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The air tasted the same. That’s what came to me when I stepped out of the pickup. I had hit 

Milford on a cold winter day, but the chill couldn’t tamp down the aroma that I had known in the 

heart of a summer nearly 30 years past, when I was just a boy. The diesel, the dust and the oil 

played on my nostrils, chased by a generous dollop of hog manure from the massive farm outside 

town. The Milford I looked at was a place encased by its past, but the hog operation was 

something new, to me at least. I had marveled at that island of change among so much that 

hewed to my recollection. 

I scanned the street one last time, doffed my jacket and hustled inside. 

 

Toby Swint raised his hand to flag me down, and I was damned glad that he did, because I 

wouldn’t have spotted him otherwise. As I moved closer to the table and he came into better 

view, I was able to pick out pieces of my memory inside the jowly, corpulent face that looked 

back at me. The angled nose that dove hard toward the floor. The dimples. The crooked half-

grin. The rest of what I could recall, however, had been buried deep in gray hair and the lined 

canyons of his face and the angles of a body ravaged by time and gravity. 

I shook the hand he extended in greeting and sat down opposite him. “Thanks for signaling 

me,” I said. “I’m guessing I’m a pretty obvious stranger around here.” 

He chuckled. “You are, at that. You sure have changed.” 

“I was thinking the same thing about you.” 

When the server swung by, I asked for an iced tea. I was neither hungry nor thirsty, but I 

could feel the cottonmouth coming on again, the same as it did the night before, when Toby was 



on the other end of my phone call from the motel in Salt Lake and I was scarcely sure where to 

begin. 

Less than 12 hours later, I was no more certain of my footing. But when the tea was in front 

of me and the chitchat was done – yes, I said, it had been a fine drive, and no, I had no trouble in 

finding the place -- I told Toby what had been told to me just a few days earlier, and then I went 

deeper. 

 

I watched the hulking man as I talked, and he seemed as though he might shrink into 

nothingness as I skirted along the edges of a story that was too long to tell properly over a 

restaurant table. It had started all those years earlier, right here in Milford, and the ending had led 

me here, too. I just didn’t know where or how to find it, exactly. So I showed my cards and 

hoped that Toby would show his. 

After I finally came up for air, he fiddled with a straw for a few moments before speaking. 

“I was surprised to hear from you, Mitch,” he said. “But as soon as you said your name on 

the phone last night, I knew. It couldn’t be anything else.” 

I smiled but said nothing. Toby rolled his ham-hock shoulders and squirmed in his chair. 

“I’m relieved. Jesus. I really am.” 

The poor bastard. He seemed to think that he and I had reached an end, but it was only a 

beginning. I had come back to Milford – to this place that had cast a shadow over most of my life 

– to get some answers, to reclaim something that had been taken from me. It looked as though I 

would have to do some prodding to get what was mine. 

“So,” I said, “what am I supposed to do?” 

 


