
Chapter 1 

Milford, Utah | February 9, 2008 

 

The morning sun splashed light across Interstate 15 as I made my way south from Salt Lake 

City, the same route I had traveled so many times before, decades earlier, and yet little seemed 

the same now as it did then. Houses crowded in where bare valleys existed in my memories. Past 

West Jordan and Sandy and Orem I drove. The names rang familiar in my ears as I whispered 

them to myself, but what I saw fell out of line with what my mind’s eye had taken in all these 

years. Only the highway remained as I remembered, with its gray expanse beckoning me ever 

onward and the yellow line holding me steady. 

In Provo, Mount Timpanogos peeked out into the cold air, its eastern slope capturing 

sunlight. I gave it a nod as I passed, as if we were old friends. 

I pushed on, and I fought my well-honed inclinations and found mental purchase in the 

present, even as the fuzzy past shot by me at highway speed. Sleep the night before had been a 

long time in coming and hadn’t lingered long. The motel’s complimentary breakfast – a stale 

muffin and bitter orange juice – stuck hard to my ribs. I kept my eyes forward and both hands on 

the wheel, and I willed myself the three hours to Milford. 

I tried not to think of how scared I was to see it again. 

 

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 knock 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 his gray hair and the lined 

canyons of his face and the angles of his 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. 

In the restaurant 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, 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, I thought. He seemed to think that he and I had reached an end, but it was 

only a beginning. I had come back 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 it. 

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

Toby fiddled with his straw a while longer, and I waited him out. 

“I can show you,” he said. “We’ll have to drive.” 

He pushed up from the table, and I followed his lead. 

“You want to ride with me?” Toby said. 

“No, come on,” I said, stepping to the Ranger. “I’ll drive.” 

I wasn’t going to be alone with Toby on his terms. Not until I knew a lot more than I did at 

that moment. 

 



From the passenger seat, Toby guided me out of town by way of a familiar route. A few 

minutes later, we were shooting east on the Ely Highway, the road of my long-ago summer. The 

fierce February winds barreled down off the foothills and whipsawed the Ranger, and I found 

myself racked with tension, from the moment and from straining to keep the truck on the road. 

“I hated this road,” I said. 

“Yeah, so did I,” Toby said. “Still do.” 

The miles that followed were filled with idle chit-chat, about families and jobs and the 

trivial frustrations of men pushing into middle age. We made a valiant but futile effort to cover 

the years since we had last seen each other, but it was no use. We had passed through each 

other’s lives in the way that so many people do. They don’t take up much space when they’re 

here, and when they’re gone, they don’t leave much of a hole. 

And yet … 

And yet here Toby and I were, riding into the country in a dead man’s pickup, each of us 

holding tight to what we knew. And I knew nothing. 

“Turn left here,” Toby said, pointing to a dirt road off the highway. I eased the truck across 

the eastbound lane and onto the gravel. 

“Didn’t we dig around here?” I asked. 

“Yep, all up and down here, and on the other side of the highway, too.” 

“How far do I go?” 

“It’s up there a piece. I’ll let you know.” 

The rugged route played hell on the Ranger’s shocks, bouncing us around the cab of the 

truck despite my best efforts to poke along. Toby’s idle chitchat, a presence for most of the drive, 

wound down, and he stared out the passenger window at the passing country. 



I felt almost outside myself, as if I were looking back through my past while watching my 

body propel through the present. A dull pain bore into my gut. I wondered where we were 

headed. As I watched the highway fall from my field of vision in the rearview mirror, I 

recognized the ache in my stomach for what it was: fear. 

“This is good right here,” Toby said. 

We had come down off a butte into a grassy draw. I pulled to the side of the road. Toby 

stepped out of the pickup, and I did the same. 

“We can cover the last bit on foot,” he said. 

I didn’t move. 

“It’s this way,” Toby said, waving me on as he stepped into the brush. 

“Toby, this is going to sound a little bit dumb,” I said. “But do you suppose you could show 

me your pockets?” 

“Why?” 

“Because I don’t know what’s going on, and I’d rather be safe than sorry.” 

The shock that flashed across his face answered my fear. He wasn’t here to harm me. Still, I 

knew that if that were really true, he would have no problem with my request. 

“I don’t get it,” he said, looking at me quizzically, but he pulled his pockets out from his 

jeans and his coat and showed me that they were empty. 

“Thanks,” I said, feeling only slightly sheepish about my paranoia. A dull, burning unease 

still washed over me. “I’ll follow you.” 

 

We trudged maybe a quarter of a mile off the road. It was hard walking. The shifting wind 

fought us the whole way, blowing sideways and front ways and back ways and sending sand into 



our faces. I hadn’t dressed for the conditions, and I jammed my fast-numbing hands into my 

pockets to keep them warm. I was just about to suggest that we turn around and hoof it back to 

the truck when Toby stopped and pointed at a wash that crossed the sandy floor of the broad 

valley we were in. 

“There,” he said. 

I looked around. I couldn’t even see the truck from where we stood. 

“What’s so special about this place?” I asked. 

“I wouldn’t call it special.” 

“So why here?” 

“Jim didn’t tell you?” 

“Tell me what?” 

“Oh, Christ,” Toby said. He was wailing. “Oh, Jesus Christ. Oh, shit.” 

 

It took me a long time to settle Toby down to the point that he could talk in a straight line. 

“Let’s just go back,” he said. “Let’s just go.” 

That wasn’t going to happen. Slowly, delicately, and finally, angrily, I implored him to talk 

to me. I needed this, I told him. I had come too far. Too many years and too much separation had 

slipped through my hands. I needed to know. 

“You don’t need to know this, Mitch. You can just walk away from it now. I would.” 

“Jesus, man, are you serious?” I said. 

Toby stared down at the dirt. He swallowed hard. He didn’t speak. 

“Tell me,” I said. “Tell me now.” 

 


