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Prologue


My entire professional career has been spent prying secrets out of the accused. When it comes down to it, it’s not a complicated job. The path to learning the truth is simply decoding lies and uncovering layers of secrets.

The lies are easy. Every accused in the history of the criminal justice system has lied. Big lies. Little lies. White lies. Monster lies. It’s a given. Fortunately, most criminals are not Harvard graduates. It is relatively easy to sort through their statements and pick out the improbabilities and impossibilities. What remains is a semblance of the truth.

It’s the secrets that cause police detectives and prosecutors heartache.

Secrets can be fragile. Their structure can be torn apart by a whisper, a faint betrayal into the ear of another. Secrets also can be powerful, for they can control and haunt lives for many years.

In 1983 a woman showed up in the lobby of the Summit County Prosecutor’s Office and said she wanted to report a homicide. These were the types of water runs that the new guys got sent on, and as I had been there less than a year I was summoned to the lobby. Her name was Angela Swan and she claimed to have witnessed the homicide. She was fifty-two years old and had deep creases running away from tired, rheumy eyes. As I walked with her to a nearby conference room, Swan nervously rubbed her hands together and said that even at this late juncture, she was feeling guilty about what she was about to tell me.

The homicide had taken place when she was six years old. She had been out with her father, riding in the passenger seat of his pickup truck. He bought her a bottle of pop and told her that he needed to stop and talk to a man. She remembered that he pulled off the road into a parking lot and gravel crunched under the truck tires; bright orange and red leaves adorned the trees. Her dad patted her on the knee and said, “You wait here, sweetheart,” then got out of the truck to talk to the man. When the talk turned loud, she strained to look over the dashboard as her dad pulled a pistol from under his jacket and shot the man, maybe in the chest. The blast scared her and she spilled orange pop down the front of a blue and white dress embroidered with butterflies. The gun exploded a second time and a thin line of blood squirted across the windshield. The man fell and her dad fired the gun three more times. She didn’t know what triggered the argument or where the parking lot was located. The truck fishtailed and she slid hard against the door as they sped from the lot, gravel pelting the wheel wells, and the panicked look on her father’s face brought her to tears. Somewhere on the way home he pulled to the side of the road and wiped the blood from the windshield with his handkerchief, then stuffed it between the steel grates of a storm sewer. When he jumped back in the truck he cupped her face in his hands and said, “Angie, sweetheart, you can never tell anyone what happened today. Not your friends, your teacher, your grandma and grandpa, not even your mommy. It has to be our secret. Do you understand?” She nodded, and had faithfully kept the secret for forty-six years.

When she was young, Angela said she and her dad occasionally spoke in whispers of that day, and each time she renewed her vow of silence. Her dad told her the man he shot was a very bad guy—just like the desperados in the westerns they watched at the Paramount Theatre. It was a great game.

But as she grew older, she witnessed other disturbing actions of her father, which she didn’t want to discuss—more secrets. She began to wonder if the dead man had been, in fact, a very bad man. She wondered who he was, wondered if he had a little girl who missed her father and was tormented by not knowing why he had been murdered. Angela couldn’t get it out of her head. But she could never betray her father. Wouldn’t even consider it.

Her father had died a week before she showed up in the lobby. Now that he was gone, she felt obligated to report the homicide. Her father’s name was Philip Economos. She doubted that anyone was around who remembered the dead man, and didn’t know if anyone even cared, but she had to get it off her chest.

Since she didn’t know where the shooting had taken place, I went to the library and searched the newspaper microfilm for the fall of 1937, the year Angela Swan was six and the time of year when the leaves would be changing color. On October 13, a story appeared on the front page of the Beacon Journal about a man found dead in a roller-skating rink parking lot—shot once in the chest, once in the shoulder, and three times in the back of the head. His name was Willie Backus and he owned the roller rink. He had no criminal record. Neither his lone surviving brother, his ex-wife, nor his only son could shed any light on what may have precipitated the shooting. The reason Willie Backus died, it seemed, was itself a secret that died with Philip Economos.

Angela was a rarity. She kept her secret, smothering the information for forty-six years. Most people can’t keep a secret for forty-six minutes. Those who commit crimes without witnesses quite often cannot keep their own secrets. They precipitate their own undoing because they feel compelled to talk. They tell a friend or a girlfriend, who one day becomes a former girlfriend, and soon it is no longer a secret.

I kept my secret, not as long as Angela kept hers, but for a formidable number of years. I didn’t tell my mother, or my now ex-wife, or any of the friends and girlfriends who passed through my life. I could never reveal my secret and relieve myself of its crushing burden. To do so would not only have destroyed my life, but the lives of those who were once most dear to me.

Secrets are central to misdeeds, infidelities, and betrayals. Without wrongdoing, there would be little need for secrets. The consequences, whether you’re a six-year-old girl with an orange Nehi, a teenage boy running with his buddies, or a man sworn to uphold the law, may not be realized for decades. There is no way to project to the future and know what those consequences will be. You wait and wonder, not if, but when the rogue asteroid that is circling your life will make its fiery reentry, and with each passing year, the consequences grow, lives become intertwined, and the pain in the chest refuses to subside.

Hutchinson Van Buren

Akron, Ohio

October 14, 2004
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PART I



Chapter One


Petey Sanchez was a troubled human being, a stewpot of mental, emotional, and psychological problems manifested in the body of a wild-eyed seventeen-year-old, who cursed and made screeching bird noises as he rode around town on a lime green spider bike with fluorescent pink streamers flying out from the handlebars. Mothers could never relax when Petey was in the neighborhood. He had been banned from every backyard in town, but that didn’t stop him from pedaling through the alleys and around the blocks, watching, staring, circling like a wolf on the lighted fringes of an encampment. Occasionally, an angry mother would shoo him off with the gentleness normally reserved for stray curs. “Get out of here, Petey. Go on, git. Go home.” He would scream like a wounded raptor and flee, only to return a short time later, circling from a safer distance—pedaling and watching. Crystalton was a little less than two miles long and only about five blocks wide, squeezed hard between the Appalachian foothills and the Ohio River, so even when Petey wasn’t in view, he was never far away, a wispy, ubiquitous apparition looming in shadow and mind.

From an early age, I learned the difference between Petey and the other kids who rode the little yellow bus out of town each morning to the school for the handicapped and mentally retarded in Steubenville. To my mother, most of them were objects of pity. There was a girl who lived down the street from us, Sarah Duncan, a frizzy-haired little kid who was cross-eyed, wore bulky, metallic braces on her legs, and struggled to the bus stop every morning, swinging each stiffened leg in an awkward arc. When she passed our open kitchen window you could hear with each footfall the clack of the steel braces and the squeak of the leather restraints, which would cause my mother to sigh, push an open palm to her breast, and say, “That poor little thing.” Then, she would turn and glare at me, the corners of her eyes and lips crinkling in anger at my apparent lack of appreciation for the gifts I had been given, and say, without pause for a breath, “You should count your lucky stars that you were born with ten fingers, ten toes, and a good mind. Don’t ever let me hear that you were teasing that little Duncan girl. Do you understand me, mister?”
 
“Yes, ma’am.”

“You better. If I hear a word of it I’ll knock you into tomorrow.”

And she would have. Miriam Van Buren was a sturdy, humorless single mother who meted out discipline to her three children without impunity. She had strong wrists and heavy hands, which I had felt everywhere from the back of my head to my ass. Never mind that my various infractions had never once been for making fun of any handicapped kid. Mom always felt duty bound to forewarn me against potential indiscretions.

But she had no such sympathy for Petey Sanchez, of whom she said, simply, “Stay away from that boy; he’s not right in the head.”

I didn’t need the warning. From an early age I had both detested and feared Petey Sanchez, and bore a J-shaped scar on my chin that I received in the fifth grade after he shoved a stick into the spokes of my bicycle, locking up the front wheel and sending me hurtling over the handlebars face-first into the asphalt parking lot at the elementary school. On our way back from the emergency room my mother stopped by the Sanchezes’ to talk to Petey’s mother and show the gash that had taken eight stitches to close. When Mrs. Sanchez saw us standing on her front porch with a gauze bandage taped to my chin, she sighed and shook her head, weary of the steady stream of neighbors and police officers knocking on the door with complaints about their feral son. “I’m awfully sorry, Miriam,” said Lila Sanchez, a sickly thin woman with train-track scars along the base of her neck from a bout with thyroid cancer. “I know that boy’s out of control, but I can’t do a doggone thing with him.”

As we climbed back in the car, my mother reiterated her early admonitions. “Stay away from the boy.” That seemed to be the solution offered by most parents. Unfortunately, staying clear of Petey had its own challenges. He cruised the streets of Crystalton with more regularity than our police department. Throughout elementary and junior high school, if I saw Petey pedaling down the street, or heard his screeching cry, I would duck between houses or hide behind trees to avoid him. If you made eye contact with Petey he would call you a queer and a faggot, his favorite words, and try to run you over with his bicycle.

Petey was the second youngest of the nine children born to Lila and Earl Sanchez, who worked as a coupler on the Pennsylvania Railroad and had lost four fingers and a thumb to his job. The Sanchezes lived at the far north end of town in a paint-starved Victorian house with chipped slate shingles and sagging gutters that was wedged between the Chesapeake & Ohio Railroad tracks and the water treatment plant, where following each heavy storm, effluvium overflowed into the drainage ditch behind their house. They were all skinny, pinched-faced kids with stringy hair the color of dirty straw and the unwashed smell of urine. Petey had a similar look, except he had bad buckteeth that were fuzzy and yellow, rimmed with decay, and foul-smelling. However, the feature that overwhelmed his narrow face was a calcified ridge that ran from the bridge of his nose and disappeared into his hairline, the result of a botched birth during which the doctor grossly misused a pair of forceps. If all this wasn’t misfortune enough, his forehead ran back from the calcified ridge, giving his thin face a trout-like quality. This battering of the skull and brain was most likely the genesis of Petey’s cocktail of problems. Lila had told my mom that there were times when Petey would roll around on the floor of their living room, sometimes for hours, squeezing his temples between his palms and crying like a fox in a leg trap.

My first introduction to Petey Sanchez was when I was six years old and riding my new bicycle with training wheels down the sidewalk from the house. Behind me, I heard someone making a noise like a police siren and soon Petey flew by me on his bicycle, head tilted upward, mouth agape, howling away. He stopped broadside on the walk, blocking me. I was terrified. He was wearing a dime-store police badge on his T-shirt and carrying a small pad and the stub of a pencil in his hip pocket. Pointing a grimy index finger at my face, Petey slobbered down his chin while admonishing me in a tongue I did not comprehend for a violation I could not fathom. He then pulled the pad and pencil from his pocket, wrote some nonsensical drivel on the paper, ripped it out and handed it to me, then continued down the sidewalk in search of his next traffic violator. When I returned home and showed my mother the “ticket” and told her of my encounter with the strange boy who talked but couldn’t say words, she shook her head and for the first time in my life I heard, “That was Petey Sanchez. Stay away from him. He’s not right in the head.”

Petey’s traffic cop antics continued for several years. It seemed harmless enough at first, but after a while Petey started demanding that the young violators pay their fines with whatever change they had in their pockets. Parents complained, but it didn’t stop for good until the day Chief Durkin walked out of Williams Drug Store and saw Petey making a traffic stop with a very realistic-looking .38-caliber revolver stuck between his belt and pants.

“Helping me with some speeders, huh, Petey?” Chief Durkin said as he approached Petey and a terrified little girl on the verge of tears.

“Uh-huh,” Petey said.

“Did you get the license plate number of her bicycle?” the chief asked, pointing to the rear fender of the girl’s bike.When Petey turned his head, Chief Durkin snatched the revolver. Petey screamed, called the chief a queer and a faggot, and lunged for the weapon, which looked realistic because it was, and fully loaded. A highly agitated Chief Durkin put Petey in the back of the cruiser and took him home. “What the hell is wrong with you, Earl, leaving a loaded gun around where a boy like that can get his hands on it?” the chief asked. “Why in hell do you even own a gun? You don’t have enough fingers left to pull the damn trigger.”

It was one thing after another with Petey. For a while he ran through the streets at night with a black cape, pretending to be a vampire. During another stretch he lurked in bushes and behind fences, pretending to be a tiger, leaping out and scaring young and old, then running off, growling. Twice he got angry with his parents and set his own house on fire, though miraculously the tinderbox was saved both times.

Parents in Crystalton worried that Petey would someday badly hurt or kill another child. Still, most would not reprimand Petey for his misdeeds because they feared he would return in the night and set their houses on fire. Thus, there was a silent but collective sigh of relief among these parents when on the evening of Tuesday, June 15, 1971, a berry picker found the body of Petey Sanchez on Chestnut Ridge.



Chapter Two


At 8:30 a.m. on Monday, June 14, 1971, Deak Coultas tapped twice on the back screen door and walked into our kitchen. His face was freshly scrubbed, pink acne medication applied to his considerable eruptions, hair neatly parted, his khaki shorts cuffed and a pair of tube socks pulled up just below his knees. A Boy Scout knapsack was slung over one shoulder. I was still rubbing sleep out of my eyes and had pulled a ball cap over my uncombed hair. My last fried egg was congealing on the plate; I slid it between two slices of dry wheat toast and we headed down Second Street.

My name is Hutchinson Van Buren and I grew up in the eastern Ohio village of Crystalton, which anchors a slight, southwest bend in the Ohio River. Crystalton was named for the glass and crystal business that thrived there from the mid-1800s until the Brilliant Glass Works closed in 1932, its doors slammed shut by the Great Depression. Around the turn of the century, there had been eight glass and crystal companies operating in Crystalton. All that remained of that once-booming industry were a few slag dumps, the stone foundation of the Brilliant Glass Works, and the Upper Ohio Valley Glass Museum, which was a meager display of fallow photographs, canning jars, and bowls occupying a second-floor room of the village hall. Admission to the Upper Ohio Valley Glass Museum was free, but you had to ask the village clerk for the key, which hung on the wall behind her desk next to those for the public restrooms. Crystalton had about sixteen hundred residents, an electric generating plant just south of town, a sand quarry, and the headquarters of the Belmont Coal & Gas Company. We had a high school that was much beloved by generations of graduates who never left town, a hardware store that sold bunnies and colored peeps at Easter, a drugstore with a marble soda fountain, and the usual assortment of mom-and-pop diners, dry cleaners, and grocery stores. Although we had a name that evoked beauty and style, there was nothing that set Crystalton apart from the other dusty, industrial communities lining the river. However, it was a wonderful place to be a kid. We had ball diamonds, hills to explore, creeks and a quarry to fish, a community swimming pool, and the Big Dipper Ice Cream Shop, where Edna Davis gave you a free double scoop of your choice if you made the honor roll. On grade card day, kids would be lined up to the street, proof in hand, awaiting their rewards.

A heavy fog had rolled off the Ohio River that morning and shrouded Crystalton in a damp cloak that stretched from the water’s edge to a hundred feet up the Appalachian foothills that rimmed the town in a huge semicircle. Deak and I cut through the alley behind the drugstore and across the Little League field, where the ground was still soggy from the previous day’s rain, to the Lincoln Elementary School playground. Behind the monkey bars, concealed by a row of blue spruce trees planted by the PTO, was the beginning of the hunting path that led to the crest of the encircling hills, known as Chestnut Ridge. Deak and I could hear the voices of our friends float through the fog long before they came into view. Our classmate Adrian Nash and his younger brother Eldon, whom everyone called Pepper, were sitting on the first rung of the monkey bars, their arms wrapped around the second rung, giving the appearance they were strapped to a crucifix. As we walked out of the fog, Pepper said, “Low man buys the Cokes? How about it, Hutch? You in?”

“Sure, works for me,” I said.

“How about you, preacher, or is that too close to gambling?”

It was said in fun and Deak took it as such. “I’m in.”

Deak’s real name was Dale Ray, but he was so devoutly religious that we gave him the nickname, Deacon, which over time had been shortened to Deak. We joked that he was the perfect child—he was a good student, rarely cursed, had earned more merit badges than anyone in the history of the Crystalton Boy Scouts and was well on his way to Eagle Scout, and served as president of the youth group at the Crystalton United Methodist Church. He was a tall, gangly kid, with an angular face and a sharp nose and chin. On both cheeks were patches of acne that stretched like quarter-moon-shaped mountain ranges, purple and red and blue eruptions with pustular snowcaps. The acne also ran across his forehead and on his neck and shoulders. He was so self-conscious that he was never without a T-shirt, even at the swimming pool. Once, just before the opening tip of a freshman basketball game, a kid from Martins Ferry lined up against Deak, pointed at the rash of acne popping out on his neck and shoulders, and asked, “That shit’s not contagious, is it?” The question so rattled Deak that he only had two points all night.

It was a half-mile hike up a twisting trail from the playground to Chestnut Ridge. Beneath the canopy of conifers, it was still midnight. The fog saturated the leaves and the condensation dripped to the ground, pelting the carpet of desiccated vegetation with a rhythmic cadence. Soaked limbs hung low over the trail and slapped at our faces. The acrid stench of decay and mold was heavy in our nostrils. A little more than halfway up the trail we walked single file out of the mist and found the sun bright over the West Virginia hills to our east. As always, Adrian led our small troop, quiet as usual, with Pepper following close behind, a dervish of nervous energy, chattering away, throwing stones at trees, tickling the back of Adrian’s neck with a length of foxtail. Adrian, Deak, and I had been good friends since we began attending Sunday school together when we were barely out of diapers. In fact, there isn’t a moment in my memory when they weren’t my pals. Pepper was fourteen and a year younger than the rest of us, but he fit right in. He was as fun-loving as his older brother was somber. Adrian and Deak were both quiet types, so I enjoyed Pepper’s constant banter.

We hiked beyond Chestnut Ridge to the Postalakis farm, which stretched more than three hundred rolling acres from the crest of the ridge west to the fertile bottomland on the shores of Little Seneca Creek. Marty Postalakis let us search his fields for Indian relics as long as we didn’t trample the crops. When we weren’t playing ball, arrowhead hunting was one of our favorite pastimes. There had been a big thunderstorm the previous afternoon and we arranged the hunt while the lightning was still streaking over the hills west of town. Arrowheads were easiest to find after a big storm had washed away a layer of dirt, exposing the shiny pieces of flint.

We had been going on the hunts for years. Deak’s collection was neatly arranged in framed, wool-lined cases that he dutifully cataloged, labeled, and displayed on the walls of his bedroom. Mine were kept in several coffee cans, canning jars, cigar boxes, and other miscellaneous containers scattered about my room. I had no idea how many arrowheads I had and getting the collection organized was something I had been promising myself for years, similar to my mother’s continual vow to organize the family snapshots in albums. For me, the thrill was in the hunt, not the display.

Adrian and Pepper’s artifacts never made it home. They were in it strictly for the money and each hunt ended with a stop at Fats Pennington’s cluttered antique shop at the south end of town. The brothers Nash had a pact that called for each hunt’s findings to be combined, sold, and the proceeds split. Adrian spent his money as fast as he earned it on records, eight-track tapes, magazines, and condoms; he wanted to project the image that he was having sex with Darcy McGonagle, which he most certainly was not. Pepper banked every dime he made and had a bank account worth more than sixteen hundred dollars, a fortune for a fourteen-year-old in 1971.

The last time Pepper was in my bedroom and saw the numerous cans and jars of arrowheads scattered about, he asked, “Why don’t you sell those? You’d get a lot of money for ’em.”

“I’m going to wait until I’m older. Then they’ll be worth even more.”

Pepper shook his head and said, “No, no, no. That’s not the way you do it. Sell ’em now, put the money in the bank, and start earning interest. It’ll compound and you’ll make a lot more money.”

How many fourteen-year-olds could explain the intricacies of compound interest? Adrian and Pepper’s dad was the president of the Glass Works Bank and Trust Company. Obviously, Pepper had been paying attention to his father’s lessons and was way beyond the rest of us in the area of fiscal management. None of us doubted that he would someday be ridiculously rich.

After three hours of exploration in Marty Postalakis’s feed-corn fields, we ended our search on the east bank of the Little Seneca Creek, the sun high overhead, our shirts clinging to moist skin, the tang of testosterone in the air. We washed our treasures in the clear stream, compared our finds, bragged a little, then followed a furrow that snaked along the tree line back toward Chestnut Ridge. As we neared the end of the path that cut through a coppice of chestnut trees at the edge of the Postalakis property, Pepper was ragging on Deak, who had found only two points, although one was by far the best point of the day, a gray and maroon flint spear tip in near perfect condition. “I think the spear point should count for more than one, since it’s in such good shape,” Deak said.

“I agree,” Pepper said. “I’ll give you one and a half for it.”

Deak thought for a minute. “That still makes me the low man.” Pepper grinned. “I know.”

I had six arrowheads for the day, Pepper five, and Adrian three, though he also had the prize find, a maul made of red quartzite. The maul was used by Indians as a hammer head. It was about the size of a tennis ball and had a groove worked into the middle so the user could get a solid grip when using it for pounding. It was in pristine condition, without nicks or chips. The fact that it was made of red quartzite, which is not found in eastern Ohio, meant a Mingo Indian had once traded for the maul, probably with a tribe in the northern United States. It was a valuable piece.

As we walked, Adrian was rolling the maul around in his left hand, admiring his find, and said, “Maybe I’ll just keep this.”

“If you do, you have to pay me half its worth,” Pepper quickly chimed in. “We have a deal, remember? We sell everything we find and split the money.”

“That’s just on arrowheads,” Adrian countered.

“Really? Then how about the axe head I found last fall? How come we didn’t have an arrowheads-only rule when I sold that?”

You were not going to beat Pepper Nash in an argument about money. Adrian muttered something unintelligible, and I was laughing at the end of our single file line, enjoying the brotherly squabble. I was still grinning when the column emptied into a clearing atop Chestnut Ridge and Adrian abruptly halted, causing a chain-reaction collision of teenage boys. Standing at the side of the clearing under the shade of an oak tree, blocking the path leading back down to the school, was Petey Sanchez.

He spotted us immediately and was yammering before we began walking again. “What are you guys doing up here, huh? Queers. Faggots. You up there jerkin’ each other off, huh? Havin’ a circle jerk, I bet. Circle jerk. Circle jerk. You’re a bunch of fuckin’ queers, aren’t you? Queers. Queers. Queers.” Drool fell from his lips as he spoke, and he spread his legs, bent his knees, and made a masturbating motion with his right hand. “Bunch of faggots, faggots, that’s what you are. Faggots.”

My stomach knotted up. “Get the hell away, Petey,” said Pepper, who among the four of us had the shortest fuse.

“Queers. Cornholers. Cocksuckers. Queers. Bunch of queers.”

Petey was nearly eighteen with sparse, prickly hairs sprouting on his upper lip and chin, and growing into a strong, physically mature man. The same mental limitations that made him annoying and scary also made Petey fearless, or perhaps just incapable of understanding danger. We made our way toward the hunting path, a tight, shoulder-to-shoulder phalanx around Adrian, who was a full head taller than the rest of us and offered a modicum of protection. I walked at his right shoulder, not wanting to seem afraid, though I had goose bumps covering both arms. I kept my eyes on the path and avoided looking at Petey, who met us in the middle of the clearing and hovered around our group, cursing and yakking and making bird calls, twice leaning his face close to mine and gagging me with his putrid breath. He was dressed in a sleeveless maroon T-shirt with dark sweat and salt stains under the armpits. His grimy underwear was pulled above his cut-off blue jeans, which drooped low on his hips. A pair of black socks sagged around his ankles, lying in ridges on the tops of his battered tennis shoes. Petey reeked of dirt and sweat and excrement, and as we neared our escape path he screeched and leaned in close to Pepper, who said, “Jesus H. Christ, Petey, when’s the last time you took a bath? You smell like horse shit.”

“Fuck you, queer. Queer. Faggot,” he said, waving his arms in a bird-like motion. When Petey attempted to again lean into Pepper’s face, Adrian stepped forward to block the charge, and the bony ridge of Petey’s forehead hit him on the chin. It was a glancing blow, but Adrian’s jaw muscles tightened, his neck flushed and pulsed. Adrian brought his fisted right hand and the hand holding the maul together in front of his chest, and striking a pose like an offensive lineman, he stepped forward and drove his forearms into Petey’s sternum. It was a powerful blow, and Petey looked like a marionette jerked off his feet by a puppeteer, flying backward into the scrub near the path. Pepper and I laughed. Deak said, “Hey, come on, let’s not do this.”

Petey got on all fours. He was starting to cry, spit flying from his mouth, and then, in a motion quicker than I imagined him capable of, he came up with a dried oak limb with a few brown leaves still clinging to it, and swung at Adrian’s face. The dried leaves rattled as the limb arced toward Adrian, who ducked and threw his right arm up to block the attack. He tried to grab the limb, but Petey pulled it back and swung again, this time hitting Adrian first in the upper shoulder and snapping the limb in two off the back of his head. The broken end of the stick helicoptered into the clearing; the business end remained clutched in Petey’s hands.

We stopped laughing, and I can tell you for a fact that I knew what was going to happen next. As clear as the noontime sky, I could see it unfolding in my mind’s eye. I knew it was going to be tragic, but I could not, or did not, stop it. Years afterward, I would ponder that moment and wonder if my hatred and fear of Petey Sanchez trumped common sense and prevented me from stopping Adrian. I was only three feet away when I saw the muscles twitch in Adrian’s forearm and the maul drop from his palm into his fingers, easily sliding into the grip he used for a two-seam fastball. I made no move to stop him. Instead, I looked at Petey. He was enraged, his face crimson, squealing and slobbering. When Petey raised his arm for another attack, Adrian’s right foot came off the ground.

As the foot came forward, his left shoulder dropped. Petey’s right hand started forward with the stick at the same time Adrian’s left hand arced past his ear. The maul came out of his hand and covered the two feet to Petey’s forehead in a blur. I never saw it leave his hand and I never saw it hit Petey, but I heard it. Pepper always said the impact sounded sharp, like a walnut cracking or a tree limb snapping in a high wind. That’s not the way I remember it. What I heard was a sickening crunch, like the sound of someone stepping on an ice cube.

We sometimes make decisions in a span of time so infinitesimal that it cannot be comprehended by our own minds. Yet the impact of the decision is life-altering. There may be times when people lash out purely on instinct, reacting to fear or pain without regard for the consequences, but I think those instances are few. A decision might be made as the result of fear and rage, but it is still a decision. I have had years now to think about the events that occurred that day on Chestnut Ridge, and I believe that Adrian Nash meant to kill Petey Sanchez.

I had known Adrian a long time. He was the star pitcher on the baseball team and I was his catcher. I had seen Adrian Nash in his zone. I had witnessed firsthand the times his eyes narrowed and he honed in on my catcher’s mitt and delivered the ball with such accuracy that I caught it without ever moving my hand. Those were the eyes I saw just before Adrian delivered the maul into the forehead of Petey Sanchez. After the limb broke across the back of his head, the pain seared, the adrenaline surged, and a neuron fired somewhere deep in Adrian’s brain. It was during that millisecond that the primal instincts of survival took over and I saw the look flash in Adrian’s eyes. They narrowed, the teeth clenched, and the maul slipped into his fingers. The desire to kill Petey only lasted an instant, but it struck while Adrian had a three-pound granite projectile in his throwing hand. When Adrian’s right foot strode forward, Petey Sanchez was as good as dead. The maul struck Petey an inch to the right of the bony ridge, directly between his eyebrow and hairline, exactly where Adrian wanted to put it.

The stick dropped from his hand, but Petey didn’t go right down. Death had yet to register in his feeble mind. The impact of the maul spun his head toward me, like the head of a boxer that has just taken a vicious left hook. It was an instant after granite had compacted bone and his eyes carried a perplexed look, as though trying to process the electric charge that had ignited in his brain and sent a shower of sparks shooting from the cerebellum to the bottom of his spine. But it was only momentary. The brain that had served Petey so poorly in life was shutting down, his eyes turning blank, mouth agape, jaw slack, blood flowing from the crater of pulp in his forehead. The dim lights inside his head began shutting off in quick succession. Like that same staggered boxer, he stood for a moment, wobbled, then began a slow descent to his back. As he started to topple, Petey looked like a wooden soldier in the throes of death, his arms and legs stiff, hinged only at the shoulders and hips. One leg extended awkwardly to the side and his arms windmilled as he fell backward into the weeds, scaring an animal that moved in the thicket and scattering a flock of starlings from a nearby mulberry tree.

We froze for a long moment, just looking at one another. I fought back the salty bile that flooded my mouth and the urge to run as far and fast as my legs would carry me. The clearing and woods had gone suddenly silent. The only sound I recall was Adrian sucking for air through his mouth, his saliva whistling with each heaving breath. The silence was broken when Deak Coultas, the church acolyte, said, “Holy fucking Christ.”

The blood drained from Adrian’s face. I watched it. The color dropped like the line of a cooling thermometer, and his face took on the pale, waxy hue of the hot candle drippings that clung like stalactites from the church candelabras. Adrian began walking in circles, his splayed fingers on his hips, sucking for air and fighting back tears. Pepper put a hand on his brother’s back and offered consolation in a hushed tone. Deak dropped to one knee and held his face in his hands. I twisted a dark blue felt bag in my hands. It had once contained a bottle of fine Canadian sipping whiskey, but now held my arrowheads, which clacked together as I approached the prone figure of Petey Sanchez.

He had fallen into a patch of high grass, thistles, and milkweed under the low branches of the oak tree that had shed the limb he had used as a weapon. After he fell, the parted grass and weeds drooped back over Petey, creating a tomb of green into which his torso and head had disappeared. I set the velvet bag near his legs, which jerked every few seconds, took the stick that had fallen from Petey’s hand, and slowly parted the vegetation. His left arm lay limp at his side, the right extended over his head as though he were swimming the backstroke. Blood pooled in the crater; the right side of his face was awash in red. A few stems of grass clung to his cheeks, held in place by the sticky blood; a blowfly had already alighted at the rim of the hole. His fingers twitched and his mouth opened and closed in a manner that reminded me of a fish that had been dragged up on shore and struggled for breath. I thought Petey, too, was gasping for air, but later in life learned that it was simply the spasmodic reaction of his muscles after his wiring had been short-circuited. I watched for several minutes, maybe as few as two, or as many as five, I’m really not sure, until his body relaxed and settled hard into the brush. When all movement stopped and two more blowflies lit on the moist side of Petey’s face, I moved the stick and allowed the grass to fall back over him. I snatched up my velvet bag and moved away. “He’s dead,” I said.

“Are you sure?” Pepper asked.
 
“Positive.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Adrian said.

“Did you check for a pulse?” Deak asked.

“I don’t need to check for a pulse, Deak. There’s a hole in his forehead that I could stick my fist in.”

“Maybe we should call for an ambulance.”

“Fuck no, we’re not calling for an ambulance,” Pepper said. “For what? He’s dead.”

“Why in hell didn’t he just leave us alone?” Adrian asked, his eyes glassy with tears. “Why’d he always have to get up in your face like that? Goddamn him.”

“It was self-defense, Adrian. You had no choice,” I offered. “He was going to club you again with that tree limb. He could have killed you.”

I expected Adrian to protect his infallibility and shift the blame to us for not helping, but it didn’t come. He just stood there, chewing on his lower lip, shaking his head and fighting back tears. With each breath his chest and stomach rolled in unison.

“I’m just saying, if we ran down the hill and called right now, maybe the paramedics could do something,” Deak offered.

“Yeah, they’ll do something, all right. They’ll declare his retarded ass dead and then call the cops to arrest us,” Pepper said.
 
“But, if we don’t do . . .”

“No, Deak,” Pepper said, his nostrils flaring as he took a step toward him.

I stepped between them and put a hand on Pepper’s chest. “Stop it. Enough. Let’s give it a minute.” I looked at Adrian, who was our unspoken leader. He was beginning to regain his composure, but offered no help. It was on me. “Look, there’s nothing anyone can do for Petey. Deak, if you want to check for a pulse, be my guest, but I’m telling you he’s stone dead. If we’re standing around here and someone wanders by, we’re screwed. I say let’s get out of here and go somewhere where we can talk and sort things out.”

“Agreed,” Pepper said, starting past me to the path that would lead us back to the playground.

I snatched his shirt and said, “No. We can’t walk back down that way. If anyone sees us coming down the path they might put two and two together after someone finds him. Let’s cut over Hogback Hill and take the path down Riddles Run to the glass works. It will look like we were scouting those fields. We’ll come into town from the south, and no one will ever know we were up here.”

We looked at Adrian and he nodded his approval. In spite of the situation, I welcomed the nod. It was the first time in my life that I could recall making a decision of significance around Adrian. Usually, we simply deferred to him.

Deak looked back at Petey. “Deak, there’s nothing we can do for him,” I said. He nodded. As we headed across the clearing, I stopped and used the stick to point back to the brush. “Better pick up that maul, Adrian.” He went back, kicked around the weeds, and found it a couple feet from the body. As he emerged into the clearing, he rolled it in his hand and appeared to be examining it for bloodstains.

Pepper led us south along the backside of Hogback Hill, the largest of the foothills that rimmed the southwest corner of Crystalton. It would bring us out of the woods near the old Longstreet Mine No. 8 and along the Little Seneca Creek, a quarter of a mile from where it emptied into the Ohio River near the foundation of the old Brilliant Glass Works. The glass works was more than four decades gone, but its stone foundation remained and we would occasionally dig around the grounds for slag, the large pieces of glass that were formed when leftover molten glass was dumped at the end of a run. The slag was considered trash when glass factories lined the Ohio River in Crystalton, but in 1971 they were treasures of our lost past and people would pay five dollars for clear, brick-sized pieces, which were commonly used as doorstops. Along the east side of the old foundation, sloping several hundred yards toward the river, was another farm field that we sometimes searched for arrowheads. After a big storm the relics could be found in abundance along the lower ridge of the field and in the mouth of the Little Seneca, where we scooped out silt and rock in kitchen colanders, searching for arrowheads like prospectors panning for gold.

We did not run across Hogback Hill, but walked in silence and at a brisk pace. I recalled that I had been thinking about lunch when we walked out of the Postalakis’s feed-corn field. I was no longer hungry, the pangs canceled by the clenching of my throat and intestines. As we walked I remembered that I had promised my mother I would cut the grass that afternoon. I thought it odd that in the midst of such chaos I would remember something as seemingly insignificant as mowing the lawn.

As we followed the path around Hogback Hill, I felt oddly euphoric, light in the chest, as though I had just walked away from a plane crash. I had witnessed a horrific event, a young man had died, but there was a modicum of relief in knowing that I had not thrown the stone that ended Petey’s life. As bad as things were, I knew that I would never have to shoulder that blame. Was I helping to hide the killer? Absolutely. But I could never be held accountable for the murder. The ground was ablaze and strewn with crushed wings and engines and body parts, but I was walking out of the fuselage virtually unscathed.



Chapter Three


On the hillside farmed by Del Cafferty south of town, an outcropping of sandstone protruded from the soil a hundred feet from the edge of the field, which tumbled toward the river and within a few feet of the New York Central Railroad tracks. During our arrowhead sojourns to the field, we would often pack a lunch and sit on the pitted outcropping as we ate, our feet dangling two feet from the loam below, watching freight trains, barges loaded with coal, clouds, and the muddy river roll by.

To the northwest was Crystalton, though all that could be seen from our low vantage point was a handful of houses built high against the encompassing hills, the spire of the Presbyterian Church, and the white water tower that proudly proclaimed in purple block letters:

Crystalton, Ohio
Home of the Royals

When we emerged from the dense foliage of Hogback Hill into Riddles Run, we walked directly to the outcropping. No one said that is where we should go to talk. Instinctively, we just knew. By the time we arrived at the outcropping the sun had arced past noon, burned off the fog, and begun heating the sandstone, which was warm on the backs of my legs and felt good in spite of the temperature already hitting the low eighties. I had been unable to shake the goose bumps and chills since walking away from Petey’s body. I pressed my hands between the rock and my thighs to warm my cold fingers.

We sat in silence for a few minutes, each of us pondering our personal situations and waiting for Adrian to take the lead. During youth, leadership is most often determined as it is in wolf packs or lion prides—by size and strength. Thus, Adrian had always been our leader, first by size, but later by intelligence and natural ability. He was simply one of those people you turned to for leadership. On that day, however, he was silent, nervous, and made no movement to tell us how we would address the dilemma. When he looked over to me, his eyes moist and rimmed in red, I realized that Adrian could not accept a leadership role in this situation because he was now dependent upon us for his survival.

I finally slipped off the rock and said, “Okay, what’s the plan? I’ve got to get the grass cut before my mom gets home from work.” It sounded ridiculous under the circumstances, but it was no less a fact.

“I’ve been thinking,” Adrian said, his tone hardly more than a whisper. “If they never found the body, how would anyone know he had been killed?” He looked around at us. “I mean, Petey rode that damn bicycle all over the place, anything could have happened to him. He could have fallen in the river or into an abandoned mine, or run away. Who knows? If they never find a body, it’ll just be a missing person, right? Who’s going to look for him? Not his parents, and not the Crystalton cops, that’s for sure.”

“Someone is going to find him eventually,” I said.

“Not if we get rid of the body.”

A wave of ice ran from my brain stem to my heels.

Adrian continued, “Maybe tonight we camp out, and go back up and drag his body over and throw it in the fly ash pond. They’d never think to look in there.”

There were two fly ash ponds built into the hills above Crystalton. They were decades-old craters in the earth left by strip mining companies. As a way of reducing air pollution, the electric generating plant in town pumped a slurry of fly ash captured from the smokestacks to the ponds. They were quicksand-type pits of acid-heavy ash and water. We had found deer tracks leading into the ponds, but never coming out.

“After a couple of months the acid will completely dissolve the body,” Adrian said. “It’ll eat away everything but the teeth, and they would never find those. The pits are bottomless.”

Despite his distressed state of mind, it wouldn’t have surprised me if Adrian was conspiring behind the wild eyes, trying to elevate our involvement in the crisis to make us all more culpable. I wanted to help Adrian, but such a move would increase my participation in Petey’s death from that of mere witness to co-conspirator, and I was going to have to balk. “You’re just thinking out loud, right, Adrian?” I asked.

“It’s Petey, goddammit. No one would look for him.”

“I can’t do that,” Deak said. “No way. I’m not throwing him in that pit never to be found and never given a proper funeral.”

“A proper funeral?” Adrian asked, flashing Deak a hateful look.

“Look, what if we go back on the hill and come running down behind the playground and say we found Petey up there and he was already dead?” Deak offered. “Then someone could go up and get him and he wouldn’t have to lie up there in the weeds in the heat with all the bugs.”

“Oh, for the love of Christ,” Adrian groaned.

Pepper hopped off the ledge and said, “Look, first of all, the heat and bugs aren’t bothering Petey, and why in hell do we need a plan?” He looked around at all of us. “Seriously? Why? This is very simple. Listen to me. Tonight, maybe tomorrow, maybe a week from now, someone is going to walk up to you and ask, ‘Hey, did you hear about Petey Sanchez?’ When that happens, you say, ‘No. What?’ They’ll say, ‘He’s dead.’ You say, ‘No shit, really? How?’ That’s it. That’s all we have to say. Game over.”

“Once they find the body the cops will start an investigation. What if they ask us questions?” Deak asked.

“So what if they do? It’s the same routine,” Pepper said, his voice climbing as his patience with Deak ran short. “If the cops ask you if you’ve seen Petey in the last week, you say no, not that you recall. If they ask if you have any idea who might have killed him, you say not a clue. If they ask if we were up on Chestnut Ridge, we say no. It was foggy as hell this morning. No one saw us walk up there. We were a mile from the Postalakis house. They didn’t see us.” He pointed at Deak, then me. “Did either of you guys tell anyone we were going up on Chestnut Ridge?”

“No,” Deak said. I shook my head.

“Well, there you have it,” Pepper said. “We met at the elementary school and walked down here. We spent the morning hunting for arrowheads. Period. Let’s not make this more complicated than it needs to be. We keep our mouths shut, and when someone asks about Petey Sanchez, we don’t know a damn thing.”

He was right. If no one could put us on Chestnut Ridge and we kept our mouths shut, there was nothing to fear.

“If we get caught, we’ll all go to juvenile hall,” Adrian said.

I nodded. I wasn’t sure that was true, but I was willing to let it hang there for Deak’s benefit. It was a little cruel, but necessary. Deak Coultas was a great friend and a very caring kid. He had a kind word for everyone. In the heat of a basketball game, he would be the first one to extend a hand and help a fallen opponent back to his feet. He was the apotheosis of a parent’s perfect child. The fact that he had been witness to a murder and part of the cover-up was going to be particularly rough on him.

“I just think we should tell someone,” Deak said. “It bothers me that he’s dead and his family doesn’t even know.”

I said, “Deak, let me ask you this: What good is telling someone going to do besides clearing your conscience? If Adrian gets nailed, we do, too. Adrian threw the rock, but we share in the blame because we didn’t stop him. We let the retarded kid die. And let’s remember this: We didn’t start it. Petey was the one who started it. He headbutted Adrian and clubbed him with a tree limb. Adrian was trying to protect us.”

We all looked at Deak, the obvious weak link in the chain. “I got it,” he said.

“Are we in agreement?” Pepper asked.

Deak and I both nodded. Deak, I knew, believed he was failing in the eyes of God and had just committed his soul to eternal damnation. Pepper couldn’t be bothered. He was probably wondering how much Fats Pennington was going to give them for the arrowheads and the maul. He was concerned for his brother, but the fact that Petey Sanchez was lying dead in the weeds would not cost Pepper Nash a minute’s sleep. He would give it no more thought than if Adrian had punched Petey in the nose. Petey Sanchez? Fuck him. He got what he deserved. That psycho hit Adrian twice with a tree branch and Adrian punched his ticket, gave him a one-way trip to the big retard school in the sky. Sayonara, crazy boy. I’m glad the goofy sonofabitch is gone. And that would be that. How much for that maul, Fats?

As it became apparent that our business at the rock was complete, Adrian turned and began walking toward the river. Pepper instinctively knew what his brother was going to do and said, “Wait, Adrian, don’t throw that away. It’s worth a lot of money.”

Adrian stopped and looked at Pepper for a long moment, as though contemplating the risk versus the financial gain, then he took a few more steps and hurled the maul far into the Ohio. When it hit, the water plumed up on both sides and for an instant looked like a glass vase before fading into ripples that were soon consumed by the current.

“Dammit,” Pepper said.

We walked across the furrowed field, stepping over young corn sprouts, heading for the wooden foot bridge that spanned the Little Seneca below Third Street. When we were halfway across, Adrian turned and asked, “Are you keeping that for a souvenir?”

In my hand was Petey’s oak branch. I had taken it to remove any clues from the crime scene, but had been mindlessly using it as a walking stick. I inspected it for a moment, then dropped it over the side of the bridge and into the rushing waters of Little Seneca Creek, which was still running fast from the previous day’s rain. We all watched it float downstream until it went through the concrete culvert under the New York Central tracks and made its way to join the maul in the Ohio.



Chapter Four


The front door of Fats Pennington’s antique shop could be reached only by traversing a weed- and gravel-covered lot that was cluttered with rusting farm implements, a couple of old-fashioned gasoline pumps, a weathered church pew on which Fats sunned his considerable girth on slow days, several wagon wheels with missing spokes, and a battered wicker gondola from a hot air balloon that Fats swore had been used by troops under the command of Ulysses S. Grant to spy on the Confederates during the Tennessee campaign of 1863. “Only a hundred and twenty dollars to own a piece of history,” he once told me.
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