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Sunday, April 29, 2001

ON SUNDAY, APRIL 29, 2001, MY FATHER’S OLDER BROTHER AND his wife, Jay and Joyce Hale, took their granddaughter, Haley Zega—the only child of their only child—on a day trip to the Buffalo National River Wilderness in Newton County, Arkansas, in the heart of the Ozark Mountains. Jay was sixty-two years old at the time, Joyce was fifty-nine, and Haley was six. That morning Jay and Joyce drove their powder blue 1984 Ford F-150 truck from their home in Pea Ridge, Arkansas, to the home of their daughter, Kelly, and her husband, Steve Zega, in Fayetteville, picked up Haley, and drove about an hour and a half to the Hawksbill Crag Trailhead on Cave Mountain, where they met up with their friends and fellow Sierra Club members Claibourne Bass and Dennis and Michelle Boles.

My uncle Jay and aunt Joyce had been friends with the Boleses—both public schoolteachers—for nearly thirty years, and Jay had been friends with Clay Bass since the two had met in the Cub Scouts when they were in the first grade. Jay and Clay, both engineers, had formed their boyhood bond taking machines apart and putting them back together, building things, destroying things—“Something got blowed up every day,” said Jay. Jay and Joyce owned a mechanical engineering business they ran from their home in Pea Ridge, and Clay Bass owned Highroller Cyclery, a bicycle shop in Fayetteville.

Jay and Joyce had been married for forty years. They met in 1960: Joyce, an undergraduate studying marketing at the University of Arkansas, bought, with money she had made herself, a tiny plot of land in Fayetteville, and built, with a combination of that same money and her own sweat equity, a tiny two-story house on it; she lived on the first floor and rented the separate-entrance apartment on the second to a graduate student in engineering a few years older than her who had seen an ad for it in the classified section of the Northwest Arkansas Times—her future husband, Jay.

The visuals of these characters: Jay is a short, stocky man with elfin eyes, silver hair, and a lifelong beard (many Hale men are scientists or engineers with requisite beards; I always feel a little like a soft urban dandy when I am clean shaven); Joyce is tall and willowy, with silver hair that she has kept short since before I started forming memories sometime in the mid-1980s. Whenever I picture them in my mind’s eye, they are both wearing jeans, hiking boots, and plaid flannel shirts, and I’m sure you can with reasonable accuracy imagine the other adults they were with similarly attired. My cousin Haley was a perfectly ordinary—physically, anyway—six-year-old girl with long sandy-blond hair and the very round head and squinty elf eyes that mark our clan, wearing shorts, sneakers, little pink socks, and a baggy gray Cape Canaveral T-shirt. Her mother, Kelly, sent her off that morning with her grandparents with her security blanket and a big red sweatshirt.

Dennis and Michelle Boles had suggested the outing. Each year in the last weekend of April, the Newton County Wildlife Association would host an easy, guided group hike to see the mountain wildflowers then in full springtime bloom. It was around the last frost, and the Buffalo River valley would be stippled with birdsfoot violets, wild sweet williams, pink azaleas, and early buttercups, the mountain meadow boiling with honeybees and little blue butterflies. Dennis and Michelle joined this hike every year, and that year they invited along Jay and Joyce, who thought it a perfect opportunity for a day trip with their granddaughter. Their daughter, Kelly, had grown up in the woods, on Jay and Joyce’s twenty-five-acre property in Pea Ridge that the family nicknamed Hale Holler, but grown-up Kelly—she was thirty-two that year—worked as an administrator for the Symphony of Northwest Arkansas Orchestra, her husband, Steve, was a criminal defense lawyer and a National Guardsman (he was away on duty at the time), and they lived in the relative comfort and convenience of modern civilization in Fayetteville. Haley had thus far grown up in suburbia, with mown lawn or flat concrete under her feet most of the time she’d spent outdoors in the Natural State.

Jay and Joyce had always been passionate naturalists, conservationists, environmentalists, and outdoorspeople. Some of my fondest memories of my childhood are of walking in the woods with them in Hale Holler, and one couldn’t have better tutors in all things sylvan. Some people’s souls form beside the ocean, and they don’t feel fully alive unless water comprises at least half the horizon; of the primeval places that haunt and enchant humans, that beckon with beauty and danger, Odysseus and Ishmael head out to sea, but I go with Hansel and Gretel and the rude mechanicals and Dante Alighieri into the woods. In the temperate forests of the Arkansas Ozarks my aunt and uncle had taught me about the plants, the trees, the animals, the weather, the lore, the signs, and the patterns of nature, and they wanted to do the same for Haley. When I was sixteen, I think, Jay gave me a copy of one of the top ten books that changed my life, Edward Abbey’s memoir Desert Solitaire: A Season in the Wilderness, which has made many people, including me, think seriously about becoming a US park ranger.

There was also, as there always is for Jay and Joyce, a motive of principle: They wanted their daughter to raise an environmentalist. (That was in the same spirit with which Jay had given me that copy of Desert Solitaire.)

“We were always looking for an opportunity to take Haley out of her urban life,” Joyce told me. “And since we lived in Pea Ridge in a rural setting, her visits there were always a nice contrast to the life she lived in Fayetteville. There she had all of the wildlife that Kelly had found fun when she was growing up. So having that natural setting was very important to us. We, of course, were active in the environmental movements, and it’s always hard to protect something in the environment if you’ve not had personal experience with it.”

Dennis and Michelle Boles’s good friend Doc Chester, a retired anesthesiologist, owned about seven acres of land on top of Cave Mountain with a couple of cabins on it; one was a house with all the modern amenities, which Doc lived in, and the other was a more primitive little building called Faddis Cabin that had no door or glass in the windows but that oddly—and as it would turn out, luckily—had a working landline telephone in it. Doc often let his friends use the cabin as a starting point for exploring the Buffalo National River Wilderness. Although they had lived nearby for most of their lives and had hiked other trails on Cave Mountain, Jay and Joyce had never hiked the Hawksbill Crag Trail before, but the Boleses had visited Doc Chester’s property on Cave Mountain many times, and knew the area well.

The three parties—the Boleses; Clay Bass; Jay, Joyce, and Haley—drove separately up the steep, narrow, rocky dirt road and met up around midmorning at the Hawksbill Crag Trailhead, where the Boleses guided the three-car caravan up the road about seven hundred feet and turned onto the small private road that leads a little over a mile to Doc Chester’s property. As it happened, Doc was home that morning, working in his yard with a chain saw, dismembering a dead tree he had just cut down, and the group chatted with him for a little while before setting off on their hike.

The plan for the day was to take a short hike from the cabin down to Hawksbill Crag, a famous Arkansas landmark, continue hiking to another vista at the top of a small waterfall, head back to the cabin, eat lunch, then drive not quite thirty minutes down the mountain to meet up with a larger group at the Upper Buffalo Wilderness Trailhead for the Newton County Wildlife Association’s annual wildflower hike. The trek from Doc Chester’s cabin to the waterfall is about nine-tenths of a mile. It was about a quarter after ten when they parked their vehicles at Doc Chester’s cabin. The wildflower hike was set to begin at one in the afternoon.

I should emphasize the extreme rusticity of the area where Jay and Joyce went hiking with their friends and granddaughter that day. The entire population of Newton County, Arkansas, is only about 7,000. The county is mountainous, mostly wilderness, all of it within the highest elevations of the Ozarks. Its county seat and biggest town is Jasper, which has a population, as of the 2020 census, of 547. There used to be more people living in the Buffalo River valley. The 150-mile-long Buffalo River, one of the few remaining free-flowing rivers in the lower forty-eight United States, originates in the Boston Mountains of the Ozark Plateau and flows more or less from west to east through Newton, Searcy, and Marion counties before flowing into the White River in Baxter County, which eventually flows into the Mississippi River, which eventually flows into the Gulf of Mexico. From the Encyclopedia of Arkansas: “With the passage of the Flood Control Act of 1938, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers included the Buffalo River in its planning for a system of dams on the White River. Two potential dam sites eventually were selected on the Buffalo, one on the lower portion of the river near its mouth and one at its middle just upstream from the town of Gilbert (Searcy County).” The hydroelectric potential of the Buffalo River valley had been a distant item of interest on the US Army Corps of Engineers’ to-maybe-one-day-do list for more than twenty years, and the Corps started moving on it in the early 1960s, surveying and drawing up plans. Two opposing organizations formed, one for the proposed dams—the Buffalo River Improvement Association, headed by James Tudor, the owner of a local newspaper, the Marshall Mountain Wave, who had a close working relationship with Third District Congressman James Trimble, who also supported the dams, arguing that the reservoir and hydroelectric plant would bring a lot of new economic activity to the area, which it undoubtedly would have—and another against the dams, the Ozark Society, headed by environmentalist Neil Compton. Several years of political maneuvering and legal fighting ensued, with the anti-dam Compton in one corner and pro-dam Tudor and Trimble in the other, ending with Governor Orval Faubus withdrawing his support for the dams in 1965 and Trimble losing his seat to his anti-dam opponent, John Paul Hammerschmidt, in 1966. The USACE withdrew the dam proposals, and at Compton’s urging, Hammerschmidt, along with Senators William Fulbright and John McClellan, introduced legislation to create the Buffalo National River, which would protect most of the river and about 94,000 acres of land around it under the National Park Service. The legislation passed in 1971, and Nixon signed it into law in 1972.

It does not appear that the fate of the local residents who lived in the area the proposed reservoir would flood figured much into the considerations of either the pro-dam developers or the anti-dam conservationists. Basically, at first the people who lived in the valley were informed that the government would be building a lake on top of them and they would be forced out of their homes and compelled via eminent domain to sell their properties at probably below-market rates—and then, after years of legal and political squabbling, the great solution the conservationists came up with was to make it all government land, which meant that they had to move, anyway. The prevailing attitude of the people who lived in the valley at the time was: How about the third option, Just leave us the fuck alone? Most of the people who were forced to move did not move very far away; they held on to their resentments and passed them along to their friends, family, and neighbors and down to their children. So there are deep-rooted and long-standing tensions between local residents of the area and the government, which they see as meddlesome, untrustworthy, and incompetent: Keep that in mind for later.

This story begins on top of Cave Mountain, which is traversable by one very narrow dirt road: Cave Mountain Road, which turns off of Arkansas State Highway 21 just north of a bridge over the Buffalo River, then winds southwest up the mountain and back down the other side to Arkansas State Highway 16. The Hawksbill Crag Trailhead sits at about the highest point on the road. The trail leads from the road into the woods down the mountain a little ways and forks: If you’re coming from the trailhead, the right tine of the fork leads a short distance down to a creek and a small waterfall, where the creek you just hopscotched across spills over the shelf of the bluff and you can stand at the top of the waterfall and take in a magnificent view of the Buffalo River valley; the tine on the left leads along the bluff that peers out over the valley, and from there it’s about half a mile’s hike to Hawksbill Crag, a dramatic arrow of rock jutting into the air two hundred feet above the forest below. This is the thing you have probably come to see, or rather to stand on its vertiginous perch with the majestic view of the valley behind you while your friend takes a picture of you. The view from the top of Hawksbill Crag truly romances the heart with natural beauty, a sight Thomas Cole or Albert Bierstadt would have liked to paint—or Caspar David Friedrich, who would have put a brave little human figure in the corner of it, gazing into the sublime. I saw it for the first time late in an afternoon in December, when the weather had cleared up a little and let the sunshine in after raining all day, turning the milky mist steaming up from the river valley below a brassy amber, the peaks of the mountains on the other side of the valley islands in the clouds, everything glowing gold.

If you look it up on AllTrails, the trail officially ends at Hawksbill Crag, aka Whitaker Point, but it actually continues on from there, hugging the crest of the bluff, getting narrower, rockier, and scarier. When I first hiked it in mid-December 2022, there were points along the trail north of Hawksbill Crag that looked so precarious—in a few places you have to walk through small streams over loose, jagged, slippery rocks at the razor’s edge of the cliff—that I thought it safer to bushwhack it off the trail through deep damp leaf mulch a little farther up the mountain, cross the stream at a less deathly place, and bushwhack back down to the trail. I was glad that none of the friends I had grown up hiking Colorado’s mountains with were there to see me, but I felt like less of a coward for detouring around its diciest-looking spots when I later learned of the local notoriety of this trail’s treacherousness—Google “Hawksbill Crag + fall + death,” and you get a sense of its death toll: one every few years, most recently in 2019 and 2016. As it winds north and east along the bluff line, the trail gets thinner and thinner, less and less there, until it peters out beside a tree stump with a metal Private Property/No Trespassing sign nailed to it, and a muddy sheet of laminated paper I found lying facedown in the leaf litter beside it that reads


NOTICE TO HIKERS

This trail DEAD ENDS

at Private Property ahead.

It DOES NOT loop back to the trailhead!

In order to return to the trailhead you need to

turn around and hike back out the same way

that you came in.

If you proceed in this direction you will get

lost, and hike farther than you need to.

Thanks!



It’s understandable that someone arriving at that notice might believe the trail loops back to the trailhead, because the map on the trailhead marker indicates that it does. Perhaps it used to. (Note to National Park Service: I understand this probably isn’t high on your priority list, but that map at the Hawksbill Crag Trailhead needs updating.) I picked up the laminated paper sign, wiped some mud off it, pinned it behind the metal sign nailed to the tree stump, and that was as far as I went.

On that late April Sunday midmorning in 2001, the group of Sierra Club friends did not arrive at Hawksbill Crag as most hikers do, from the direction of the trailhead; they came a back way that the Boleses knew from Doc Chester’s land, which is the private property that sign is warning you not to trespass on. The way from the cabin to the waterfall is only a little less than a mile, which would take an able-bodied adult not stopping perhaps about fifteen to twenty minutes there and fifteen to twenty back, but considering the rocky terrain and the fact that they had a little kid with them—plus they would want to stop and gaze at the beauty at the two vista points—the party reserved about an hour and a half for the day’s first adventure, which they reckoned more than enough time to make the short hike there and back without feeling rushed. Kelly had sent her daughter off that morning with a big red sweatshirt and her security blanket, but as the day had warmed—it was in fact a beautiful spring morning in the Ozarks, sunny and about 70 degrees Fahrenheit with nothing but occasional light cloud cover in the forecast—and they would not be long, they left with light clothing on their bodies and one bottle of water. They left Haley’s blanket and sweatshirt in the truck. They set out from the cabin at about ten thirty in the morning.

With the Boleses guiding, they hiked south through a flat open field behind the cabin and found the narrow social trail that leads to the Hawksbill Crag Trail. The place where they stepped onto the trail lies within sight of the cabin, about 150 feet from it. This unofficial trail winds around a small pond on Doc Chester’s property and then leads steeply downhill into the woods. “The walk in,” Joyce wrote in her account of the day, “was short and easy to navigate with an interesting variety of things to point out to a child. Shooting stars and pink azaleas were at their height. Tree leaves had not gained their full summer size and allowed the mottled light to filter semi-brightness. Pale spring greens were transitioning into deeper summer hues.”

In a short time, perhaps about ten minutes, they came to Hawksbill Crag, oohed and aahed atop it, then continued hiking on the trail, which gets much wider and easier going on the south side of the lookout point at Hawksbill Crag, along the top of the bluff to the fork where, from the direction they were coming, the path on the right leads up the mountain to the trailhead on Cave Mountain Road and the one on the left leads a short way down to the small waterfall.

Now, a waterfall is a picturesque sight, but only when you’re standing at the bottom of it. This one is certainly no Niagara Falls; for most of the year Whitaker Creek is just a trickling stream that high up on the mountain, falling about thirty feet from a ledge. There are two flat shelves of rock on that side of the mountain: the higher one, from which the water falls, and a lower one maybe fifteen feet below it, too far a fall to safely jump. There is just no place to get a good look at the waterfall from the higher shelf. The first time I was there, I held on to a young tree, slender but strong enough to hold my weight, and bending it leaned over the edge of the cliff as far as I could, trying to get a look at the waterfall, until I started thinking what I was doing wasn’t a good idea. Apparently there is a way of scrambling down the rocks on the other side of the creek in order to see the waterfall and another way that involves climbing down a certain tree on the lower shelf that you can hop into from the upper one (and that’s the way Jay and Clay got down that day); either of these ways is only for the more advanced-level hiker, which Jay certainly was and six-year-old Haley was not. Jay and his old Boy Scouts comrade Clay Bass climbed down to the lower shelf from which you can see the waterfall, saw it, and climbed back up, while everyone else, including Joyce and Haley, stayed on top, resting and soaking up the view of the mountains. It was about a quarter to noon. Hiking to the crag and the waterfall had taken a bit more time than they’d thought it would, and if they wanted to get back to the cabin, eat lunch, and make it to the organized group hike to see the wildflowers that would begin at one, they would have to head back ASAP and make a little hay on the way back, too. By the time they began to hike back up the trail that passes Hawksbill Crag and leads back to the cabins, Haley was steaming with waterfall jealousy.

Child and grown-ups were at an impasse: Haley wanted to see the waterfall, but it was time to go. She sat down on a rock at the top of the waterfall and refused to move. She said she wanted to be carried. She was being difficult. She was being childish. She was a child.

Joyce told the others to go on ahead back to the cabin and fix lunch—she would stay behind and deal with the kid problem. The others headed back up the trail, though Clay stayed behind to keep Joyce company. Now it was three: Joyce, Clay, and Haley on the rock, unbudging. After many minutes of Joyce’s exhortations had failed to move her, Joyce and Clay resorted to the nuclear option of getting a kid to do something she doesn’t want to do: Play upon the fear of abandonment. “She was sitting there and pouting,” Joyce said, “and I said, ‘You sit right there so I can tell your mother where you are when she comes to get you. We’re going.’ Huff, huff.”

Then: Walk out of sight around the bend and wait. You have to wait kind of a while, because if this trick is going to work, it has to work the first time. If you come back too soon, she’ll know you’re bluffing. And eventually, Haley came—begrudgingly, defeated by the grown-ups, dragging her heels, saddest, angriest little girl in the world—her mood probably spoiled for the rest of the day, lunch and beautiful meadow full of wildflowers probably tainted with a petulant drop of poison. But she came.

Good, then—we have movement. Clay and Joyce started walking forward again. They continued up the trail until they were again just out of Haley’s sight. They stopped and waited again. Haley, again, pouting, dawdling, eyes downcast, face leaden with despair, emerged. Clay and Joyce continued up the trail around the next bend, stopped, and waited. And waited.

A long time passed.

Joyce told Clay to go ahead and join the others. She was going to have to go down there and drag Haley back by a rope or something. Clay left. Joyce went the other way.

Haley was gone.

I myself, having seen the place, am still a bit baffled as to how Haley got so lost so fast. At the fork in the trail, one way goes to the waterfall, one leads along the top of the bluff to Hawksbill Crag, and one leads across the creek and up the mountain to the trailhead on Cave Mountain Road. Granted, I saw it in the winter, when the nakedness of the trees affords much more visibility. They were there at the height of spring, when the leaf cover makes dark, narrow corridors of the trails, and a shout only carries perhaps ten or fifteen feet.

Joyce went back down the trail all the way to the waterfall: no Haley. She did not even begin to tingle with panic until she hiked back up from the waterfall, and saw the fork. Was this fork in the trail in between the last place Haley had shown herself and the last place where they had stopped to wait for her? She had thought they’d gone past it, but now she wasn’t sure. She went up the trail that leads up to the trailhead a ways, shouting her granddaughter’s name. From this moment on, Haley’s name was being shouted in the woods by ever more and more mouths, round the clock. Haley did not appear to be on that part of the trail. Eventually Joyce ran into two hikers who were coming down from the trailhead. They had not seen a little girl on the trail.

Soon Joyce and those two hikers and then in a short while Jay, Clay, and the Boleses had spread out up and down the trail looking for Haley, wildflower-viewing plans now definitely scrapped, shouting her name into the thick muffling foliage. What began with their frantic shouting eventually became the largest search-and-rescue mission in Arkansas history.
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Hale Holler

I SHOULD TELL YOU A FEW THINGS ABOUT THESE PEOPLE, AND A few things about Arkansas. I grew up in Colorado, but both sides of my family are from Arkansas. My parents met when they were students at the University of Arkansas in Fayetteville in the 1970s. My father grew up in a tiny town in the north-central Arkansas Ozarks called Horseshoe Bend, and my grandparents on my mother’s side are from Paris, Arkansas; my grandfather was a coal miner for a time; my roots there reach down deep, and far back. When I was growing up, we would usually drive across the icy brown flatlands between the Rockies and the Ozarks—eastern Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma—in December for the Christmas holidays, and we would often visit in the summers, too. My mother’s parents lived in Rogers, just north of Fayetteville, and Jay and Joyce lived about twenty minutes away on twenty-five acres of hilly, mostly wooded land near Pea Ridge: Hale Holler. That was where they had the office and machine shop they ran their mechanical engineering business out of—Jay was the head engineer and Joyce did the accounting, and they had a handful of employees—their own house, which had been on the property when they had bought it in 1970, and another house they built for Jay and my father’s mother. Usually when people say they “built a house” they mean “had it built,” but the verb is literal in Jay and Joyce’s case. The house they built for my grandmother had a pneumatic mechanical wrought-iron elevator in it, which would grunt and hiss in punctuated lurching harrumphs of energy on the way up and breathe a long smooth sigh on the way down. Almost immediately upon entering our grandmother’s house after that usually two-day drive across the barren winter prairie my brother and I usually managed to get two or three rides out of it before the grown-ups made us stop. The elevator—its floor was just a flat, treacherous wooden platform, no gate or rail or anything—was in fact the only way of getting between the first and second floors of the house, and I was a little heartbroken when, after my grandmother died, Jay and Joyce had to replace it with stairs in order to get the building up to code to rent it.

Most of my favorite childhood memories of Arkansas happened in Hale Holler: my grandmother, the elevator, the long spiral staircase on the outside of the house that Jay also wrought out of iron, catching crawdads in the creek that ran through the property with my little brother, James, and our cousin Ike, walking in the woods with Jay and Joyce, walking in the woods by myself.

Jay built that elevator, and he also built motorcycles, guns, and even the airplane he sometimes flew out to Colorado to visit my parents (I loved driving out to Boulder Municipal Airport with my dad to pick him up). Jay often visited Colorado, where he and Joyce had lived for a few years in the 1960s before moving back to Arkansas in 1970, shortly after Kelly was born, and up until a few years ago they still owned the land they used to live on, a beautiful spot on a secluded road up in the mountains west of Boulder in Fourmile Canyon. They had lived a very off-the-grid existence in Colorado, sleeping in a camper-trailer for a time, bathing and washing their laundry in Fourmile Creek. Their first child, a son, was born when they were living in Colorado, died as a baby, and he is buried on their land there. The weight of that tragedy, and its association with the place, was one of the reasons they moved back to Arkansas. Jay also had a few other good friends in Colorado, most notably Judd Johnson—another scientist/machinist/motorcyclist/mountain-man, who looks like Willie Nelson with Coke-bottle-lens glasses, another favorite character of mine when I was a kid. He still lives up there. Sometimes when Jay was visiting, he and my dad and I—sometimes with James, and sometimes with Judd if he was free—would drive up to their land in Fourmile Canyon to shoot Coke cans off a log: There was a .22 rifle my dad had, Jay often brought a classic Colt .45—“the gun that won the west,” the same model six-shooter that Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday would have brought to the OK Corral—and one year in particular (we shot it in subsequent years, too), I remember Jay presenting my father with the gift of an antique Spanish Mauser that he had machined new parts for and reconditioned himself. Developed by the German weapon designer Paul Mauser for the Spanish Army, the Mauser Model 1893 is a wonder of artillery engineering, a five-round bolt-action 7×57mm rifle that saw its most extensive combat action during the Spanish Civil War; it’s the gun the dying man in Robert Capa’s famous photograph Loyalist Militiaman at the Moment of Death, Cerro Muriano, September 5, 1936 (better known as The Falling Soldier) is frozen forever losing his grip on, and the same gun with which Ernest Hemingway shot elephants in the Serengeti—and regardless of my personal opinions on killing fascinating and endangered animals for fun, the thing fires with such thunderous power that one can easily imagine it stopping an elephant.

About twenty years ago, Jay started building another airplane, a Kitfox Classic IV, but the work was slow going as it was a purely extracurricular activity; old age caught up with him before he could finish it, and its half-fleshed-out chassis still sits in the machine shop in the basement of the house in Fayetteville they moved into in 2005, four years after Haley went missing.

One interesting complication of writing nonfiction is that reality is a moving target. Jay was alive for most of the time it took me to write this book, though he was sick with prostate cancer and dementia, and he died at the age of eighty-five on Thursday, May 30, 2024—five days ago as of this writing.

Jay was a mechanical engineer, my father is a laser physicist, and both of them were and are machinists. My dad uses his machine shop mostly to make very small metal parts for lasers, wherein precision is incredibly important; a mistake on the micrometer level could be the difference between the laser working or not. Though Jay usually worked on scales at least a decimal place to the left of that, my dad always had a reverence for his big brother’s wisdom on all things machining related. Until he retired, Jay’s machine shop was a professional endeavor, much bigger and better equipped than my dad’s home shop, and my dad often bought machines from him, including its pièce de résistance, a 1964 Bridgeport J-head mill that he outfitted with a digital readout that uses superfine graduated glass scales to get sub-thousandth-inch resolution/accuracy, which might sound a bit like installing a GPS system in a Studebaker, but: Jay and my father would adamantly insist that the Bridgeport models from fifty-sixty years ago and even further back, as long as they’ve been well-maintained, are still superior to most of the metal-working machines manufactured now. That was the machine our dad taught James and me how to use when we, at different points, worked for his micro–­side business, Pathfinder Laser Products, which manufactured a device he invented for measuring the beamwidth of infrared lasers.

Anyway—Jay’s dementia steadily worsened over the year before he died, the fog around his mind thickening by the day, but one trick that could reliably bring him back to clarity for a moment almost until the end was to ask him about some sort of machining or engineering problem. The Proustian madeleine that takes me back to my childhood is the smell of machine oil. The machine shop: lots of tiny, spiky corkscrew slags of metal on the concrete floor if my father was working and had not yet swept them up (wear shoes); a framed print of Picasso’s Guernica on the wall; if it’s wintertime the Sauron-like great red eye of the kerosene space heater roaring on the floor; if it’s summertime the windows open and NPR on the radio; if morning or late afternoon, marbles-in-his-jowls Carl Kasell reading the news (blessedly boring 1990s news!); otherwise, classical music, the whirring of fan belts or shriek of mill bit biting metal, and the smell of machine oil.


If I have nostalgia for the world I grew up in—and I do—part of it is a forlorn pining for the way things were in that brief period of time bookended by the end of the Cold War (post-1990, a crumbly chunk of the Berlin Wall also sat on a shelf in that machine shop) and the constitutional crisis of the 2000 presidential election. Most would probably name 9/11 as the moment that ended that never-such-innocence-again era, but to me that election was the first event of bizarre, world-reordering chaos. I was born in 1983; I graduated from high school in 2001. I remember that time—about 1989 to 2000, my ages six to seventeen—as a time of boundless optimism, of genuine hope and excitement for the future. Much of that optimism was, in hindsight, illusory; from 1994 on, Newt Gingrich was already sowing the seeds that would bear poison fruit in the coming decades, and so, for that matter, was Bill Clinton, with some help from Joe Biden, too: For one thing, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) would not, with time, prove the unqualifiedly splendid idea it seemed in 1992. But I remember it as the time Francis Fukuyama described in his 1992 book of now-famously-wrong projections, The End of History and the Last Man. The West had won the Cold War; liberalism, capitalism, and democracy had won; people lined up for blocks to eat at the McDonald’s that had just opened in Red Square in Moscow; apartheid had ended in South Africa; a peaceful compromise looked to be on the brink of possibility in Israel/Palestine. Borders were opening, trade walls—and concrete walls—were coming down; an exciting new thing called the Internet was somehow going to flatten the earth and launch us into a brave new world; and Tommy LeSavage and I huddled over his family’s Macintosh Centris playing Myst and marveling at the unprecedented quality of its graphics. Everywhere the twentieth century’s bad old demons were dying, and in 1992 and 1996, comfortably over half the country didn’t give a shit who was president. (My middle school teachers shook their heads at the shame of it back then, but I have since come to consider low voter turnout a perverse measure of a democratic nation’s good civil health.) The image I regard as the emblem of the era I saw on the front page of The Denver Post in 1993 the day after my tenth birthday (yes, I was a daily newspaper reader at the age of ten, and drinking black coffee, too—I couldn’t wait to grow up), of Yitzhak Rabin shaking hands with Yasser Arafat with the young Bill Clinton standing a head taller than both old men between them with his hands patting their backs, bringing them together. That was the way things were going to be now. In the beginning of the covid pandemic, during the long early months of lockdown, my wife, Caitlin, and I somehow got into a jag of rewatching 1990s action movies we’d seen in the theater as teenagers: True Lies, Face/Off, Con Air, Broken Arrow, The Rock (the IMDb.com descriptions of so many of the films begin with “Terrorists have stolen/hijacked a . . .”), and we spoke often about the general backdrop of peace, prosperity, economic and political stability against which these utterly absurd plots were set and that in a way made them possible. It saddens me to have watched that relatively stable, comfortable, and mostly functional world be destroyed by one thing after another over the last twenty-five years.

Soon after I began writing this book, Joyce had to place Jay in a palliative care facility in Fayetteville. It was a painful but necessary thing she had to do; his dementia and other comorbidities had gotten too difficult for her to handle, and he needed 24/7 access to professional medical care. She visited him there every day. On one of my visits to Fayetteville, in October 2023, she told me that some old friends of theirs, the brothers Bill and Cleve Cox, had come out to visit a few days before, and unexpectedly seeing old friends had brightened Jay’s mood and brought his mind into the light for an afternoon. That occasioned Joyce telling me about one of the many fascinating engineering projects Jay had been involved with. Bill and Cleve are the CEO and president/chief pilot of Aerial Solutions, a company that specializes in aerial tree trimming by helicopter. Jay designed the Air Saw, a stack of radial saw blades that dangles from a helicopter. If you are driving through a densely forested area and pass a row of power lines marching through the middle of a neatly cut corridor that looks as if a giant out of a Goya painting buzzed through the forest with a Brobdingnagian lawn mower, there’s a good chance those flat walls of vegetation were cut with an Air Saw. The invention was the brainchild of Jay’s good friend Randall Rogers, a helicopter pilot. Jay developed a hydraulic saw with Rogers, who tragically died in an accident while demonstrating the prototype in 1983. Jay was devastated by his friend’s death; he arranged for Rogers’s widow to have sole ownership of the patent, and then swore off working on the project any further. But the following year, two other helicopter pilots, Joe Harting and Bill Cox, formed the company Aerial Solutions, bought the rights to use the patent from Rogers’s widow for a significant sum, and coaxed Hale Engineering back on board, resulting in four more patents. This is from an article about the company in the Chicago Tribune, October 15, 1990:


Today’s saw is lighter, safer and easier to use, says James Hale, Hale Engineering president. The thrust of the redesign was to abandon the hydraulic concept and change to a gasoline-powered unit. It now uses ten 24-inch, carbon-tipped blades, driven by a 40-horsepower engine. Total weight of the saw and 90-foot-long extension is about 650 pounds.

Hale and Aerial Solutions partner Cox also developed a special sling for the attachment point underneath the helicopter. The sling combined two concepts critical to the company’s success: the ability to stabilize the saw at higher flight speeds and, at the same time, not interfere with the mechanism that drops the saw in an emergency.



The last attribute mentioned—the sling—prevents the kind of accident that killed Randall Rogers: The saw got snagged on something and he wasn’t able to drop it, which caused the helicopter to crash.

And I can’t not tell the story of Jay inventing the paintball gun.

Jay worked on a lot of interesting engineering projects: He worked for Beechfield Aircraft developing cryogenic tanks for the Apollo missions; he worked in ultrasonics for a time; more recently he and Joyce were part of a team led by the Syrian American solar physicist Shadia Habbal that would travel to literally random spots on Earth to take high-resolution photographs of solar eclipses, work that took them to Syria, China, Australia, and most recently Idaho in 2017. In the early 1970s, shortly before leaving to start his own engineering company with Joyce, he worked for the Rogers-based Daisy Manufacturing Company, the maker of the Red Ryder BB gun immortalized in A Christmas Story (“You’ll shoot your eye out!”).

In 1971, Charles Nelson, who owned the Michigan-based Nelson Paint Company, had come up with an idea. Forestry workers and cattle ranchers have to mark trees and cattle: ranchers with a paint marker or something like that, and foresters usually with a can of spray paint. This chore is particularly laborious and time consuming for foresters, as it often involves climbing over fences, crossing creeks, and hiking up and down bluffs to mark trees. Nelson envisioned the paintball gun as a time-saving device. He had the paintball figured out—he filled veterinary pill gel capsules with paint—and he figured that a BB gun manufacturer would be the one to ask about the gun. Daisy Manufacturing assigned the job to Jay. The delicate puzzle of engineering was to design a mechanism that would shoot the ball hard enough it would explode on impact with tree or cow, but not so hard that it would blow up inside the gun.

The way Jay told the story, it happened on Christmas Eve 1971. Daisy had shut down early for the day and held a company Christmas party and dinner. When everyone had cleared out after the party, with the bullpen engineering office quiet and empty for once, giving him space to think, he sat down and sketched the first blueprint for the design in about an hour. The pistol he designed uses compressed carbon dioxide gas to propel the paintballs; cocking the gun simultaneously readies the hammer and loads a ball into the barrel; when you pull the trigger, the hammer knocks open a valve that lets the gas into a chamber, which fires the ball. Jay built a prototype that he would shoot against the wall of an abandoned building, fine-tuning the exact amount of compressed carbon dioxide the gun needed to work properly. James C. Hale is the only name on the patent, but of course Daisy owned the rights to use it. For many years, Daisy manufactured the Nelspot 007, which the Nelson Paint Company advertised in catalogs for forestry and agricultural equipment, making a modest profit selling it to cattle ranchers and foresters. Not long after, Jay left Daisy, and considered trying to buy the rights to the patent from them in order to switch the contract with Nelson to his own company, but he ultimately decided not to bother with it.

The earliest proto-paintball games were probably played by ranchers or loggers fucking around on break or something, but in 1981, the godfather of paintball the game, a sporting equipment retailer named Bob Gurnsey, happened across an ad for the Nelspot 007 in an Agway catalog. He ordered a bunch of them, devised a list of rules with his friends, stock trader Hayes Noel and writer Charles Gaines (who wrote, among other things, Pumping Iron: The Art and Sport of Bodybuilding)—those three giants among manboys form the holy trinity of paintball’s foundational mythology*—and they invited nine other friends to participate in the first official paintball game on a 125-acre plot of rugged, wooded land near Gaines’s home in the White Mountains of New Hampshire: The great teenage war game was born.

Sometime in the early 1980s, Charlie Nelson was in Northwest Arkansas for a meeting with Daisy and stopped by Hale Holler to visit Jay and Joyce, bringing with him some catalogs: An ad for the Nelspot 007, reworked for the new target clientele of recreational users, had spread from the agricultural to the sporting goods catalogs. “Have you seen what they’re doing with our gun?” Jay remembered him saying.

Paintball exploded—ha—in the 1980s and became a multimillion-dollar industry, of which revenue Jay never received a nickel, though he felt no resentment; he had been a salaried employee of Daisy when he had designed the gun, the company owned the intellectual property, that’s the way it works. Neither he nor Charlie Nelson had ever once had the thought that humans might want to shoot each other with it for fun. In order to make the horse pills full of paint explode against the wall he was shooting them at, Jay’d had to make the impact velocity pretty high—much greater than that of a BB gun—and with a much bigger projectile—i.e., getting shot with one certainly wouldn’t kill you, but it would hurt like holy hell. “Shooting ’em against that wall,” Jay said, “always made me feel bad for the cows.”

Another story: One time, when Kelly was a kid sitting in her father’s lap as they rode his Triumph 650 Bonneville, buttoned into the oversize leather motorcycle jacket he wore so he could zip her inside it to transport her—this would have been in the mid-1970s—they were riding behind a poultry truck (along with Walmart, Tyson is one of Northwest Arkansas’s biggest employers; poultry is big business there), and a chicken fell off the back of the truck and landed in the road. Jay stopped the motorcycle, walked over and picked up the chicken, and they rode, all three of them zipped into the big motorcycle jacket with Kelly on Jay’s lap and the chicken on Kelly’s, back to Hale Holler, where Jay built a coop for her and she became Kelly’s pet chicken.

Anything else it might be helpful to know? That Jay and Clay Bass were students at Little Rock Central High School (the family hadn’t yet moved to Horseshoe Bend) in 1957, when Eisenhower invoked the Insurrection Act to override Governor Orval Faubus’s attempt to use the Arkansas National Guard to forcibly prevent the school’s integration and its first nine black students walked in under the protection of federal troops from the 101st Airborne Division. That Joyce baked the cake for the wedding (well, one of them) of the princess of Northwest Arkansas’s local royal family, Alice Walton. I should probably also mention that my father was born when my grandmother was in her forties, by far the baby of the family; Jay was nearly twenty years his elder. The family was very civic minded and active in politics. Jay served as the chief of Pea Ridge’s Volunteer Fire Department for many years. He even ran for office a few times. (I remember the slogan of one of his failed political campaigns—the pun works best when said with an Arkie accent: “Vote Democrat? Hale, yes!”)

Catching crawdads in the creek at Hale Holler? My cousin Ike and I had developed a foolproof crawdad-catching technique: They have a fight-or-flight-type response to a sudden sign of danger, jetting backward, fast, maybe six or seven inches. So: Carefully place your net or bucket directly behind a crawdad, then jump into the creek right in front of it, and it’ll jet back directly into your net or bucket. There was one time when we caught a really impressive bucketful of them and took them back to the house to show the grown-ups. We were going to throw them back into the creek; we just wanted to boast about our haul. But our grandmother took the bucket, thanked us for them, and boiled them up for dinner that night. We intrepid hunters had caught the family dinner.

That grandmother, Mary, was one of my favorite human beings to have walked the earth, someone I loved deeply. She taught me to play poker (and bridge, backgammon, cribbage, and dominoes—less important but still significant games in my life). After her husband—my father’s father—died of a heart attack in his midfifties when my dad was fifteen, long before I was born (there is a story my father sometimes tells about having to attend a “Fathers and Sons” Boy Scouts dinner alone a week after his father died), she and a close friend, also recently widowed, traveled down to New Orleans and hopped aboard a banana boat for a tour of the Caribbean and South America and back: remarkably adventurous for two single middle-aged southern women, and illustrative of Mary’s character.

Christmases in Hale Holler from about 1987 to 1998 were some of the happiest times of my life. My father’s family was big and happy, and Mary was the axle around which the wheel turned. It was a great contrast to my mother’s parents, twenty minutes away in Rogers: bitterly unhappy people who hated each other so much that I am amazed they did not part unto death (his).

As a child I had a stuffed rabbit that I took everywhere and left every­where, which more than once an obliging employee of some motel somewhere in Kansas or Oklahoma mailed back to our house. One time I left the rabbit at Mary’s house in Hale Holler, and Mary, an avid knitter (one of her shawls, a wedding gift from Jay and Joyce, is draped across the back of our living room couch), mailed him back—it was winter, shortly after Christmas—wearing a little blue sweater with white trim she’d knitted to keep him warm on his journey through the US Postal Service. He wears it still, on a shelf in my parents’ basement.

I remember Mary sitting in her armchair, knitting, and me on the floor: watching Murder, She Wrote through the snowy reception that was the best that TV could pick up in the boonies, watching Jeopardy! Mary’s crush on Alex Trebek was a frequent subject of teasing within the family; she saw in Alex Trebek a last bastion of a certain kind of genteel mid­century manhood: his polished poise, his gray suits, his exquisite manners, and especially his dapper Clark-Gablean mustache—he was just about the last man on network TV to dare a mustache. Trebek shaved it off in 2001: the year Haley disappeared, the year I graduated from high school, the year of 9/11, the year Mary died. (Coincidences? Yes.)

When I was a teenager, in imitation of Hunter S. Thompson (as a teenager I did a lot of things in imitation of Hunter S. Thompson, including a lot of acid), I started wearing Hawaiian shirts. Mary had dementia, which got really bad in her last few years. For a while the four siblings took turns taking care of her for several months at a stretch—the duty passing, in birth order, from Jay to their sisters Nancy and then Ellen, then to us—before her condition worsened to the point that she needed daily full-time medical attention and she had to go to a nursing home. But before that, she spent four or five months living with us in Colorado. There is a place near Denver called the Butterfly Pavilion, a lofty, light-infused glass cathedral of an indoor greenhouse, full of tropical butterflies. My mother, my grandmother, my brothers James and John (John was a toddler then) went to the Butterfly Pavilion that summer: 1999, maybe? It was a difficult summer; Mary’s mind was half gone, and her life was mostly confusion and terror in between increasingly rare moments of clarity. The look of childlike joy on her face when the dozens of bright, brilliant tropical butterflies with metallic flashing wings flocked around me as though I were St. Francis of the Butterflies, fooled by the bright brilliant tropical flowers printed on my Hawaiian shirt, is one of my last and my best memories of her.

I think it was the next summer that my mother and I drove to Arkansas to pick up Mary’s old car—a tiny tan 1982 Toyota Tercel, which became my first car, with which I would deliver a lot of newspapers and pizzas in Colorado—from Ellen and her husband, Sammy, who lived in a house they were building in a part of the Ozarks even more backwoods than Hale Holler, who sold it to me for one symbolic dollar. While we were there, my mother and I visited Mary in her nursing home. Three factors—(1) it was unusual for Mary to see my mother without her son being with her; (2) her dementia had become very bad by then; (3) I look a lot like my father—combined to cause her to think that I was my father. (My mother taught history at public high schools for most of her career and had the summers free, as did I, at least for long enough for that trip to and from Arkansas; I think my father was away that summer, testing weapon-targeting systems in a secret location somewhere in the desert in New Mexico that he was not allowed to reveal even to his family.) Mary talked about the time “I” had made a tiny cage out of toothpicks and glue, complete with a hinge and a working door to hold captive the housefly I had caught. I realized that I was representing my father in her mind, and I had no idea what to do. We sat in the windowless, low-ceilinged, fake wood–­paneled, oppressively bleak cafeteria of the nursing home, and as it was midafternoon, we were almost the only people in it, except for a fat, well-dressed, clean-shaven guy in a wheelchair who wasn’t old, maybe in his fifties, who wheeled himself over to our table and starting talking to me. He had a deep concave dent in one of his temples—his head misshapen into an asymmetrical peanut—and one of his eyes lolled off in the wrong direction. The guy seemed starved for a very specific kind of conversation: the friendly but guarded shallow manly small talk between two straight middle-class men who have just met.

“So, what kinda work d’you do?” he kept asking me. At the time, I worked part-time after school at an Einstein Bros. Bagels in Boulder, Colorado. However, my grandmother was right there, thinking I was my father.

“I’m a laser physicist,” I said.

Afterward, I asked one of the nurses what that guy’s story was, and he told me that he’d lost everything, shot himself in the head and lived.

That was the last time I saw Mary. She died the next year, as it happened, on September 11, 2001. It was my second day of classes as a freshman at Sarah Lawrence College, which is close to New York City—that was one of the reasons I’d wanted to go there—and a lot of kids from New York attend it. Some of my classmates knew people who worked at the World Trade Center who were missing and presumed dead, and I felt a little foolish telling people that my grandmother had died of old age that morning. I wasn’t able to attend her funeral because all the planes were still grounded.

Mary was near the end and would have been in a very bad way four months earlier when her great-granddaughter Haley disappeared in the wilderness. She was by then always in a state of confusion and terror, and there’s no way she would have understood any of it. I hope no one told her.

Mary had been the glue that kept the family together; those big happy Christmases at Hale Holler had been for her, and after she died, they quit happening. A few years later, Jay and Joyce sold their business, retired, moved to Fayetteville, and rented the houses on the big wooded property in Pea Ridge for a while before they eventually tired of landlording headaches and sold it. Mary is gone, the elevator is gone, Alex Trebek’s mustache is gone, Alex Trebek is gone, Hale Holler is gone, and the world around it is gone.

Throughout the time I spent writing this book—I began in December 2022—Jay was suffering from cancer and a half-dozen other medical problems and the same dementia his mother had suffered. Back in the fall of 2022, he had been disturbed to find himself unable to do basic math: The engineering genius could not calculate the tip on a restaurant check; it felt to him as if he had forgotten his native language. Not long afterward, he plowed into a row of traffic cones on an interstate, and then the man who had built and ridden his own motorcycles and built and flown his own airplanes had to give up his driver’s license. His condition deteriorated rapidly in the last few months of his life, and he died on May 30, 2024. “He was just snowed under and asleep, so it was totally peaceful,” my father said to me that day. “He’s hopefully riding one of his 650 Triumphs as we speak.”
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Cave Mountain

AT ABOUT NOON ON A TEMPERATE, SUNNY SUNDAY IN APRIL 2001, Joyce, panicked now after losing about fifteen minutes of time searching for her granddaughter in what she now believed was the wrong direction, ran ahead back along the bluff and found Clay Bass on the trail. Heaving breath from the uphill run, she told him that Haley had disappeared. Together they continued running up the trail, where they found Jay, Dennis, and Michelle not far ahead of them. Once everyone understood the situation, Dennis and Michelle went back to the cabins to see if Haley had somehow made it there, and the others spread out up and down the trail, scanning the dense, dark springtime woods and calling her name. When Dennis and Michelle made it back to the cabins, they found Doc Chester still working in his yard, sawing up that dead tree. No, he had not seen the little girl they had come in with, but then again, he hadn’t been paying attention; he’d been concentrating on the work in front of him and had industrial earmuffs on to dampen the noise of the chain saw. Michelle remained at the Faddis Cabin, to be there in case Haley found it, and Dennis got into their car and started searching along County Road 406, the narrow private road that leads down from Cave Mountain Road; he also wanted to look at the small dirt parking lot at the trailhead to see if there were any fewer cars
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