THE DAY OF THE LAST ROCK FIGHT
Joseph Whitechill

Fallbrook Academy
May 16, 1954

Dear Dad,

I expect this will be a very long letter, so I am sending it to your office marked Personal. 1
know you don't like to do family business at the office but I wanted you to have a chance to read
this all by yourself, and I didn't want Mother or Sue reading it before you did.

Thank you for sending my allowance, and also for the subscription to the home paper. Thank
you also for the nice new wallet for my birthday. I really needed it, as my old one was afflicted
with rot and falling apart.

I apologize for not having written sooner. As you said in your last letter, "Something must
have happened in the last two months worth writing down." I have been very busy with things
here at school, but mainly I haven't written because I didn't know how to say what I wanted to say.
I hope this letter will make up for the long delay.

You keep asking me what I happen to think of Fallbrook Academy and if I'm happy here, and
so on. Well, I don't like it here, and I want to come home. That's what this letter is for -- to tell
you that now it's all right for me to come back home. I guess I know why you sent me here, and I
admit that I wanted very much to come when I did. It's not that the people here aren't nice or
anything. They are. They're so nice it's phony. In all the catalogues of the school they call it a
Special School, but the boys here call it Goodbar. (Mr. Goodbar is a chocolate bar full of nuts.)
They all kid about it, and pretend they don't care about being put in a school for misfits and boys
with emotional problems. I guess most of them like it here. Most of them say they hate their
parents, one or both, and are really glad to get away from them. All the faculty are so sweet and
kind and sympathetic that a lot of boys get away with murder. (That last word was sort of a poor
choice, I suppose, but I'll leave it there anyway.) But I don't feel like I belong here any more.

It is going to be very complicated to explain everything in just one letter, because there are lots
of different ways of looking at that mess that happened there at home, and I suppose I am the only
one who knows the whole story. I guess you sent me here because you thought I was terribly
upset by Gene Hanlon getting killed out there at Manning Day School at home, and seeing his
body lying in the creek, and so on. Well, that was part of it, but only a little part. The rest of it I
couldn't tell anybody until Detective Sergeant Gorman put the story in the paper last week. I got
that paper in the mail yesterday, and I have been reading the story over and over, and feeling
relieved and awful at the same time.

I'm sure you read the same story, so you already know that Gene Hanlon was murdered, instead
of getting killed accidentally as they said at first. But neither you nor anybody else knows that I
saw the murder done, and knew all the time who did it. I guess if I acted upset afterwards it was
from knowing all this and not being able to tell anyone about it. I'm going to work on this letter
all night, if it takes that long, because I have to get all this out of my system. (When you stay up
after curfew around here, they don't actually make you go to bed, but the doctor who is on duty
looks in on you every half hour or so to see what you're doing, and to try to make you want to go
to bed.)

I suppose the beginning is the best place to start, so I will tell you first about Gene Hanlon, the
boy who got killed. He came to Manning Day School last fall as a senior. They said he was
expelled from his last school, but I don't know about that. Ididn't like him just from looking at
him. I'know you hate judgments that way on first impressions, but I couldn't help it. I wouldn't
ever bring him over to our house, but if I had, you might have seen what I was talking about. He
was big and beefy, and he played on the first string last fall. He was also blond, and the girls
thought he was cute and from what I heard they fought over him for dates. But he was a bully,
and he cheated in the classroom and he borrowed your stuff without asking you and then left it
some place where you had to go hunt it up yourself.

In a school like Manning Day there are always a number of tight little groups -- cliques, I
guess you call them -- that move around independently and generally stay out of the way of the
others. I mean there is a football group, and a group of boys who drink beer, and a group who
studies hard, and a group who loafs and tries to avoid everything that looks like work, and a group
that meets in the locker room to talk about sex and tell dirty jokes. It was probably the same way
when you yourself went to school, but you may have forgotten. When you go to a school like that,
you pretty soon find the group that suits you best, and you stay there and don't try to mix with any
of the others, because if you do you won't be let in.

What I am getting at in this long explanation is that Gene Hanlon was the Big Man in all
the groups I wouldn't be seen dead in. He was tops among the football players and their fans. He
could tell filthier stories and he said he could hold more liquor than anyone else. And he told
stories about the things he had done to girls that you wouldn't believe if anybody else had told
them, but with him telling them, you knew they were all possible. I guess he was feared more
than he was liked, but one thing sure, he never went anywhere alone. There was always a loud
bunch along with him horse-laughing and beating him on the shoulders.

I stayed out of his way. There is something about me that brings out the worst in bullies.
That's what Peter Irish used to say. I guess it's because I'm slightly built and because of those
glasses I have to wear. Once I was going upstairs to lab, and Gene Hanlon was coming down and
we met halfway, and for no reason I could see, he belted me as hard as he could on my shoulder.
My glasses flew off and bounced halfway down the stairs along with a whole armload of books
and papers. I had to grab the bannister to keep from following them down myself. Two other
guys with him saw him do it and didn't say anything at first, but then they looked at Gene and
knew they'd better laugh, so they did. So I sat there on the stairs all confused inside, holding my
shoulder to make it stop hurting. Gene Hanlon and the others went on down the stairs laughing to
beat all at how I looked there with everything scattered around me. On the way down, Gene
kicked my physics book ahead of him, bouncing it all the way to the bottom. When I could stand
up all right, I went down and got it. When I picked it up, it fell apart in my hands with its binding
broken and I guess I started to cry. I hate to see books treated that way.

When I had about got everything picked up, Peter Irish came up to where I was and wanted
to know what had happened. Peter being my best friend, I told him all about it. Probably there
were still tears in my eyes about the physics book because Peter said, "Do you want me to get him
for you?"

I thought for a minute how swell that would be, but then I said no. It was almost yes
because Peter was the only one in school who could have whipped Gene under any rules, and it
was a very satisfying thing to think about. But then I thought about afterwards, when Gene would
have gotten over his beating and would begin to wonder why Peter had done it, and he would



remember that Peter was my best friend. Then he would put one and one together and start out
after me seriously. So I said no.

Peter Irish was a good friend to have. I suppose he was the strongest kid in school, but he
didn't ever use his strength to bully people, but just for things that were fun, like squashing a beer
can in one hand. You knew him pretty well because of all the times he
came over to the house to study with me, Iremember the time he beat you at Indian hand
wrestling on the dining room table, and you were a real good sport about it because Mother was
watching and laughing at your expression. But anyway, you know how strong Peter was, and you
can figure what he would have done to Gene if I'd ask him to. Peter always stayed out of fights
unless they were for fun, and if they ever got serious he'd quit because he didn't want to hurt
anybody. But he would have torn Gene Hanlon apart if I had asked him to.

That was something I don’t think you understood — Peter and me, I mean, and why we
hung around together. The simplest way to say it is that we swapped talents. Iused to write a lot
of his themes for him, and help him in labs so he’d finish when the rest of us did, and he’d show
me judo holds and how to skin a squirrel and such things. You would call it a good working
relationship.

Now, there are just two more things you have to know about to see the whole picture. The
first one is Peter Irish and Angela Pine. Peter and Angela went together all last year and the year
before, and neither of them wanted anybody else. Both their folks made them date other kids
because they didn’t like to see them going steady, but everybody knew that Angela belonged to
Peter, and Peter belonged to Angela, and that’s all there was to it. He used to talk to me a lot
about her, and how they were going to get married and run a riding stable together. And he told
me that he would never touch her that way until they were married. They used to kiss good night,
and that was all because Peter said that when the great thing happened he wanted it to happen just
right, and it could never be really right while they were both kids in high school. A lot of the
fellows thought that more went on between them that I know did, but that’s because they didn’t
understand Peter really. He had a simple set of rules he operated under and they suited him very
well. He was good to Angela and good to animals and all he asked was to be let alone to do things
his own way.

The other thing you have to know about is the noontime rock fights. From the papers and
the inquest and all, you know something about them but not everything. I guess most of the
parents were pretty shocked to learn that little Johnny was in a mob rock fight every day at school,
but that’s the way it was. The fights started over a year ago, as near as I can recollect, and went on
all that time without the faculty ever finding out. The papers made a big scandal out of them and
conducted what they called an “expose of vicious practices at select Manning Day School.” It was
comical actually the way everybody got all steamed up over the things we knew went on all the
time, not only at Manning but in all the other schools in town. Of course, we all knew the rocks
fights were wrong, but they were more fun than they seemed wrong, so we kept them up. (That
time I came home with the mouse under my eye, I didn’t get it by falling in the locker room, I just
forgot to duck.)

We had a strict set of rules in the fights so that nobody would really get hurt or anything,
and so the little guys could get into them too without fear of being killed. All sixty of us, the
whole school, were divided into two teams, the Union Army and the Confederates, and after lunch
in the cafeteria we’d all get our blue or gray caps and head out into the woods behind the school.
The faculty thought we played Kick the Can and never followed us out to check up on us.

Each team had a fort we’d built out of sapling logs — really just pens about waist high. The
forts were about two hundred yards apart, invisible to each other through the trees and scrub. You
weren’t allowed to use rocks any bigger than a hazelnut, and before you pegged one at a guy in the
opposite army, you had to go chk, chk with your mouth so the guy would have a chance to find
where it was coming from and duck in time. We had scouting parties and assault teams and
patrols and all the rest of the military things we could think up. The object was to storm the
enemy’s fort and take it before recess was up and we had to quit.

These rock fights weren’t like the papers said at all. I remember the Morning Star called
them “pitched battles of unrelenting fury, where injuries were frequent.” That was silly. If the
injuries were frequent it wouldn’t be fun anymore, and nobody would have wanted to keep doing
it. You could get hurt, of course, but you could get hurt a lot worse in a football game with the
grandstand full of newspaper reporters and faculty and parents all cheering you on.

Now I guess you know everything that was important before the day Gene Hanlon got
killed, and I can tell you how it happened so that you’ll know why.

After our last morning class, Peter Irish and I went down to the washroom in the basement
to clean up for lunch. All morning Peter had acted funny — silent and sort of tied up inside — and it
was worrying me some. At first [ thought I had done something he didn’t like, but if I had, he’d
have told me. He’d hardly said two words all morning, and he had missed two recitations in
English that I had coached him on myself. But you couldn’t pry trouble out of Peter, so I just kept
quiet and waited for him to let me in on it.

While he was washing his hands, I had to go into one of the stalls. I went in and shut the
door and was hanging up my jacket when I heard somebody else come into the washroom. I don’t
know why but I sat down — being real careful not to make any noise.

Somebody said, “Hi, Pete, boy.” It was Gene Hanlon, and he was alone for once.

“Hi, Gene.” That was Peter. (I am trying to put this down as near as I can just the way
they said it.)

“Oh, man!” Gene said. “Today I am an exhaust pipe!”

“Tired?”

“You said the word, man. Real beat under.”

“Why so?”

“Big date last night. Friend of yours, Angela Pine.” Just as if that stall door hadn’t been
there, I could see Gene grinning at Peter and waiting for a rise out of him. Peter didn’t say
anything so Gene tried again. “You’re pretty sly, Pete.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean Angela. You’ve done a real fine job of keeping her in dry-dock all this time.”

“She dates other guys,” Peter said, sounding like he ought to clear his throat.

“Aaaah. She goes out with those meatballs and then comes home and shakes hands at the
door. What kind of date is that?”

“Well, that’s her business.”

Gene said giggling, “I don’t know what her business is, but I got a few suggestions for her
if she ever asks me.”

“What are you getting at?”

“Real coy, boy. She’s crazy for it. Just crazy. Real crazy hungry chick, yeah.”

“Are you through?”

“What? Oh, sure. Hey! You sore or something?”

Peter said, “It’s time for you to go to eat lunch.”



“All right already, Jesus! You don’t have to get that way about it. A guy gives you a
compliment and you go and get sore. You are an odd ball. You and your screwy horses too. See
you around.” And Gene went out scuffling his feet along the floor.

When I came out of the stall, Peter was hunched stiff-armed over the washbasin. He didn’t
even know I was around. I wished right then that I could have gone back and unlived the last five
minutes. [ wished they had never happened, and that everything was back just the way it was
before. Iwas hurt and mad, and my mind was whirling around full of all the stuff Gene Hanlon
had said. Just to be doing something, I got busy combing my hair, wetting and shaking the comb
and all, trying to find a way to say what I was feeling. Peter was very busy turning both faucets on
and off again in a kind of splashy rhythm.

Finally I said, “If you believe all that crap, you’re pretty silly. That guy is a bragging liar
and you know it.”

Peter looked up at me as though he had just noticed I was there. “T’ve got to believe it,” he
said.

I jumped on him for that. “Oh, come on,” I said. “Give Angela a little credit. She
wouldn’t give that pile of you-know-what the right time.”

Peter was looking down the basin drain. “I called her this morning to say hello. She
wouldn’t talk to me, Ronnie. She wouldn’t even come to the phone.”

Now I knew what had been eating him all morning. There wasn’t any more a friend could
say to Peter, so I made him let go of the faucets and come with me to eat lunch in the cafeteria.
All through lunch he just pushed dishes around on his tray and didn’t say anything. As we scraped
our plates, I asked him if he was going out to the fight in the woods, and he surprised me by
saying yes, so we got our caps and hiked out to the Confederate fort.

Almost everybody, Gene Hanlon too, was there before us, and they’d already chosen
today’s generals. Smitty Rice was General of the Armies of the Confederacy, and Gene Hanlon
was the Union commander. Gene took all his boys off to the Union fort to wait for the starting
whistle, and Smitty outlined his strategy to us.

There was to be a feint at the south side of the Union fort, and then a noisy second feint
from the north to pull the defenders out of position. Then Smitty and Peter Irish were to lead the
real massed assault from the south, under the lip of the hill where the first feint had come from.
When five minutes had gone by on my watch, we all got up and Smitty blew the starting whistle,
and we piled out of the fort, leaving only five inside as a garrison, and a couple of alarm guards a
little way out on each side of the fort.

1 got the job I usually got -- advance observation post. I was to note enemy movement and
remember concentrations and directions and elapsed times between sightings. Even though you
couldn’t see more than a hundred feet through the woods, you could always get a fair idea of the
enemy strategy by the way they moved their troops around. So all I had to do was stay in one
place and watch and listen and remember, and every so often Smitty would send a runner over
from field headquarters to check up on what had happened lately. 1 had three or four good posts
picked out where I could hide and not be seen, and I never used the same one twice running.

Today’s was my favorite -- Baker Post, we called it. It was a dense thicket of young
blackjack oaks on a low hill on the inside of a bend in the creek, and because nothing grew on the
gravel bars of the creek, you could see a long way to each side. The creek ran generally south,
cutting the fighting area between the forts right in two, and it made a good defense line because
there were only a few places you could cross it in one jump and not get your shoes wet. The east
bank of the creek, directly across from Baker Post, is a vertical bluff about ten feet high so that the

ground up there is right on eye level with Baker and the creek and the gravel bars are spread out
between you and the bluff bank. I always knew that Baker Post was good, because every time I
took it up, I had to flush out a covey of quail or a cottontail.

It was always quiet in the woods during the first few minutes of these fights. Even the
birds shut up, it seemed like, waiting for the first troop contacts. Out of the corner of my eye 1
saw somebody jump the creek at the North Ford, and 1 rolled over to watch. Because of the brush
up there I couldn’t see who it was, but I knew he was there because once in a while a bush would
stir or his foot would slide a little on the gravel. Pretty soon he came out to the edge of the
underbrush and crouched there looking around and listening. It was Gene Hanlon. His eyes
crossed right over me without finding me, and after a minute he came out and ran low along the
creek. When he got even with Baker Post, he went down to his knees and began filling his cap
with rocks. Ihad to laugh to myself at how stupid that was. He should have collected his
ammunition earlier, when he and his army were on their way over to their fort. He was wasting
maneuvering time and exposing himself for no good reason. It makes you feel good when a guy
you hate does something dumb like that.

I got ready to go chk, chk with my mouth just to scare him and see him run. But then I
looked up at the bluff above him and my heart flopped over inside of me. Peter Irish was there,
down on one knee, looking over at Gene Hanlon. Gene never looked up.

Peter moves like that - floating in and out of the brush as quietly as if he didn’t weigh anything.
Peter was a good woods fighter.

So instead of going chk, chk I hunkered down lower in my thicket and thought to myself
that now it wasn’t a game any more. Peter looked a longtime over at where I was hiding. Then he
looked up and down the creek bed, and then he moved back a little from the edge of the bluff. He
put all his weight pulling on a half buried boulder beside him until it turned over in its socket and
he could get a good grip on it. Even from where I was I could see the cords come out in his neck
when he raised it up in his arms and stood up. Ihadn’t heard a sound except the creek gurgling a
little and Gene Hanlon scratching around in the gravel. And also the blood roaring in my own
ears. Watching this was like being in a movie and seeing the story happen on the screen. Nothing
you can do or say will change what is going to happen because it’s all there in the unwinding reel.

Peter held the heavy stone like a medicine ball and walked to the edge of the bluff and
looked down at Gene Hanlon. Gene had moved a few feet south along the creek, so Peter above
him moved south, too, until he was even with Gene. Peter made a little grunt and Gene lifted his
head to look up, and the rock hit him full in the face and bent his head back and made his arms fly
out. He sat right down in the water with his red and dirty face turned up to the sky and his hands
holding him up behind. Then he got himself up with his head still twisted back like that, so he
was looking straight up, and he wandered a little way down stream with the water up to his knees,
and then he fell out on a gravel bar on his stomach. His legs and arms spread out like he was
asleep, but his head was up rigid and his mouth was open. I couldn’t look any more.

Peter hadn’t made a sound leaving, but when I looked up, the bluff above was empty. As
soon as I could move without getting sick I faded out of there and went up north a way to Able
Post and lay down in the fox hole there and held myself around the knees and just shook. I
couldn’t have felt more upset if I had dropped that rock myself. Just like the movie reel had the
ends tied together, the whole scene kept rolling over and over in front of my eyes, and I couldn’t
stop the film or even turn off the light in the projector.

I lay there with my head down waiting for someone to find the body and start hollering. It
was little Marvin Herold, Smitty’s courier, who started screaming in his high voice, “Safety!...Oh,



God!...Safetysafetysafety!...Help!...Hello!” “Safety” was the call we used to stop the fights if
anyone saw a master coming or somebody got hurt. I lay there for several minutes listening to the
guys running past me though the brush heading for Baker Post, then I got up and followed them. I
couldn’t move very fast because my knees kept trying to bend the wrong way.

When I came out of the brush onto the gravel bank, I was surprised that everything looked
so different. When I had left just five minutes before the whole clearing and the creek were empty
and lying bright in the sun, and Gene Hanlon was there all alone on the gravel bar. Now, with all
the guys standing around and talking at once with their back to the body, the whole place was
different, and it wasn’t so bad being there. I saw little Marvin Herold go over and try to take the
pulse of Gene Hanlon’s body. Marvin is a boy scout with lots of merit badges, and I expected him
to try artificial respiration or a tourniquet, but he didn’t find any pulse so he stood up and shook
his head and wobbled over to where we were. He looked terribly blank, as though the Scout
Manual had let him down.

The assumption going around was that Gene had run off the bluff and landed on his head
and broken his neck. I couldn’t see Peter anywhere, so I finally had to ask Smitty where he was.
Smitty said he had sent Peter in to the school to tell somebody what had happened and to get the
ambulance. Smitty was still being the General, I guess, because there was nothing else for him to
do. Itried to think to myself what Peter must be feeling like now, sent off to do an errand like
that, but couldn’t get anywhere. My head was too full of what I was feeling like, standing with the
fellows on the gravel bar looking at Gene Hanlon spread out half in the water like a dropped doll,
knowing just how he had gotten there, and not being able to say anything.

Then Smitty got an idea, and he said, “Ronnie, weren’t you here at Baker Post all the
time?”

I made myself look at him, and then I said, “No, damn it. I got to thinking their army
might try crossing up by Able Point, so I went up there instead.”

He said, “Oh,” and forgot it.

Not long after, we heard a siren. We all knew what it was, and everybody stopped talking
to listen to it as it got nearer. It was the first time I ever heard a siren and knew while hearing it
why it had been called, and where it was going. It was sort of creepy, like it was saying to us over
the trees, “Wait right there, boys. Don’t anybody leave. I’ll be there in a minute, and then we’ll
see what’s going on.”

I wanted to run and keep on running until I got away from all the things swarming around
inside me. You always wish afterward you had never joggled the wasp ball.

Pretty soon we heard somebody moving in the woods on the bluff and then two big men in
white pants, carrying a folded-up stretcher, and another man in a suit, carrying a black bag, came
out to the lip of the bluff. They stood there looking at us a minute without saying anything until
one of the stretcher-bearers saw Gene Hanlon lying there all alone on the gravel bar. The man
said something to the other two and they all three looked where he pointed. Then the doctor
looked at us all bunched up where we were and said, “Well, how do we get down?” He sounded
sore. None of us moved or said anything, and in a minute the doctor got tired of waiting and
blasted us. “Wake up over there! How do we get down?” Smitty came unstuck and gave them
directions and they went back into the brush heading north.

From then on things got pretty crowded in the woods. Two uniformed policemen and a
photographer and a plain-clothes man showed up, and then Peter Irish came back leading almost
the whole school faculty, and later a reporter and another photographer arrived. Nobody paid any
attention to us for a while so we just sat there in a clump, not moving or saying much. I managed

to get right in the middle and I kept down, hiding behind guys around me and looking between
them to see what was going on. After the police photographer was through taking pictures of
Gene Hanlon from all sides, the two ambulance men raised him onto the stretcher and covered him
with a piece of canvas or something and carried him away. The photographer took pictures of the
ground up there too. The plain-clothes man poking around on the gravel bar found Gene Hanlon’s
blue cap full of rocks and gave it with the rocks still in it, to one of the policemen to save.

I finally got up nerve enough to look for Peter Irish. He was standing with Smitty and Mr.
Kelly, the math teacher, and they were talking. Peter didn’t look any different. I didn’t see how
he could do it. I mean, stand right out there in plain sight of everyone, looking natural, with all
that in his head. He looked around slowly as though he felt me watching him, and he found me
there in the middle of the bunch. I couldn’t have looked away if I had tried. He gave me a little
smile and I nodded my head to show I'd seen it, then he went back to his talking with the other
two.

Then the plain-clothes man went over to the three of them and I got all wild inside and
wanted to jump up and say that Peter couldn’t possibly have done it, so please go away and let
him alone. I could see the plain-clothes man doing most of the talking, and Peter and Smitty
saying something once in a while, as though they were answering questions. After a little the
plain-clothes man stopped talking and nodded and the other three nodded back, and then he led
them over to where the rest of us were. Smitty and Peter sat down with us and Mr. Kelly collected
all the other faculty men and brought them over.

The plain-clothes man tipped his hat back and put his hands in his pockets and said, “My
name is Gorman. Sergeant Gorman. We know all about the rock fight now, so don’t get nervous
that you’ll let on something that’ll get you in trouble. You’re already in trouble, but that’s not my
business. You can settle that with your instructors and your parents. Uh, you might think about
this, though. It’s my feeling that every one of you here has a share in the responsibility for this
boy’s death. You all know rock fighting is dangerous, but you went ahead and did it anyways.
But that’s not what I’m after right now. I want to know if any of you boys actually saw this
(what’s his name?), this Hanlon boy run over the bluff.” I was looking straight at Sergeant
Gorman, but in the side of my eye I saw Peter Irish turn his head around and look at me. Ididn’t
peep.

Then Sergeant Gorman said, “Which one of you is Ronnie Quiller?”

I almost fainted.

Somebody poked me and I said, “Me.” It didn’t sound like my voice at all.

Sergeant Gorman said, “Which?”

I said, “Me,” again.

This time he found me and said, “Weren’t” you supposed to be lying here in this ticket all
the time?”

“Yes,” I'said. All the kids were looking at me. “But there wasn’t anything here so [
moved up there a ways.”

“I'see,” he said. “Do you always disobey orders?”

“No,” I said, “but after all, it was only a game.”

“Some game,” said Sergeant Gorman. “Good clean fun.”

Then he let me alone. There was only one person there who knew I would never have
deserted the post assigned to me. That was Peter Irish. I guess, Dad, that's when I began to get
really scared. The worst of it was not knowing how much Peter knew, and not daring to ask. He
might have been waiting out of sight in the brush after he dropped that rock and seen me take off



for Able Post. I had always been his friend, but what was I now to him? I wanted to tell him
everything was okay and I wouldn't for the world squeal on him, but that would have told him I
knew he did it. Maybe he knew without my telling him. I didn't know what to do.

Sergeant Gorman finished up, "Let's all go back to the school now. I want to talk to each
of you alone." We all got up and started back through the woods in a bunch. I figured Peter
would think it was funny if I avoided him, so I walked with him.

I said, "Lousy damn day."

He said, "Real lousy."

I said, "It seems like a hundred years since lunch."

It took all afternoon to get the individual interviews over. They took us from Assembly
Hall in alphabetical order, and we had to go in and sit across from Sergeant Gorman while he
asked the questions. He must have asked us all the same questions because by the time he got to
me he was saying the words like they were tired. A girl stenographer sat by him and took down
the answers.

"Name?"

"Ronnie Quiller." T had to spell it.

"Were you at the rock fight this afternoon?"

"Yes, [ was."

"What side were you on?"

"The Confederates."

"What were you supposed to do?"

"Watch the guys on the other side."

"After this whistle, did you see anyone?"

"No."

"Your sure?"

"No. Ididn't. That's why I moved from Baker Post up to Able Post. There wasn't
anything doing where I was hiding."

"In rock fights before, have you ever changed position without telling somebody?"

"Sure, I guess. You can't run clear back to the field headquarters to tell anyone anything.
It's up to them to find you."

Sergeant Gorman squinted at me with his eyebrows pulled down. "You know that if you
had stayed where you were supposed to be you would have seen him fall over that bluff there?"

"Yes," I said.

“I wish you had.”

Afterwards I ran into Smitty out in the hall and I asked him why all this fuss with the
police and all. Tasked him who called them.

“It was Peter, I think. He told Mr. Kelly to, and Mr. Kelly did.”

“What do you suppose they’re after?” I asked Smitty,

“Oh, I guess they’re trying to get a straight story to tell Gene’s parents and the newspapers.
From what I get from Mr. Kelly, the school is all for it. They want everybody to know they
weren’t responsible.”

“Do you think Gene fell over that bluff?” I couldn’t help asking that one.

“I'don’t know. Isuppose so.” He cocked his head to one side and grinned a little at me.
“Like they say in the papers, ‘fell or was pushed,” huh?”

1 said, “I guess nobody’d have nerve enough to do that to Gene -- push him, I mean.” All
of a sudden I was thinking about something I had seen. Going back in my mind I remembered

seeing Sergeant Gorman pick up Gene’s cap half full of rocks. Gravel rocks taken from the low
bank of the creek. Now, I figured that Sergeant Gorman wouldn’t have been a Sergeant if he was
stupid, and unless he was stupid he wouldn’t go on for long thinking that Gene had fallen from
above when the cap half full of rocks said he’d been down below all the time!

1 got my bike and rode home the long way to give me time to think about Peter and what
he had done, and what I should do. You were real swell that night, and I guess I should have told
you the whole story right then, but I just couldn’t. I put myself in Peter’s place, and I knew he
would never have told on me. That’s the way he was. He hated squealers. I couldn’t think about
his ever learning I had squealed on him. That would put me right alongside Angela Pine in his
book. To him, I would have been the second person he trusted who let him down.

I felt like a rat in a cage with no place to go and no way out. When you kept me home
nights after that, I didn’t mind, because I wouldn’t have gone out after dark if I’d been paid to. 1
don’t blame you and Mother for thinking I had gone loony over the whole thing. Every noon
recess for two whole weeks they pulled us in Assembly Hall and one of the masters would give a
speech about group responsibility or public conscience or something awful like that, and then,
worst of all, they made us bow our heads for five minutes in memory of Gene Hanlon. And there
I’d be, sitting next to Peter Irish on the Assembly Hall bench, thinking back to the day of the last
rock fight, and how Peter had looked up there on the bluff with the cords of his neck pulled tight,
holding that big rock like it was a medicine ball. Ihad the crawliest feeling that if anybody in the
hall had raised up his head and looked over at us together there on the bench, he would have seen
two great fiery arrows pointing down at us. I was always afraid to look up myself for fear I would
have seen my own arrow and passed out on the spot.

It was my nightmares that got you worried, I guess. They always started out with Peter
and me on a hike on a dusty country road. It was so hot you could hardly breathe. We would
walk along without saying anything, with me lagging a little behind Peter so I could always keep
an eye on him. And then the road would come out on the football field there at school and he
would go over to the woodpile and pick up a thick log and hold it in one hand, beckoning to me
with the other and smiling, “Let’s go over to the drugstore,” he’d say, and then I’d start running.

I would follow the quarter-mile track around the football field and I’d know that
everything would be all right if I could only get around it four times for a full mile. Every time I
turned around to look, there he’d be right behind me, carrying that log and running easily, just like
he used to pace me when I was out for the 880. I would make the first quarter mile all right, but
then my wind would give out and my throat would dry up and my legs would get heavy and I'd
know that Peter was about to catch me, and I’d never make that full mile.

Then I would jar awake and be sweating and hanging on tight to the mattress, and in
minutes you’d come in to see why I’d screamed. Your face was always kind of sad over me, and
there in my bed in the dark with you standing beside me, I would almost let go and tell you why
things were so bad with me. But then as I’d come awake, and the hammering in my heart would
slow up, and the sweat would begin to dry, all the things I owed Peter Irish would stand out again
and look at me, and I would know that I could never tell you about it until my telling could no
longer get Peter Irish into trouble.

I’m tired now, Dad -- tired in so many ways and in so many places that I don’t know where
to begin resting. This letter took all night, as I thought it would. It’s beginning to get light outside
and the birds are starting up. I just reread the story in the paper where it says that Sergeant
Gorman knew all along that Gene Hanlon had been murdered. I told you he wasn’t stupid. He
knew what the cap half full of rocks meant, and he knew what it meant to find a big damp socket
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in the earth on top of the bluff, and the rock which had been in the socket down below in the
creek. And after he had talked to each of us alphabetically there in the school office, he knew the
name of the only boy in school strong enough to lift up a seventy-pound rock and throw it like a
medicine ball. He knew all of these things before the sun went down on the day of the last rock
fight, but he was two months putting the rest of the story together so he could use it in his
business.

As I read in the paper, Sergeant Gorman went over to Peter’s house last Monday night and
talked to him about the things he had learned, and Peter listened respectfully, and then when
Sergeant Gorman was through and was ready to take Peter along with him, Peter excused himself
to go upstairs and get his toilet articles. He got his four-ten shotgun instead and shot himself. I
suppose it was the same four-ten he and I hunted squirrels with.

There’s only one good thing about this whole stinking lousy mess, Dad. Because Sergeant
Gorman talked to Peter and Peter listened, there in the living room, when Peter Irish climbed up
those stairs he did it knowing that I, Ronnie Quiller, had not squealed on him. That may have
made it easier. Idon’t know.

Now please, Dad— please may I come home again?

Ronnie
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