school—Indianapolis’s most expensive private high school—was very different from the public institutions in which Kesha had spent her first thirteen years. But she was learning its rules quickly. Kesha was one of two sophomores on full scholarship, and one of only three black students in the entire high school. The private college preparatory academy was as exclusive as it was small. Her classmates included the Hoosier versions of Carnegies and Rockefellers. The grandsons of pharmaceutical magnates, already being groomed to helm the empire. Kids whose parents owned half the car dealerships in the state. The boy whose father owned the local concert amphitheater where all the biggest touring acts played. The sons and daughters of professional athletes . . . or of the people who owned the teams.

  For most of her freshman year, Kesha had absorbed the actions and attitudes of her classmates with a bewilderment that came close to paralyzing. Now, in her sophomore year, she was beginning to understand how it all worked. She was beginning to understand a lot of things. Primarily, that her classmates and their parents used money as a lubricant to smooth over the bumps and rough patches in life. It was their snail-slime. The thing that kept them moving forward. Did something look like it was going to hurt? Money would smooth it over. Take away the pointy bits. Make everything “not a big deal.” Having trouble keeping your kid’s grades up? Money could hire private tutors with Ivy League degrees. It could pay for SAT prep and practice tests. It could pay for doctors who understood that their primary function was to provide as much Adderall and Ritalin as a parent deemed necessary. (During Kesha’s freshman year, an investigative reporter for the Indianapolis Star had attempted to learn what percentage of the exclusive school’s student body was taking ADD meds. Less than two days into his investigation, the reporter was called off his story by the paper’s senior editor. A week later, he was quietly demoted.)

  Kesha found that money meant walking around in a world cushioned from any real consequence. Little things that worried Kesha did not even pop up on the radar of her schoolmates. If Kesha—who, at fifteen, had a learner’s permit to drive—crashed her car into the garden gnome on her neighbor’s lawn, it would be a big deal. Her father would have to pay for the gnome, and that might mean the family going without something. However, if one of Kesha’s peers drove over a garden gnome, everyone involved would have a laugh, the parents would buy the neighbor ten new gnomes and a case of Omaha Steaks to say sorry, and it would be a cute story.

  Yet amid and among this absurdity—Kesha’s parents had assured her—this school was, somehow, the best place in the state of Indiana for her to be. The place where she could get ahead. Where she could be part of the “good life.”

  Whatever that meant.

  So what if the school was snooty, and far from her house, and sort of sounded like “rotted crap” spelled backwards? This was where she should want to be. These strange, moneyed social mores should be her mores. These attitudes should become her attitudes.

  Lately it had not been quite so paralyzing, but instead left Kesha with the feeling of being an impostor. Of being a snail that made no snail-slime. Of someone whose mistakes might still have consequences.

  “Okay, okay,” said the park ranger, gesturing with his flashlight to quiet the students. “Apparently we’re having trouble with the walkie-talkies. While we wait for them to come back on, we’re going to do something called ‘cave thunder.’ It’s a bit of a tradition here. Our first step will be to turn out all the lights.”

  The park ranger’s tone said that he expected this to captivate his audience.

  Kesha and Gillian exchanged the same weary glance. Kesha shifted in her seat and tried to ease her bladder. The park ranger pulled a small keypad from his pocket. Moments later, the permanent lighting affixed to the walls flickered and went out. The ranger’s flashlight was now the only source of illumination. Moments later, that was also gone.

  The students fell silent, but not completely. The odd titter or guffaw still echoed through the cave. The park ranger cleared his throat. Both teachers whispered for the students to quiet down. Soon, there was only the sound of the boats sloshing together in the water.

  “Now then,” the ranger continued. “This is cave thunder. There’s no trick to it. I’m just going to hit the side of the boat as hard as I can with my flashlight.”

  Again, the ranger paused to let the awesome coolness of this sink in. In the darkness, Kesha rolled her eyes.

  “I want you to listen to the sound as it echoes down all twelve miles of cavern,” said the ranger. “If you have sensitive ears, you might want to cover them.”

  Kesha stuck her fingers in her ears.

  A moment later, the ranger pounded hard on the side of the metal boat. The resulting noise was indeed like a cannon’s discharge. Every student, except for Kesha, jumped a little. The powerful blow echoed again and again. Kesha pictured the sound waves finding their way into every crevice and cranny of the cavern walls. It was several moments before they died away completely. When they did, the park ranger struck the side of the boat once again. Then once more.

  “This is so . . . stupid,” Gillian whispered in the silence after the third “cave thunder.”

  “Yeah,” Kesha managed. “Totally.”

  The ranger struck the boat a fourth time.

  “Like, how are we supposed to feel?” Gillian said under cover of the dying echoes. “Impressed? Scared?”

  “I think they must be going for ‘educated,’” Kesha said. “Though I don’t know what loud noise in a cave teaches us. Do you feel any smarter?”

  “No,” Gillian said, giggling. “This is ridiculous. It’s so unfair that we have to be the last ones to get subjected to it.”

  That gave Kesha a thought.

  “Maybe he’s trying extra hard,” Kesha whispered. “Like, he wants to win our business back by impressing the teachers. Maybe cave thunder is the special bonus.”

  “Right, can you imagine?” Gillian said. “I wonder if . . .”

  Kesha’s friend put her comment on hold, waiting for the next bout of cave thunder to cover it. It did not come. Instead, the silence was broken by the shrill voice of a teacher, one boat over.

  “Excuse me, who is rocking the boat?”

  The disdain and humorlessness in Mrs. Klumper’s voice was even more pronounced than usual. Kesha surmised in a moment that the round matron could not swim, and was secretly terrified to be in this situation.

  “Whoever is rocking the boat, please stop it right now; this is not funny!” Klumper insisted.

  Kesha could see nothing. It was the darkest darkness possible.

  She could, however, hear a lapping sound slowly increasing in frequency. Someone was, indeed, rocking the boat just ahead of hers.

  “What? I’m not!” one of the students cried.

  “Jesus,” said another.

  “Fucking stop it; that’s not funny!” cried another still.

  “Language,” boomed Mr. Pierce, the attendant adult in Kesha’s boat.

  Then a loud “Jesus Christ!” echoed throughout the caverns. This one came from Mrs. Klumper herself. A moment later, Kesha heard a splash as 229 pounds of social studies teacher hit the water.

  People began to scream outright. There was another splash. Then another. Then sounds of people flailing in the water. In the amplified confines of the cavern, the din was near to deafening. Kesha—very alarmed—again thrust her fingers into her ears. In the lead boat, the park ranger fumbled for his flashlight and turned it on.

  In the resulting, spastic beam, Kesha watched the boat ahead of hers overturn and the remaining passengers tumble into the river. Then the first boat—the one containing the park ranger—also began to rock. Kesha could not have sworn to it, but it seemed a long white hand—so white it was nearly pale blue—extended from the water and lighted on the ranger’s shoulder. Startled, the ranger reached for his keypad controlling the permanent lights. He pulled it out of his pocket, looked over his shoulder, and screamed. The handheld device fell to the floor of the rowboat, which was promptly overturned. All aboard tumbled into the underground river. The ranger’s flashlight sank into the murky depths that were now full of blind fish and flailing, confused high school students.

  Screaming. Screaming everywhere. Every person seemed to be shouting and alarmed. Kesha tried to think of what to do. It was almost impossible. She couldn’t plan, only react. The water beneath them had not looked deep, but was it deep enough that you could drown? Kesha could swim, but was no great shakes at it. Could her classmates swim? Her teachers? As the lone flashlight beam fell away beneath the water, her last images were of a sea of flailing hands and screaming faces. Soon, the inevitable began to occur. Kesha’s own boat began to sway violently as the terrified, thrashing teens grasped for anything that might keep them above the water.

  Kesha wondered: How far away was the next trio of boats? Why did they not turn on the lights? Couldn’t they hear that this was no cave thunder, but nearly thirty people calling for help? Her terror was so stark that she hardly registered the awful smell that began to reach her nostrils. A stench had invaded the tight cavern air, like a horrible combination of seafood and excrement and old rotted meat. Beneath her alarm and her own screaming, Kesha realized that the smell was growing stronger.

  Moments later, something brushed against the side of her face. It was wet and cold. It did not feel like any part of Gillian, or any other student, yet the horrible rubbery touch of it seemed somehow vaguely familiar.

  Then the boat beneath Kesha rocked violently, and she was cast into the chilly water below with the others.


  4

  Indiana state troopers Leonard and Southerly stood at the mouth of the cavern and waited. A few paces off from them stood three worried park rangers and a school bus driver. Every one of them stared down the empty gravel road leading up to the cavern. There was a parking lot and a small ranger station next to the cavern opening, but little else to see. The park rangers took turns speaking into a walkie-talkie that never spoke back.

  “What the hell’s a special sergeant anyway?” Trooper Leonard asked his partner. “Special sergeant. ‘SS.’ That sounds like some Aryan Brotherhood shit to me. Straight-up Nazi.”

  “I don’t think so,” replied Southerly.

  “No?” wondered Leonard. “Because it sounds right to me.”

  Southerly sighed. “That’s because you’re a goddamn fool who never knows when to keep his mouth shut,” he said.

  Leonard wished to give the impression of remaining unbowed, and so merely spat beside his shoe.

  “What I heard . . . ‘special sergeant’ means that he reports exterior to IMPD,” Southerly continued, his gaze never shifting from the empty road. “Don’t get me wrong. This guy reports to somebody. But it ain’t the police commissioner.”

  “No?” wondered Leonard, genuinely doubtful.

  “No,” assured Southerly. “Somebody else. Somebody big, though. You can put your money on that.”

  Southerly then risked a meaningful glance over toward the empty school bus. With tinted windows. And velveteen bucket seats. And hydraulics that raised and lowered the bus whenever the students climbed aboard. He lingered just long enough for Leonard to get the idea.

  “Why of course . . .” Leonard said. “Those fancy private schools up in Indy got all sorts of rich people’s kids. Powerful people’s kids. It could be any one of them. Or all of them. The mayor. The governor. The coach of the damn Colts.”

  “Mmm hmm,” Southerly agreed evenly. “Could be those. Could be. Also could be the CEO of about ten corporations with names you never heard of, but which own cigarette companies and coal mines and oil wells. That’s where my money’d be, if we were takin’ bets.”

  “We’re . . . we’re not taking bets though, are we?” Leonard asked nervously.

  Southerly sighed. He did not move his eyes from the road.

  As if in acknowledgement of this remarkable feat of self-control, Southerly was rewarded with the sound of approaching tires on the gravel drive. Seconds later, he saw a plume of dust wafting through the trees. Then the IMPD squad car came into view.

  The state troopers waved once, and the IMPD car pulled to a stop in front of them. A mountain of a man got out. Tall with broad shoulders and a helluva lot of muscle. He wore black sunglasses that completely obscured his eyes.

  “Damn,” Leonard whispered. “This guy’s a special something-or-other, all right . . .”

  Southerly frowned at Leonard and approached the newcomer.

  “You Sergeant Nolan?” Southerly asked.

  The sergeant nodded.

  “I’m Southerly. This is Trooper Leonard.”

  “Good to meet you,” Nolan said. “Who can give me a sit rep?”

  “I ’spect I can,” Southerly said. He motioned for the park rangers and the bus driver to join them.

  “All I’ve been told is that some high school students are two hours late coming back from a cave tour,” Nolan added as the other men approached.

  “Nothing like this has ever happened before!” gushed one of the park rangers. Nolan saw tears in the man’s eyes. Honest-to-God tears. He looked ready to start bawling.

  Nolan placed a reassuring hand on the ranger’s shoulder.

  “Here’s the timeline,” said Southerly, producing a reporter’s notepad. “At two in the afternoon, the kids enter the caves. Seventy-five kids in all. They’re in three groups of twenty-five. Each group has a park ranger and couple of teachers. They’re in boats. The groups are spaced far enough apart that they can’t see or hear one another, but they have special radios that work in the caverns.”

  “But the radios aren’t working!” another of the park rangers interjected.

  Nolan calmly nodded to signal that this had registered.

  “Yeah,” Southerly continued. “So the tour was supposed to be over by three-thirty or four. They do a circuit of sorts—the underground river has a pathway that runs in a loop—and end up at the same place they begin. At about three-thirty, the rangers up top noted that the radios had stopped working. Regular cell phones don’t work in the cave, either. Then two different pairs of rangers went in to see what was wrong. That was at about four and four-thirty, respectively. They haven’t come back either.”

  “Are there other exits?” Nolan asked, adjusting his sunglasses in the late afternoon glare.

  “Dozens . . . maybe hundreds,” one of the excited rangers burbled. “This countryside is dotted with little crawlspaces that lead down into the caverns. Indians used them for thousands of years. Moonshiners back in the day. Satanist cults in the 1970s. Meth gangs now.”

  “That’s true,” said Southerly. “We find a few bodies in the caves every year. There are probably more that we don’t find.”

  Nolan nearly wondered aloud why they let children go inside them at all. Instead, he nodded seriously. Nolan already knew that these caves had an extensive history.

  “Could the rangers have taken the students out through one of the other entrances?” Nolan asked. “Like, maybe a kid got hurt and they had to evacuate him?”

  The rangers were already shaking their heads.

  “That wouldn’t make sense,” a ranger answered. “We have protocols in place for emergencies. They haven’t been followed. And the ranger definitely would have radioed.”

  “I think it’s terrorism!” another ranger interjected hysterically. “People want to kidnap the children of all these rich people from Indy. Hold them for ransom. And they’ve got a thousand possible escape routes after we send in the ransom money. It’s perfect. It’s like out of an action movie or something. You could get away with it so easily!”

  “Thought about this some, have you?” Nolan asked with a grin.

  The smile was not returned. The rangers regarded the IMPD officer with solemn faces.

  “Are you even taking this seriously?!” one ranger barked. His expression had changed from sad to furious. He was at least a head and a half shorter than Nolan, but looked ready to throw a punch.

  Nolan adjusted his sunglasses again and stared down at the man for a long time.

  “I’m here because there’s a chance that you will still have your jobs tomorrow,” Nolan said. “A chance.”

  He paused to let this sink in.

  “I’m here because there’s a chance that we’re going to be able to figure out whatever’s wrong, fix it, and haul these kids back home before anybody in Indy has too much of a hissy fit. As I see it, there’s still a good shot this’ll turn out to be nothing. Hell, one day it could be a funny story that gets told by park rangers. ‘That time those high school kids came through and two boats broke at the same time and it took three hours just to get them tied together and hauled out of there.’ That sort of thing. Do you understand me?”

  The rangers said nothing.

  They did not know—could not know—the false alarms that Nolan had handled in his nearly ten years with the department. His special assignments that at the time had seemed of unimaginable importance, but had later turned out to be little more than misunderstandings. Blips on the radar. A kid runs away from home for a couple of days after a family fight. A wife decides to spend some time at her sister’s while telling nobody. A mistress makes some threats while hopped up on vodka and pills.

  These all turned out to be fixable. To be nothing, ultimately. But because of the people involved—because of their power and connections—Nolan had been called in to make it all better. And he almost always had. So far, he was batting damn near a thousand.

  And so it had become his title within the department. Special Sergeant. High-ups in the state and city government had let the police commissioner know that Nolan could have his day-to-day duties in narcotics, sure, but it would be nice to have him available whenever he was needed.

  “Now, it could be that something is really wrong down there,” Nolan continued. “I sure hope it’s not, but that is a possibility. So here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to give me a boat and a radio, and I’m going to go down and find out what’s going on. If it’s serious, we will handle it. But if a kid just had an asthma attack and freaked everybody out, and then a boat tipped over . . . well, we’ll deal with that too. And then I’ll buy everybody standing here their first beers. Sound okay?”

  There were general nods of agreement.

  One of the rangers handed Nolan a radio, and they tried it out.

  “This works fine,” Nolan said. “I can hear you clear as day.”

  “Yeah,” said the ranger. “We don’t know why the others aren’t coming back from down in the cave. Let me get you a fresh battery, just in case.”

  As the ranger trotted over to the small log cabin that served as the ranger station, the bus driver approached Nolan from behind.

  “This ain’t the place or time,” the driver began. “But could I . . . uh . . . get an autograph? My wife’s a big fan of yours.”

  “Later,” said Nolan. “When I finish up here. How about that?”

  The bus driver nodded respectfully and backed away.

  Moments later, laden with a radio and two backup batteries, Nolan followed one of the rangers and both state troopers down into the cave. Nolan removed his sunglasses as they traversed the lighted staircase that took them nearly two hundred feet beneath the earth. The smell of water and rock assaulted Nolan. He began ducking to avoid the low ceilings. At one point, the lights along the walkway around them flickered.

  “That reminds me; I need a flashlight,” Nolan said.

  The ranger handed over a heavy black Maglite.

  “That’ll do,” Nolan said, thrusting it into his pocket.

  “There are mounted lights every fifty feet along the cave walls,” the ranger informed him. “But we sometimes turn them off to do cave thunder—this thing where we bang on the side of the boat.”

  “What about off the path of the tour?” Nolan asked. “Like if some kids go exploring in the side caves? The tributaries and such? Any lights there?”

  The ranger shook his head no. The electric lights were only on the main boat path.

  Moments later, the staircase they traversed terminated at a small jetty where the cave’s visitors were normally loaded into rowboats. Huge CFL bulbs cast their grim light down from fixtures mounted to the roof of the cave. Though there were tie-ups for many different boats, only one metal vessel remained.

  “We started the day with twelve boats,” the ranger explained. “The tour groups took nine—three groups with three boats apiece—and then the rangers who went in after them must have taken the other two.”

  “Let’s check the radios again,” Nolan said. He called for the rangers left topside to pick up. They did so immediately.

  “Works fine,” Nolan concluded brightly.

  The ranger looked up into Nolan’s face and shook his head. His expression said that nothing was fine. That seventy-five school kids and several adults were missing in a subterranean river deep under the ground.

  Nolan’s good humor remained intact.

  “We’re gonna get to the bottom of this,” Nolan told the ranger. “You just mark my words.”

  “You’ll want to start in that direction,” the ranger said dutifully, indicating a beckoning waterway with a shaky index finger. “The tours begin there, and then circle around. You keep following the lights, and you’ll end up right back here again.”

  Nolan walked down the jetty and eased himself into the remaining rowboat. It was made for two to row at once, but it was obvious that Nolan would have no problem handling both oars. The ranger untied the boat and kicked it away from the mooring.

  “If I’m not back in one hour, call 911,” Nolan said.

  He began to row away. The ranger and the state troopers watched the boat glide around a large stalagmite and into the silent darkness beyond.

  “I sure hope he’s right,” said Southerly.

  “About what, exactly?” Leonard asked.

  Southerly waved his hand across the entire cavern like a wizard casting a spell.

  ***

  The state troopers and the park ranger climbed back up the long rock staircase to the mouth of the cave. All three were wheezing by the halfway point. Soon the cool underground air gave way to a warm fall wind. They neared the top of the staircase and looked out of the mouth of the cave. The early evening sun now cast a beautiful glow on the trees, just beginning their change from green to ocher and fiery red. It was the time of day that moviemakers called the magic hour, when the entire expanse before you seemed to resonate with sunlight.

  And nobody was there.

  Their cars were there. The fancy school bus was there. The little ranger station was there. But there were no people. Nothing stirred.

  The three men looked around, then at one another.

  The ranger turned and called to the ranger station: “Hello? Fellas? Marty, you there?”

  There was no response.

  Leonard looked at Southerly and said, “Now what in the world? Where did everybody—”

  Before he could finish his sentence, both men fell silent at the sound of an explosion several miles away.

  “What in the hell was that?” Leonard shrieked.

  The men turned in the direction of the noise. Far in the distance, a plume of black smoke was already curling into the air.

  “I don’t know—maybe the power station?—but I’ll tell you what it means,” Southerly said. “Any ideas you had about not working a triple shift today are damn-straight over. I hope you got your sleep last night.”

  Leonard, who had actually been looking forward to sleeping off an eight-beer hangover as soon as possible, swallowed hard.
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