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Billy Glass, his sister Julie, and his mom, Reba, visited the small church on Shell Street in West Mobile last week. They met lots of friendly people but seemed to hit it off, especially with June Whitaker and her children, Robert and Sally. Both families had fathers, but for an unexplained reason, they didn't go to church. Just the moms and kids. By the next weekend, the Glass family found themselves as guests at the Whitakers’ house in West Mobile.

As the three drove up the long driveway to the Whitakers’ house, Billy noted that the adjacent field was just a little higher than the property on which the house sat. The ditch revealed thick red dirt, clay, and a thin layer of black topsoil.

The field was barren. It had not produced crops in decades, though the topsoil was rich enough for vegetables or fruit. Below that, red dirt to the center of the earth.

As Reba pulled her station wagon up beside the house, Billy noticed the topographical differences.

"Hey," Billy said. "Look at that. That field is a little higher than the lawn that the house is on. That's weird. It's kinda like the field is rising or the lawn is sinking. There ain't no mountains anywhere near here and hardly any hills."

While there were a few hills in the Spring Hill area, Billy was correct in that the land near the coast was pretty much all flat and used primarily for growing crops. And as farmers, one by one went out of business or just stopped farming through the years, neighborhoods grew houses instead of corn.

The difference in elevation probably was no more than five feet. So, the rain runoff from the adjacent field formed a long gully that led out to the street and a larger ditch. However, throughout the years, as the rain dried, a deep indentation formed a dry riverbed.

Billy couldn't help but notice that on the side of the red dirt, there appeared to be some type of opening. 

Is that a cave, Billy thought to himself as he and his sister got out of the car to go inside and spend time with their newly made friends.

"I don't know," Julie said. "Ask Robert."

There's no way it could be a cave, Billy thought. I mean, that ain't nothing but red dirt. There are no mountains around here. There are no rocks. I guess you don't really need mountains, but if you had a lot of rock formation, you might have a cave every now and then.

The next thirty minutes to an hour was filled with the usual banter of people getting to know each other. Then they feasted on fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and green beans with the legally required sweet tea and rolls. Dessert was a large pecan pie and some banana pudding. Finally, there was the obligatory coffee, which lasted for two hours.

"So," Reba said. "How long y'all lived here?"

"Oh," June said. "Actually, we've lived here all my life. My grandfather started that church. My parents grew up here, and this land that you see here was once full of corn, beans, watermelons, whatever we grew that would sell that year."

"That's beautiful," Reba said. "What a great and awesome place to grow up."

"Yes," June said. "We've loved living here. Never had any problem with any of the neighbors. However, there was an old legend that the field was an old Indian burial ground. But that was never proven. We even had some archeologists from the university come out and poke around. Never found anything."

"Well, isn't that just a little creepy?" Julie said.

"Nah," June said. "We just dismissed it as an old wives' tale."

"So, what do your kids do around here?" Reba said. 

"Well," June said. "They're both in the ninth grade, and they spend a lot of time outdoors like most kids. Robert's just your typical boy. He loves playing outside. Actually, there are a couple of tractors left from my grandfather's farming days that we don't use anymore. He works on them sometimes. He's mechanically minded. And we have that big field right next door. It's a great place for the kids to play. Say, Robert. Why don't you take Billy and show him your fort?"

Robert's eyes lit up momentarily as he smiled at the idea.

"You wanna go see?" Robert said.

"Sure," Billy said as the two boys exited the front door in a hurry.

The two girls expressed no interest in mulling around in the middle of a field, much less a boy's fort. They opted for Sally's room.

"You wanna see the cool outfit that I bought last night at the mall?" Sally said.

"Absolutely, I do," Julie said as the two girls went to the back room to entertain themselves, leaving the two women alone with their coffee and stories.

"So," Billy said. "That was really a cave that I saw when we drove in?"

"Oh, yeah," Robert said. "It's a real cave alright."

It only took them a matter of seconds to reach the entrance of Robert's fort, as he called it, which was nothing more than a hole carved out of the side of a wall of red dirt.

"Looks cool," Billy said. "Looks really cool. So, what do you do with it? I mean, I know you've been working on it. I guess you've been digging it out, but what are you going to do with it?"

"Not sure yet," Robert said. "I'm thinking about making it into like a man cave where I can work on projects and stuff. Or a fort to defend my family and the neighborhood."

Both boys laughed.

"Yep," Billy said. "That'd be cool."

"Why don't you go in and check it out?" Robert said.

Billy hesitated. Even in ninth grade, he knew better. Enough at least to know that the red dirt was not particularly well fit to host openings in the earth that would last past the next rainfall.

He was surprised the rain hadn’t already washed it in.

"I'm hoping that you went down far enough so the top ain't gonna cave in, right? I mean, have you put up any wooden columns on the inside to prop up the dirt? You know, so it won't cave in and kill ya?"

Billy threw the last part in just for dramatic effect because he wasn't getting the brightest vibes from this kid.

"Kill ya?" Robert said. "What the heck are you talking about, Billy? It's just a fort, man. It's just a cave, you know. Caves all over the world. People explore them and play in them. I just built my own because, you know, why not? I've got a shovel. I know how to dig."

"But aren't you worried about it caving in?"

"Nah, I don't think it'll cave in. Seems to me to have enough dirt on top of it to not really matter."

"Well, it looks cool. But if I were you, I'd be really careful because it's obviously just red dirt. Cement would be better."

"Well, yeah," Robert said. "It's red dirt out here, but on the inside, it's more like rocks and stone."

"Really?" Billy said, surprised to hear that. Especially considering that everywhere he looked, he could only see red dirt with only a thin layer of black topsoil.

"Um," Billy said. "Maybe next time. I'm sure we'll be back. Our moms seem to hit it off pretty well, and our sisters seem to like each other. I'd love to see what's on the inside, but maybe next time."

Robert frowned. 

"Ah, don't be a sissy, Billy. Ain't nothing gonna happen. Come on. Tell ya what. I'll go in first."

Robert scampered into the opening and disappeared. He reemerged after about 45 seconds with what appeared to be an ancient Sumerian doll or sculpture.

In reality, Robert had made the sculpture himself out of the soft dirt and painted it so it wouldn't fall apart.

But it looked cool with a glossy finish.

"Wow," Billy said. "Where did you get that?"

Robert looked seriously and said, "Actually, I found it. It was inside the cave. That's what I wanted to tell you about. It looked like a hole in the ground, but I tapped into something crazy inside the cave."

"That's crazy, man," Billy said.

"Yes, it is," Robert said. "I've heard rumors from old people that live around here that thousands of years ago, an ancient tribe of people lived here. And there was talk of gold and silver and such. I think they're distant relatives to the Aztecs who made human sacrifices down in Mexico and Central America. You know, the ones that just kind of disappeared off the face of the earth. We can't find nothing about them now."

"Yeah, Robert," Billy said worriedly. "That sounds interesting. "Let me see that thing."

Billy held the statue gently and smiled as he accidentally
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