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For Michael on his fourteenth birthday
… and for Connor on his.
















Sweet are the uses of adversity,


Which like the toad, ugly and venomous,


Wears yet a precious jewel in his head;


And this our life exempt from public haunt,


Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,


Sermons in stones, and good in every thing.


I would not change it.


William Shakespeare

















It was always coal.


Coal filled their pantry and put a sense of purpose in their Monday coffee. Coal was Christmas and the long weekend in Nashville when the Opry offered half-price tickets. Coal was new corduroy slacks and the washboard symphony they played to every step. Coal was a twice-a-month haircut. Coal was a store-bought dress and the excuse to wear it. Coal took them in as teenagers, proud, cocksure, and gave them back fully played out. Withered and silent.


Coal was the double-wide trailer at twenty and the new truck. Coal was the house with the front porch at twenty-eight and the satellite dish. Coal was the bass boat at thirty-five and the fishing cabin at forty.


And then, after they gave their years to the weak light and black sweat, coal killed them.


And began again.















Chapter 1



THE DIAMOND STATE


[image: image]


The Appalachian Mountains rise a darker blue on the washed horizon if you’re driving east from Indiana in the morning. The green hills of the piedmont brace the wooded peaks like sandbags against a rising tide. The first settlers were hunters, trappers, and then farmers when the game went west. In between the hills and mountains are long, narrow hollows where farmers and cattle scratch a living with equal frustration. And under them, from the Tug Fork to the Clinch Valley, a thick plate of the purest bituminous coal on the Eastern Seaboard.


June was midway to my fifteenth birthday and I remember the miles between Redhill, Indiana, and Medgar, Kentucky, rolling past the station wagon window on an interminable canvas of cornfields and cow pastures, petty towns and irrelevant truck stops. I remember watching my mother from the backseat as she stared at the telephone poles flishing past us, the reflection of the white highway line in the window strobing her haggard face. It had been two months since my brother, Joshua, was killed, and the invulnerability I had felt as a teenager was only a curl of memory. Mom had folded into herself on the way back from the hospital and had barely spoken since. My father emerged from silent disbelief and was diligently weaving his anger into a smothering blanket for everyone he touched, especially me. My life then was an inventory of eggshells and expectations unmet.


Pops, my maternal grandfather, suggested Mom and I spend the summer with him in the hope that memories of her own invulnerable childhood would help her heal. It was one of the few decisions on which my father and grandfather had ever agreed.
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The town was positioned in a narrow valley between three sizable mountains and innumerable hills and shelves and finger hollows that ribboned out from the valley floor like veins.


We had not visited Pops since Josh was born three years before, and as we came over the last hill, down into Medgar on that Saturday, the citizens stared at us like they were watching color TV for the first time. A fat woman in red stretch pants dragging a screaming child stopped suddenly; the child jounced into her back. Two men in eager discussion over an open car hood turned in silence, hands on hips. Booth four at Biddle’s Gas and Grub immediately discontinued their debate about proper planting cycles and launched wild speculation about the origin and destination of the blue station wagon with suitcases and a bike bundled onto the luggage rack. People just didn’t move into eastern Kentucky back then.


Twenty-two Chisold Street sat straight and firm behind the faded white fence that aproned its quarter acre. The front porch was wide and friendly, with an old swing bench at one end, a green wicker sofa and chairs at the other. The house was a three-bedroom Southern Cape Cod with white pillars on the porch, double dormers jutting out of the roof like eyes. One broken blind closed in a perpetual wink. The yard was trim and perfect.


We drew up in the wagon, a thin smile on my mother’s face for the first time in months. My father touched her arm gently to tell her she was home.


Pops had been vigiling on the wicker sofa, chewing the end of the long, straight pipe he never lit. He slapped both knees, bellowing an abundant laugh as he raced down the porch steps before the car was even at a full stop. He reached in the window to unlock the door, opened it as the engine cut off, and pulled Mom out of the front seat into a bracing hug. “It’s good to have you back home, Annie.”


She nodded blankly and hugged back.


I exited the car with my backpack of essentials. “Kevin, I think you’ve grown six inches in two months,” he said, fingering a line from the top of his head to my chin. He bear-hugged me, then gave my shoulder a squeeze. The strength in his grip left me flushed. He spun to Audy Rae, his housekeeper of thirty-seven years, who had come out to the porch. “It’s about time we had some life in this old house. The conversation has been wearing thin lately.” He turned back to me and winked. She dismissed him with a wave, swept down the steps and over to the car.


Audy Rae Henderson was five feet four and fireplug solid, her face furrowed with wise creases and unmissing eyes that burned brightly from her dark features. She reached up and placed a hand on each of Mom’s shoulders and held her at arm’s length as if to verify authenticity.


My father came around to the passenger side and stood until Pops acknowledged him. “Edward, how are you?” Pops asked. They shook stiff hands.


The inside of Pops’ Chisold Street home was sparkling clean—Audy Rae saw to that—but to me it smelled old and empty. In the living room, two matching wing chairs with eagle-claw feet and brass buttons tacked down the front faced a worn light-blue sofa with doilied arms. Three of my mother’s paintings hung over it: a man canoeing on a river; wild horses splitting a canyon; the Chisold Street house sometime in the sixties. The room was alien and unused, but anything was better than the throttling silence of our house in Redhill.


Audy Rae led me up to the spare bedroom. “Bet you’re glad to be done with freshman year,” she said, helping the bag onto the bed. I grunted and slumped next to the suitcase.


“High school, my laws. I remember when you was no biggern my knee and now you’re taller than your Pops.”


I was silent, examining the way my interlocking fingers roofed my thumbs.


She came over and sat next to me. “Kevin, you and your mom been through a bad thing—bout as bad as life gets. I know it’s gonna take a while for her and you to heal.”


“He blames me, you know. Says it was all my fault.”


She let out a long, slow breath.


A tear dropped down and splashed my hand.


“What happened wasn’t your fault, child,” she said softly.


“But if I’d…” The sadness and choking anger of the last two months began to close out the thin light in the room.


She put her hand on my leg. I could feel her eyes peering into me. “It all may seem black and desperate now, but you gotta just trust that the Lord’s gonna take care of you and your mom.”


I pulled at a stray thread from the white cotton bedspread as more tears came. “If he was taking care of us, none of this would have happened in the first place.”


She pushed out another long breath, then let it fall away. “Kevin, I can’t say why the Lord took Josh and why he took him the way he did. I don’t think we’ll ever puzzle out the answer. But I’ll just keep praying that one day you’ll find a peace with it.” She stood and moved to the door. “I’ll leave you to be putting your own things away.”


I finally looked up. She smiled. “It’s real good to have you here, child.” Her face was filled with fifty-three years of stocked kindnesses. I smiled sadly back.


She held out her hands. “Come to me, honey.” I pushed off the bed and took three quick steps into the cradle of her arms. She wrapped them around me tightly and squeezed, as if to try to turn me into a diamond.
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Monongahela Mining Company opened its first mine in 1912 on the gentle shoulders and under the stretching peaks that surround Medgar, Kentucky. Mr. William Beecher Boyd himself drove down in his brand-new automobile to supervise the acquisition of the land after a survey team from Wheeling pulled core samples so thick and pure they made his heart race.


The citizens were roundly suspicious of William Beecher Boyd, seeing as he was from Pennsylvania, and his car caused a considerable disturbance. Story goes, he entered Missiwatchiwie County through Knuckle, and by the time he passed Jukes Hollow, he and his top-down Model T, with its shiny black paint and headlights that looked to folks like the bug eyes of a birth-defected bovine, were trailed by a raggle of shoeless children, eight of the county’s laziest farmers, three Negroes, assorted dogs, and seven cattle. Dogs running ahead, barking, and boys fighting for position as each passing farm added to the entourage.


Word spread faster than the Model T, and by the time the car worked itself up the last hill before town, most of Medgar had already changed clothes and assembled outside of Hivey’s Farm Supply. Women in their Sunday hats, men with fresh pork fat in their hair.


Boyd parked the car at the hitching post in front of Hivey’s, jumped onto the car’s red backseat, and stood stock-still, one foot on the spare tire, both hands on his knee, and said nothing. Absolutely nothing.


It was the kind of thirty-second silence that made some men look at their shoes and kick stones. Others rubbed their Adam’s apples wondering if they should be the first. Women fanned themselves faster and even the children stopped pushing, everyone silent in suspicious anticipation.


William Beecher Boyd smiled, then cleared his throat. “Friends,” he said, “you’ve a fine town here. A fine town.”
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William Beecher Boyd’s Monongahela Mining Company started first on the north side of Hogsback Mountain with Juliet One driving true into the heart of what came to be known as the Medgar seam. Juliet Two and Three followed hard by, and people after that—like a rock thrown on a lake in the morning, sending out ripples in unstoppable waves.


Lew Chainey was the first to sell, then John van Slyke, then Mrs. Simpson. The surrounding fields suddenly became the town, with bright black asphalt instead of dirt and mud, new pine-board and shingle houses instead of struggling corn. A bank, another church, and two more blacksmiths took Medgar into 1917, all courtesy of William Beecher Boyd and the Monongahela Mining Company.


The 1920s saw Medgar grow to two thousand people in the finger valley between the Hogsback and White Mountain. A school, a jail, traffic.


The Depression came and went like an unfamiliar cousin. Depression or not, people still burned coal and Medgar still dug it because the Monongahela Mining Company made it so.


The opening of Miss Janey’s Paris Hair Salon and Notion Shop in 1965 brought Missiwatchiwie County into the modern age. Miss Janey’s cousin and partner, Paul Pierce, spent two years of military duty as first tenor in the Army Band and Chorus, culminating with a weekend stint in a muddy tent on the outskirts of Paris, which, when he was back in Medgar, conveyed him instant credibility on all questions of fashion and style and made Miss Janey’s an immediate success.


The next decades were Patsy Cline singing on the radio in the afternoon and thick chrome shining on Saturday night. Crew cuts close and tight to the neck and white cement sidewalks too new to spit; television antennae like Easter crocuses breaking through the last mutter of snow. Band concerts and communists and tea dances with the Medgar Women’s Club. JFK, Alan Shepard, Bay of Pigs, and a second bank. Negro rights, the Tet Offensive, Martin Luther King, RFK, and Miss Janey’s addition. Nixon/Agnew, Walter Cronkite, George Jones, the Apollo moon landing, and an Italian restaurant. Kent State, Gerald Ford, the Statler Brothers, Jimmy Carter, and the mines. Always the mines.


Until 1978, when they extracted the last ton from the Medgar seam and most miners followed the work south, leaving a peeled-paint husk of a place with fewer than seven hundred inhabitants. The once-thriving west side of Medgar, with its Italian restaurant and theater, was shut completely. A strip of businesses still clung to the frayed Main Street: Smith’s Ice Cream, Hivey’s Farm Supply, Biddle’s Gas and Grub, the Monongahela Bank and Trust, Dempsey’s General Store, and, of course, Miss Janey’s Paris Hair Salon and Notion Shop.
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Before the breakfast dishes were cleared my father talked of getting a jump on the highway truck traffic, talked of garage organizing and critical toolshed repairs.


“Let me put these sticky buns in some Tupperware for you,” Audy Rae said.


“Nope, I’ll just take this one to go.” He grabbed the center bun and poured coffee into a travel mug. “Call you when I get home, sport,” he said as the screen door creaked and slammed on his exit.


With him gone I immediately began exploring Medgar and the surrounding mountains in expanding circles from my base on the front porch of 22 Chisold Street—a seething, spinning fury in my head and a pack of matches in my pocket.


On the first saddle of mountain outside of town, I gathered up a knee-high pile of tinder-dry leaves and threw a lit match into it. A pencil of smoke rose from the middle, then dissipated as the flames took. A moderate wind fed the fire and I watched impassively as the flames shot up three feet, consumed the fuel, then settled into smoldering embers. I wanted to feel something other than the stifling sadness and rage that had overcome me these past two months—guilt, excitement, brio, embarrassment, anything—but even the heat of the flame failed to penetrate.


I had started with fires in Redhill about a month after Josh died: first a small trash can in the backyard, then a pile of dried grass clippings in the woods behind my house; a stack of deadfall at a construction site, then three tires at the town dump; a few other minor lights around Redhill, until I set an old wooden shed ablaze on city park property. That one brought out fire engines, police cars, crime scene investigators, but nothing from me.


Farther up the mountain I pulled together another pile of leaves, larger this time, and finally felt the heat of the flames as they licked at the low branches of a maple sapling. Then two more fires, each bigger than before.


And so it was my first week in Medgar—a Dumpster fire in back of Hivey’s Farm Supply; a grass fire on a clear hillside that got taken by the wind and nearly lost control; an old foam car seat that burned ugly black smoke and stung my lungs when the wind shifted.


It was on one of these burnings that I first met Buzzy Fink.















Chapter 2



WHAT HORSES SMELL LIKE AFTER RAIN
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Buzzy Fink’s toenail collection, by the time I arrived in town, filled half an old Band-Aid tin. His showpiece was a full big toenail, cracked and yellowed, with tailings of cuticle still attached. Found it on a rock in the middle of Chainey Creek after a summer squall—brown water racing and the big old nail just staring at him like Sunday.


The original owner of the nail was a topic of much debate in the Fink clan. Esmer Fink, Buzzy’s grandfather, was sure it came from one of the Deal sisters. Identical twins, the Deal sisters: never married, bitter, lonely. He’d noticed Ethna Deal limping past the closeout bin at Pic-n-Pay the week before the discovery, and he’d seen the sisters down at Chainey Creek with their socks off. It was Ethna’s; he was sure of it.


Isak Fink, Buzzy’s father, knew Ethna had nothing to do with the toenail. Besides, the Deal sisters always limped. He reasoned, with some support in the family, that the original owner was an old miner named Mose Bleeker who disappeared during the storm and supposedly drowned drunk in Chainey Creek. Buzzy subscribed to this theory because it greatly raised the currency of his find: possessing the only remaining piece of a dead man was something to boast about.


Buzzy’s brother, Cleo, boycotted the entire discussion, believing that he was the rightful custodian of the nail. He was with Buzzy at the time of the discovery and thought that as the older brother he should take ownership. He was jealous of the attention Buzzy received and was half-lovesick over Jemma Blatt. Jemma’s interest in the toenail only made matters worse.


The only member of the family without an opinion on the nail’s origin or its rightful conservator was Buzzy’s mother, who believed the big toenail, and indeed his entire collection, would be the undoing of her youngest son. “A boy what keeps parts a people gonna come to a bad end,” she predicted into her black soup. “It jus ain’t natural.”


The debate eventually waned, unresolved, and the toenail remained at the top of Buzzy’s collection, brought out like his aunt Pip for special occasions. My first meeting with him was just such an occasion.
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“Tie a slug to that spider bite; it’ll stop the swell. Gotta be a gray one, though. Brown ones make it worse.”


I was lying on the ground in the hills outside town, prostrate in pain after a red spider had got under my shirt and bit me on the stomach. My feet were against a giant oak tree and I was debating how best to apply my life’s remaining hours. I thought of running back to Chisold Street and crawling up to the porch and in my final breath telling Mom not to grieve too deeply; then I would die in her arms. But I was at least two miles from Pops’ house and the run back would only rush the venom to my brain. I finally decided to burn an abandoned coal tipple I had seen over the last hill when the voice filtered down from somewhere in the giant tree.


“I’m outta slugs right now, but down the creek there’s plenty. An don’t try cheatin it with a worm. Gotta be a slug… a gray one.”


I gazed up at the gigantic trunk, thirty feet around, branches fostering a great green canopy in every direction. Three limbs up, through the bark and leaves, a boy about my age was smoking a cigarette and reading a dirty magazine. The rippled black soles of his army surplus boots dangled over the tree limb. He threw the naked lady down by my head and quickly worked the forty-foot drop, landing on the ground a few seconds after the magazine. He squatted, knees to ears like a bushman breaking cane, slowly weaving back and forth across the ground in a rhythmic search for something.


“Here she is,” he said, pulling the curled carcass of the spider from the leaves. He held it between his thumb and forefinger. “It weren’t deadly poisonous, but you’ll feel it for a few days less we get you that slug… Name’s Buzzy Fink.”


“Kevin Gillooly.”


Buzzy Fink was a head taller than me and half again as broad, with sandy blond hair cut in a flattop on an already thickening neck. Eyes so blue they made the rest of his face seem freshly washed. A spread of freckles across both cheeks met at his nose; his big white teeth, gapped in the middle, flashed pink tongue when he smiled.


“You’re the Peebles kid,” he said as a point of fact.


“My grandfather’s Arthur Peebles.”


Silence.


“Let’s you an me get you that slug.”


I followed Buzzy close, feeling the expanding numbness around the bite. He strode to the edge of the wooded plateau and plunged straight down the steep, rocky bank to the creek some hundred feet below. I was lagging off, employing saplings as ropes, sliding down the bank on my butt, thankful for finally finding a kid to do stuff with. When I reached the bottom, Buzzy was already under his fourth rock—a few red salamanders, armies of pill bugs, but no gray slugs.


“Here you go,” he said after rock five, extracting a gleaming slug twice as big as my thumb. “This’ll do you.” He stepped over the rocks and slapped the slug into my hand. “I got some duct tape up the tree. We’ll make a poultice an tape it up. You’ll be jus fine.”


He was off again, long, sturdy legs making easy work of the slippery bank. I made after him, trying desperately not to smash such a serviceable specimen. At the tree he took the slug and climbed up one-handed, feet on knobs, hands on bark. Three branches later he was lighting a cigarette in a red pine rocker on the front porch of an impressive tree house. The house nested in the middle branches of the colossal oak at a point where the main trunk divided, providing a perfect platform for the structure. Shingle roof, pane window, plywood walls, and a front porch. A blue door.


I started up the trunk, echoing the nubs and bobs that Buzzy used to earn the first branch, my foot slipping, stomach scraping bloody against the bark.


“What’s the matter, Kevin Gillooly, don’t you have trees in In-de-anna?” Smoke punctuated each of his laughs.


I finally made it to the first branch and onto the front porch of the tree house, where I could see the whole town, the hollows and the remnants of the old mines on the Hogsback. As I scanned the horizon, something seemed out of place. The silhouette of the mountains over by the Hogsback was strangely malformed, as if some giant had cut off the peaks, leaving a flat gray table. Buzzy was still sitting, enjoying his cigarette. The sound of a massive explosion reached us, muted like distant thunder, but shorter, sharper, and inconsistent with the perfect sky above.


“What was that?


“Big-ass explosion,” he said between puffs.


“From what? Do you think anybody’s hurt?”


“It’s how they mine now. Blow the tops off an dig at it from above.” He stood, put out the cigarette carefully on the underarm of the rocker, and flicked it into a dirt-filled coffee can, then went inside, rummaging for duct tape. He reappeared a minute later, tape and slug in hand. He gave me the slug, added a sprinkle of porch dirt, and spat into my hand. He screeched out two feet of duct tape. “Slap the slug on the bite and hold it there.” He readied the duct tape for application. “Now take your hand away.” I did and Buzzy quickly covered the slug with tape. “Leave it there for a day an you’ll be okay.”


I could feel the cool slug squirming against my skin and watched its outline in the tape, moving like a puppy under a rug. Buzzy offered me a cigarette.


I sat on the porch deck next to him, trying to look practiced as I lit the end and pulled the first raging drag, holding in a cough with my life.


After a while Buzzy said, “I seen you come into town last week.”


“We’re living with my grandfather, me and my mom are. My father went back to Indiana because of work. He’s a lawyer.”


“Heard your momma’s gone crazy cause your little brother died,” he said, looking hard at me.


“She’s taking it kind of bad.” I avoided his gaze.


“Is that why you been lightin them fires?”


I froze. “What do you mean?”


“I mean is that why you been lightin them fires?”


“Uhhhhh…” I looked down into the tree-house porch floor at an empty acorn top.


“You don’t need to be doin that no more,” he said before I could muster even a lame reply.


“I was just bored,” I said, eyes still on the acorn top. Finally I looked up.


He was staring straight into me. “You don’t need to be doin that no more,” he said again—softer this time.


I nodded, then looked out over the town.


“How’d he die?” he asked after a time.


“Hit by a car,” I lied.


“That sucks.”


“Yeah.”


“My brother Cleo coulda died when he was a kid. But he jus broke both legs instead.”


“How did he do that?” I was eager to change the subject.


“Fell off the barn roof. Climbed up there to get this airplane he carved.”


“Is he older or younger than you?”


“Older; he’s seventeen. Gonna be a senior this year. Bad-ass football player. Third-team All-American QB last year. Broke the state passing record again,” Buzzy said proudly. His face came alive at the talk of his older brother. “Lets me train with him, most times. Shaggin balls an stuff. Man, he is a machine—probably gonna go pro.”


“That’s cool,” I said and looked back over at the line of lopped-off mountains, hoping to shake thoughts of the brother that Josh would have grown into. Buzzy went on about Cleo’s college and pro prospects, and gradually the sad wonderings and guilt about Josh folded back into a dark closet of memory.


We stayed there, in the tree, on the porch, talking about everything all afternoon. The way toenails go hard after they’ve been clipped; the way dust clings to spiderwebs like dew; spit and the specks that float in your eye when you look at the sun a certain way; scorpions and Hissy Pillsucker, who would strip to her underwear for twenty-five cents; breasts and moles with hair, and Chucky Dingle, who had only one nipple. How wood feels in your hands when it’s wet; how to carve a whistle from green willow; what the ocean must look like; what horses smell like after rain.


“My grandaddy’s gonna hide me if I’m not home by Clinch Mountain sunset,” Buzzy said suddenly and was halfway down the oak in an instant, running off on the whisper of trail. “You help yourself to my smokes and make sure the lock is tight before you leave.” His voice threaded the darkened woods.


I stayed another minute, then locked the tree house and shimmied to the ground, tumbling onto a cushion of last year’s leaves. I made my way back over the blurred footpaths on the hills outside of town and reached the porch at Chisold Street in full night.


Back in Indiana, arriving home after dark and two hours late for dinner would have won me a half-hour lecture and a weekend pass to my bedroom. But things were different now. As I aired up the steps and onto the dim porch, I could hear the spinning of ice in a glass.


“Evening, Kevin.”


I stopped. “Hi, Pops. I’m really, really sorry I’m so late and I missed dinner; I know you and Mom are really mad but I was out in the woods and I got lost and I—”


“Son, relax,” my grandfather said in his soothing southern way. “Audy Rae put your dinner in the refrigerator. You know how to work an oven. Heat it up or save it for tomorrow if you’re inclined.”


“Is Mom really mad?”


“Your mom’s still thinking about other things, so I’m gonna be mad for her.”


“You don’t sound mad.”


“Well, I’m only mad for her. If I was mad for myself, your hide would be bright red about now. Go on in and eat your supper.”


Just then, Audy Rae pushed quietly through the screen door, summer sweater on her shoulders, walking-home hat in her hands. The hat was rounded and brimless and loaf-bread brown with fabric flowers sewn into the band.


“I see the prodigal come back at last,” she said, rolling her eyes over to Pops.


“He has indeed.”


“Ummm, umm,” she hummed and shook her head. “My day, a child miss supper does without.” She affixed the hat to her graying hair, paused for a moment, then readjusted it so the flowers were to the side. “See you gentlemen tomorrow,” she said and walked purposefully off the porch, down the stairs, correct and true to the corner of Chisold, her hat flowers captured by the streetlamp light.


I went into the house. Mom was on the wing chair in the dim living room. Her hobbled body followed the slips and contours of the chair as if woven to it. I paused for a moment and looked for any sign of the person I knew from Indiana—the easy laugh that was always the last in the room to quiet; the warm way she would make my childhood tribulations disappear like a late snow; the backbone she showed when standing up to my father about her painting, and about me.


She nodded her head silently to the demons taking tea with her on the sofa. I pushed back out to the porch and slumped next to Pops in the extra wicker chair.


The night was so still we could hear the movement of breath from the living room—every intake a reminder of what I had done; every exhale a calling of my guilt.


Pops leaned forward so his elbows rested on a shelf of knees. “How are you doing?”


“Good.” A moth dive-bombed my face; I backhanded it. “Good.” I stared at the gray outline of the fence at the hem of the yard.


Pops’ sideways gaze stayed on me.


“Doing okay,” I said and picked at my fingernails, which still had lines of black ash under the edges. “Everything’s pretty good right now.”


“Hmmm. I would have thought everything would be pretty crappy right now.” He brought both lips into his mouth so that the upper and lower were like a set of bank-rolled dimes. “Cause I’m feeling pretty crappy. It’s been an awful two months, and my crappy could use some company.”


I looked up. His eyes glistened.


“Yeah. It’s pretty crappy,” I admitted.


“And being stuck in this left-for-dead town with ancient me doesn’t make for better prospects.”


I smiled slightly, then shrugged.


“If you want, maybe we can bring that friend of yours out for a visit; Trevor what’s his name.”


“We’re not really friends anymore.”


“Why not? I thought he was your best friend.”


I shrugged again. “He just got all weird.”


“What do you mean?”


“I dunno, you know. Just went weird after Josh. They all did. Like I had some kind of disease or something.” I picked at the tail end of a wicker thread, tried to scratch the paint off with my fingernail. “I think it was cause of Mom, not Josh. What happened at the mall and the crying and stuff.”


“Friends can sometimes disappoint.”


“Yeah.”


“You know, when I was about your age I was handed a real turd sandwich. After my father was killed, we were left struggling. But I found a place I could go that would help me forget, at least for a while.”


“Where was that?”


“Black Hill Cove, Balnibarbi, Kukuanaland.”


“What? Where are they? Was this when you were in the navy?”


“Nope.”


“Where are they, then?”


He tapped his temple.


“I don’t get it.”


“I’ll show you.” He stood and went inside. He emerged a moment later with a tattered brown book, two pirates on the cover—cutlass ready, pistols crossed.


“What am I supposed to do with this?”


“Read it, I imagine.”


I smirked. “It’s just some old book. Don’t you have…?”


Pops put his hand up to quiet me and pushed the scuffed copy of Treasure Island across the wicker coffee table. “Give Jim Hawkins a chance. I suspect he’ll be a better friend than Trevor what’s his name.”















Chapter 3



THE TELLING CAVE
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That Saturday I left Chisold Street in the late morning to set fire to an old mine shed I’d found the week before. Audy Rae was off and Pops had office hours, so I stopped into Hivey’s Farm Supply to buy a soda and a sandwich for the mission.


Hivey’s was a constant in Missiwatchiwie County, a sanctuary for the miners and farmers who would gather at the back by the woodstove. Jesper Jensen was the unofficial leader, four-year pinochle champion, and key opinion former of the men by the back stove. His sons were now running what was left of the farm, which gave him even more time for pinochle and opinions. I went to the cooler case near the back for a turkey sub.


“You really think Tennessee is a better choice, Paitsel?” Jesper asked.


“Cleo’s a pure passer and Notre Dame is option heavy,” a tall, sinewed man replied. “Irish may be a sentimental favorite, but a bad offense for the boy.”


Jesper nodded solicitously; the rest of the men did the same.


Paitsel Meadows was twenty years retired from minor league baseball but still held broad shoulders and forearms muscled and tendoned, veins worming up to his biceps. Short-cropped hair brushed with gray, sparkling eyes, chin enough to hang a Christmas stocking.


Drafted out of Alabama to the Cleveland Indians farm system with a baffling 12-6 curve but little else, he played A ball in North Platte for a season, then went on to Reading. He threw three seasons for Double-A, working his way up the rotation, then finally onto the Mobile Bears. His big break came when two Indians starters blew out UCLs in a late-summer climb out of the cellar and Birdie Tebbetts drove down from Cleveland for a Bears homestand.


He came out against the Washington Senators with the 12-6 on point and his fastball propelled by debut adrenaline. He notched a win, striking out Ken Mullen, Frank Howard, and Don Lock in succession. But as August wore, the 12-6 began to hang, and hitters had at it. Without a fallback fastball, Paitsel was sent down, then down again, eventually drifting out of baseball and into small-engine repair around Missiwatchiwie County. He’d been in Medgar eighteen years, taking the extra room at Paul Pierce’s house, but his time in the majors made him an instant celebrity around town and the go-to arbiter on any discussion of sports physiology and practice.


“Got a call from the Tennessee baseball coach, who’s an old buddy a mine. Says Johnny Majors wants to come up for a visit.”


“He’ll have to get in line,” Jesper said.


“Yes, he will,” Bobby Clinch agreed.


“Long line a folks,” someone else said.


“Johnny Majors ain’t much of a line waiter,” Paitsel said and tipped his Caterpillar hat. “You ladies take care a yourselves.”


They all waved and smiled. “You take care, Pait.”


“See ya tomorra.”


“Bye now.”


The door jingled shut. Jesper watched as Paitsel disappeared around the corner, then leaned in to the boys. “Well, I always knowed it to be true bout Paul,” he sniffed. “I can tell these things, you know. I been to New York.”


“What’s New York got to do with anythin?” someone challenged.


“New York’s got a pile a them people. Once you seen one, the rest is easy to spot.”


“You were up at Niagara Falls, Jesper,” someone else reminded him.


“Yeah, but we changed planes in New York City, Bobby. You ain’t been there, so you don’t know. Airport was full of em.”


Bobby Clinch found Jesper’s logic hard to argue, so he changed the subject. “Well, I don’t think Paitsel’s like that. He’s jus like one a us. Good pinochle player an all. You sure Paitsel’s in on all this?”


“I dunno, Bobby,” Jesper said after a long intake of air. “Hilda was in there for the meetin bout how to organize against the blastin. Said that second bedroom is a guest room.”


“How would she know?”


“Women can tell a guest bedroom from a regular bedroom, an she said it was most definitely a guest bedroom.”


“How can they tell?” someone asked.


Jesper rolled his eyes. “I don’t know, Levi. Ask your dang wife.”


Bobby shook his head and bladed a hand toward him. “Friends is all, Jesper. Friends is all.”


I picked a sub from the top of the pile and started to the cash register.


“Guess we’re all gonna have to drive to Glassville for trims now,” Jesper announced. “I hear Lark’s over to the Pic-n-Pay got him a Wednesday special. Trim an a shave for two dollars an fifty cent.”


The men around the stove nodded. “That’s a good price,” Bobby Clinch agreed.


“Tis,” someone else said.


I paid at the register, went out to the sidewalk, and turned down Green Street to head up the saddle toward Buzzy’s tree house. The porch was empty and my callings were met with silence. I waited for a while, then hiked over two ridges to the abandoned mine.


At the left of the entrance was the old wooden shed, walls leaning slightly south the way flowers tilt toward the sun, the door hanging from a hinge. Inside were a few dented miners’ hats, blackened coveralls with Monongahela Mining Company stitched across the chest. A workbench with a row of open glass containers, the dried residue of long-evaporated solvents mucking the bottoms. Under the bench was a nearly full old metal can, its faded Kerosene label brushed with rust.


As soon as I saw it, the walls of the shed fell to an infinite horizon and my heart began to push out against my breastbone, as if it was a wrongly accused convict pounding out his innocence on a cell wall. When I picked it up, my feet and the ground under them faded out like a lost television signal blurring to snow. My hands were dead stones, as some other person, some other entity, took control of my limbs and pushed me outside myself to watch the can’s contents splash on the old wood wall and watch the way the wood pulled the kerosene into it as dry ground drinks in water.


On the empty, he threw the can into the door and took five steps back and pulled a Redhill match pack from his pocket, struck one, and lifted it to flick into the kerosene puddle at the corner. A hand reached from behind him and grabbed his wrist hard. I spun. It was Buzzy Fink.


He blew out the match.


“So you come to my mountains jus to burn em down.”


“No, I’m just, you know.”


“No, I don’t know.”


“I’m… never mind.” I pulled my wrist free and turned back toward town.


“Hey,” he said after a few moments.


I stopped. Turned. “What?”


“I want to show you somethin.” The tone in his voice told me it wasn’t a request.


“What?”


“Somethin you need to see.”


“What is it?”


He walked past me and onto the trail back to the tree house. “You comin?”


I hurried after him, nearly tripping on a jut of granite in the trail.


“Where’ve you been the last few days, anyway?”


“Watchin you set fires.”


I didn’t answer.


“Somebody hadta keep it from spreadin.”


“They were little fires.” Regretted it as soon as the words passed my lips.


He stopped and half turned to me. “You done now?”


I nodded slowly, unconvinced. He went back to the trail and continued on.


At the tree house he scurried apelike up the trunk. I followed slowly to the first limb, remembering the secret handgrabs and footholds, then pulled myself up to the platform. Buzzy had hands on hips, looking out to the mountains that surrounded town.


“See all these.” He swept his arm from left to right across the expanse of hills. “I got my own names for em.” He motioned to the rightmost mountain. “This first mountain here, grown-ups call Stanley; but I call it Hawk Wing cause I found a baby hawk there that couldn’t fly. Took it home to raise it, then brought him back. He still lives up there.


“Next to it is Skull Mountain. I call it that cause me an Cleo found the skull of a cougar or maybe even a sabre-tooth tiger or some other prehistoric thing. Got it hangin on my bedroom wall. Next to it is Buck Head on accounta I got my first deer there. Big-ass twelve-point buck.” His hands bragged the rack width. “Me an Cleo was up the stand an the buck was off on a hill bout a hundert yards away. Cle’s an expert shot an coulda dropped the buck in a heartbeat, but he let me take it with his rifle cause he’s got a scope on it. He’s like that, you know, always wants me to be the best at stuff. So I get the buck in the crosshairs an blam—sucker goes down.


“The one next to that is Round Rock. Nothing cool happened there but on the other side it’s got these perfectly round rocks size a tractor tires. Over here are Big Tiny an Little Tiny. I call em that on accounta theys the smallest. Next to it is Luck, which has a bunch of old mines cut out of it. I call it Old Cheesey like that cheese with them holes in it. The next two I call Winkin an Blinkin. No real reason; I jus like the bedtime story my momma used to tell me.” He stood shoulder-width wide, surveying the range with satisfaction, as if he’d spent the morning molding them all from clay.


“That last one there, the one with the knob on top, that’s called Knob Mountain.” It was at the end of the eastern line of hills that encircled the town, in opposition to the flat-topped rubble of the excavated mountains. Its majestic reach and perfect shape made the scarred landscape of those dead peaks even more jarring.


“What’s its real name?”


“Knob Mountain.”


I nodded. “Good name for it.”


“It’s where the Tellin Cave is,” he added.


“What’s that?”


“Best cave in the county. Goes on for miles, they say; even gotta river underneath. I’ve never gone down that far, but Cleo did. Him an Jimmy Pike got all the way down to the river.”


“Let’s go, then,” I said, anxious to explore a potentially dangerous cave.


“Naw, I been there lots a times.”


“Come on, man. Let’s do something cool.”


He sat down in the rocker and lit a cigarette, regarding the ring of hills the way a curator appraises his finest art.


“Look, I want to explore something,” I said. “I’m gonna go myself.”


“You can’t go yourself.”


“Why not, too dangerous?”


“Against the rules.”


“Whose rules?”


“The Tellin Cave rules, you dumbass. It’s why they call it the Tellin Cave in the first place.”


“Why’s that?”


“Cause everyone who goes in has to tell a secret bout themselves.”


I laughed for the first time in months. “What? Who says?”


He frowned. “It ain’t nothin to joke bout. You don’t tell the Tellin Cave a secret, it’ll kill you.”


“How can a cave kill you?”


Now it was his turn to laugh. He looked at me like I really was dumb. “Cave can kill you lots a ways. Leighton Buzzard was the first. My grandaddy was with him when it happened. They was up the cave with some friends. This was a long time ago, before my granma an all. They were tellin stories around a fire, an Bicky Wilson, she says to everybody, ‘The spirit a the cave wants to know our secrets, we all gots to give it one.’ So they went round the fire each givin a secret, an when they get to Leighton he says he ain’t gonna tell no secret an that starts a big ruction an he leaves in a huff. Next week he drowns up Glaston Lake. That’s how the whole thing started.”


I shook my head. “Could’ve been a coincidence.”


“Well, later that year, they was back up the cave, an another one, Rebah Deal, says she ain’t tellin nuthin. Then when they went explorin, she gets lost an they never find her. Was like the cave jus swallowed her right up. They say at night, on the anniversary, you can hear her ghost callin from the belly a the cave. I been up twice then but I ain’t heard it.”


“When’s the anniversary?”


“Four weeks. July twenty-third. Once Rebah disappeared the legend a the Tellin Cave stuck. You may not believe, but it’s a parcel a bad luck to be hangin over your head. I wouldn’t test it.”


I was determined to see the Telling Cave. “I’m going anyway. If the cave kills me, it’ll be your fault and I’ll come back to haunt you.”


“It ain’t nothin to joke about, I’m tellin you. I’ll take you up there but not if you’re gonna laugh at the power. The cave might get mad an kill me too, jus outta spite.”


“I won’t joke, I promise,” I said, tightening my lips around a grin.


He went into the tree house, came out with a flashlight and knapsack, and was halfway down the tree before I could blink. I managed to slide down behind him without incident.


Suddenly an object whooshed by our heads and stuck into the oak with a loud thwack. We both whirled to the sound. A twelve-inch metal arrow quivered in the bark.


“What the fuck you faggots doin up here? This is our place.”


A large, thick-gutted, zit-stippled teenager with greasy black hair and bad teeth climbed up the rise toward us. Dangling at his right side was a crossbow pistol, drawstring loosed from the shot at our heads. Behind him was a much smaller boy, about the same age, maybe sixteen, but half his mass. The thin boy had enormous buckteeth, thick eyebrows, and bushy brown hair. It all made him seem like he had been raised by impoverished beavers.


“I said, what the fuck you pussies doin in our place?”


“Your place?” Buzzy said calmly. I could tell he was seething inside, but good sense told him to hold his temper in the face of an older, armed teenager. “I thought your place was up Six Holler.”


“It’s all our place, fuckwad,” said beaver boy.


“Well, I’m jus showin Kevin here the mountains, him bein from outta town.”


They puff-chested over to us.


“Skeeter, gwon get that arrow out the tree.” Skeeter went and put a shoulder into Buzzy as he passed. Buzzy braced and the boy bounced off him like a bird hitting a brick wall. He raised his fist, but Buzzy didn’t flinch. “Jus get the fuckin arrow, Skeeter,” the boy said. Skeeter went to the tree and pulled the bolt out of the bark.


“Where’d you get that crossbow, Tilroy?” Buzzy asked. “That’s badass.” He knew flattery would ease the situation.


“My uncle give it to me for my birthday. Sucker is deadly.” He brought it up to show us. The handle was burled wood and lacquer, the bolt guide and bow were gunmetal gray, the bowstring a hundred fibers tightly woven into a single high-tensile filament. “Already got a possum an a coon,” he said proudly.


Buzzy whistled. “That is seriously cool.” Tilroy was lost for the moment, just gazing at his new weapon.


Skeeter looked up at the tree house. “Where’s the ladder at?”


Buzzy started moving away. “We gotta get on home. Chores an stuff.” He walked past me, grabbed my shirtsleeve, and pulled. I followed.


“Fuckwad. Where’s the ladder at?”


“I ain’t seen no ladder. It’s Cleo’s tree house. He don’t let no one up there.”


At the mention of Buzzy’s brother, Tilroy and Skeeter went silent, looking up at the nested structure. While they whispered and pointed up, we walked down the trail.


“Hey, faggots!”


I stopped and turned. Tilroy lowered the crossbow to me.


“Jus keep walkin,” Buzzy hissed.


Tilroy and Skeeter laughed. I turned to catch up. Once down the slope I grabbed Buzzy. “Let’s get out of here.” I started to run.


He shook me off. “I ain’t runnin from that asswipe.” Buzzy’s forehead was hunkered, lips pushed out in a scowl. “I swear, I hate that mutherfucker.”


“Is he a big bully in school?”


“He’s the one who gets bullied cause he’s so fat. Seniors mostly. Then he goes an takes it out on the freshmen. I seen him do some crazy shit in the parkin lot. Doesn’t mess with me, though. He knows Cleo would kick his ass.”


By the time we got to the trail fork, afternoon was closing out. We said our good-byes and agreed to meet up again the next day, maybe for a trip to the Telling Cave. I made my way down the mountain, over the train tracks, and up Green Street to Main.















Chapter 4



THE AERODYNAMICS OF FLYROCK
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Arthur Bradley Peebles was born to Missiwatchiwie County on January 3, 1919, in sideways snow and wind that flailed Jukes Hollow for three days, cresting and spilling frozen waves against the southern edge of the timber cabin his father, Oriel Peebles, had built ten years before. The Peebles clan had been scraping a life from the dirt and rock and walled sunlight of the hollow for sixty-five years by the time Arthur was born. The Peebleses were broadaxed and sure. Drum chested and stubborn, with thick hands cut for hard work; laughter like the crack of bowling ball on pin.


Jeb and Hershel, two years apart, followed their father into the mines at fifteen. Arthur Bradley, however, was a thinker and a questioner and a reader. His mother, who could read and write better than most of the county, taught him his letters from the book of Genesis, spelling out words on a pine board with elderberry chalk. Within eight months, Arthur was into Exodus, reading aloud to his mother, following her ponylike as she labored to run the house in Jukes Hollow.


At eight, Arthur was walking five miles every other Tuesday to Mrs. Robert J. Taylor’s in Glassville to borrow a book from her considerable collection of eighty-five volumes. He was Robinson Crusoe sneaking through the jungle, scouting for ambush. He was Gulliver negotiating the fleshy landscapes of the Brobdingnags. He was Ahab, substituting green moss boulders for the white whale and losing his leg a thousand times. For Arthur, the words gathered in waterfall thoughts that spilled off the page into the pools of imagination collecting in his head.


Oriel was concerned about his idleness and Jeb thought he was weak and yellow. He entered the University of Kentucky to study philosophy the year his father was killed by a fertilizer bomb in the back of the union offices in downtown Medgar. The murder in 1936 touched off the bloodiest union uprising in the region, the Sadler Mountain Wars, which lasted nine months, until federal marshals took control of the town and the mines, gradually restoring the peace.


(Oriel’s funeral service was a caution. The union wanted a full casket despite the fact that the only piece of Oriel available for burial was his left hand. His wife, a clear thinker even in grief, thought it a shameful waste of timber and opted for a foot-square polished wood box with a gold handle on top. It made for a sight as half of Missi County followed the family up the hollow from the church, a single pallbearer in the lead carrying the gilded box as if they were burying the most popular hamster in the county.)


After the Sadler Mountain Wars, Hershel returned to the mines and Jeb bought a farm on the other side of Cheek Mountain. Arthur went back to school on tuition earned selling shoes door-to-door in Lexington for the Emory Grove Shoe Company. It was on his third call of the morning that he met Miss Sarah Ryder Winthorpe.


“Hello, my name is Arthur Bradley Peebles representing the Emory Grove Shoe Company; we make the most comfortable shoes in the entire South,” he announced. “So comfortable, in fact, that if you ever get a blister or a bunion as a result of our shoes, we will gladly give you double your money back. You see, each shoe is custom-made to the exact measurement of your foot so our shoes feel as comfortable as your stocking feet.”


The woman at the door, granite faced, severe dress, and graying hair screwed to a bun, looked him over dismissively. “Young man, we don’t need new shoes,” she said, beginning to close the door.


Then footsteps down the stairs and a voice in the hall. “Just a minute, Gertrude. I would like to hear more about the gentleman’s shoes.”


Gertrude glared at Arthur and wordlessly ushered him into the sitting room—red velvet and mahogany, tasseled and warm.


Miss Sarah Ryder Winthorpe swept into the room on air and light that dissolved Arthur’s practiced speech into fragments.


“Um, I sell shoes, and uh, they are very much like your stocking feet, these shoes… because they are comfortable and… uh… if you get bunions we will gladly give your money back because we make the most comfortable shoes in the entire South… uh, miss.”


“Is that a fact, then—the most comfortable shoes in the entire South?” She gave him a half smile.


Arthur brightened, remembering his lines now. “Absolutely, Miss…?”


“Winthorpe, Sarah Winthorpe.”


She extended her soft, exceptional hand, and its warmth made Arthur want to run. Her long chestnut hair played against her neck and shoulders, taking the tired sunlight from the front window and turning it electric. He forgot his speech again. Gertrude stood in the doorway, arms across her chest, eyes folded in a shriveling stare.


If proper Emory Grove Shoe Company procedure had been followed, Miss Sarah Ryder Winthorpe’s shoes would have been delivered via post within three weeks; however, Arthur felt that special handling was required in this particular case and delivered them himself. Special handling was also required for the next four pairs of size-seven shoes he delivered to the Winthorpe residence.


Arthur’s sales for the following six months fell precipitously; however, the waves that spiked through him every time he saw Sarah did not. They married on June 18, 1940, to the shattering disappointment of Mr. Winthorpe, who believed “if Jesus Christ himself came from Missiwatchiwie County he wouldn’t be good enough for my Sarah.” (The fact that Jesus was Jewish would have eliminated him from contention in Mr. Winthorpe’s mind long before county of origin was ever discussed.)


After a weekend at Glaston Lake, they moved into Arthur’s one-room apartment above Stack’s Butchery half a block from campus. Arthur went back to his school and his shoes; Sarah went back to her particular state of effortless grace.


He spent six more months at the University of Kentucky, then started as assistant professor of philosophy at Maryville College in Tennessee, when the war broke. He joined the navy and soon was oiling the Bofors antiaircraft guns of port broadside turret number two on the carrier USS Enterprise in the Pacific.


It would begin with the low, airy rumble of distant engines, the frantic scouring of the horizon, then contact. The kamikaze always arrived in proud formation and, as if from the hand of some phantom conductor, broke off expertly in threes and fours. Fascinating and terrible. Once kamikaze entered the kill zone, the gunners had exactly seventeen seconds to down the plane.


The May morning in 1945 burned clear, as the sun flushed from a following sea. Arthur was hitting baseballs to the Enterprise’s star shortstop when the alarm started slow and shrill against the nearing drone of the kamikaze.


The attackers swarmed like sweat bees. Eight to a ship. Three on the middle portside. Two high, one low. Guns screaming. Seventeen seconds. First kill immediately. Swinging right, middle portside number one down, fourteen seconds, second kill. Twelve seconds left.


The third bomber flew true off the churning water. Arthur turned the guns, firing immediately. Tracers spinning soundlessly past. Closer. Nine seconds. Arthur spraying the air with shot, each one missing the plane. Five seconds. The face of the pilot coming into focus now. Three seconds. His plane parting the chaff like a car through morning mist. Closer. Two seconds. Salt and sweat in Arthur’s eyes. As the plane flew under his sight line in the last half second before it slammed into the hull, the pilot looked up at him. Their eyes locked in a terrible instant. The pilot was smiling.


Everything erupted in thunder and death, shaking the thirty-two-thousand-ton carrier to its bolts. He left the gun to his partner and ran down three flights into the aircraft elevator, where the plane had struck the ship. Heat from the firestorm blistering his face. Screams and burning flesh. Into the hold and out with the first man. Black smoke. Up the stairs and onto the deck. Back again four times until the hold exploded, sending flames through the wooden deck, showering burning splinters and steel around them.


For his bravery, Arthur was awarded the Navy Cross, the service’s highest honor. The ceremony in Washington, D.C., four months later was the proudest his mother had ever been. She took the bus to Lexington and bought a dress for the occasion—the first store dress she’d ever owned.


There wasn’t much work in the county for war-hero philosophers, unless they happened to be miners, so Arthur took a full military scholarship to the veterinary college at Auburn. After three years he was in Ned Pike’s old barbershop in downtown Medgar listening to the palpitations of Mrs. Biddle’s nervous cat.


Sarah was determined to bring Lexington zest to small-time Missiwatchiwie County. She started the Medgar Women’s Club and Literary Society, organized the county’s first-ever rendition of a Shakespeare play, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, gave up her Lexington bus seat to a pregnant colored woman, let their maid eat with the family.


After years of trying, Sarah finally became pregnant and the trouble started. The difficult pregnancy became a harrowing birth, with the baby breeched and Sarah losing blood fast. The infant survived, but Sarah died three hours after delivery.


Then weeks of darkness and garroted sobs. Months in smothered sadness. A year of black guilt and dimly lit rooms. And from it, in the ash of death and broken expectations, came a little girl on air and light with chestnut hair named Anna Ryder Peebles.


My mother.
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Every morning that second week I rose early, shoveled in cereal, and lit out for Kinder Mountain and the tree house, determined to arrive before Buzzy Fink came and went. The prospect of actually finding a friend in this forsaken place began to wash the stain of anger and hopelessness that had attached itself to my recent past. I would wait for him there, in the tree-house porch rocker, looking out over the mountains and conjuring my own names for them from the future adventures we would have. Sometime after ten o’clock his head would pop up over the porch platform. “Ha… Indiana!” And off we would go.


But back at Chisold, evenings slid into a routine of awkward dinners in the kitchen and strained conversation on the porch afterward. Pops in his worn wicker chair with his never-lit pipe and a glass of Clinch Mountain sour mash whiskey over ice. Mom in one of the wing chairs in the living room soundlessly replaying the horrifying memory loop of Josh’s last moments. Me lying on the edge of the porch, mute and brooding.


To combat my numb boredom, I took up Pops’ copy of Treasure Island and found myself transported to a new world with Billy Bones, John Trelawney, and Long John Silver—a place of buried treasure and murderous pirates, of desert islands and mutinied ships, plunder and mendacity, adventure and deliverance. A world without the weight of judgment, the sting of reproach, the crush of blame.


Some nights an old friend of Pops’ would wander by to sip mash and offer snips of argument that were either taken or not. Other nights Pops and I would just sit by ourselves, sometimes in silence, sometimes in one-way conversation, watching the evening fold over itself. Evenings so still, even small winds teasing the old hickory by the front porch sounded like brushfire. And the easy spinning of ice and sour mash whiskey in a low glass with SWP etched into it like a flower. He would hold the glass from the top and swirl the mash and ice until a random thought revealed itself like the white ball of a roulette wheel settling on a number.


“Lead pipes… that’s why the Roman Empire collapsed… they all went insane from lead poisoning.”


And so it would begin.
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“It jus ain’t fair is what I’m sayin. They dint invite us into this country, we jus took it,” Lo Gilvens argued one evening. Lothario Gilvens was a regular visitor to the porch at 22 Chisold Street, primarily due to sloth, since it was twice as far for him to walk into town as it was to sit on Arthur Bradley Peebles’ front porch drinking the man’s sour mash whiskey. Pops didn’t begrudge Lo the whiskey, although it was widely known that Lo Gilvens couldn’t carry his half of an interesting argument.


“I’m not defending it, Lo. All I’m saying is what the whites did to the Indians was no different than what the Indians had been doing to each other for five thousand years before we came. Coveting is one of the three basic human emotions, right behind love and fear.”


“You left out hate,” Lo corrected.


Pops shook his head. “Hate is overrated. People only hate if they can’t attain what they covet.” I could tell Pops felt the conversation unchallenging so he changed the subject.


“Kevin, I’m going out on calls Monday morning to dehorn and castrate some yearlings and inoculate some pigs. I’d like your help.”


Pops was still a practicing large animal veterinarian, usually making several calls a day around the county. Recently, however, he had turned over much of the office business, the dog and cat stuff, to Mrs. Quell’s nephew, whom he held in slight regard. “Couldn’t pull the prick off a parrot,” he said when Lo asked why he wouldn’t bring Dr. Quell instead.


“Dint know parrots had pricks,” Lo said.


“Well, Lo, I confess that parrots are not my area of speciality, but I can assure you that they do indeed have penises, albeit not particularly large ones.”


That seemed to satisfy Lo, who knew better than to test an argument with Pops on anything related to the veterinary sciences.


I was secretly excited about going on a call with him, but the last four years of my father’s missed ball games and broken promises had left me expecting little.


“So, how about it Kevin?” Pops asked.


“I guess,” I said sullenly and looked off at the abandoned house across the street and studied how it seemed to be brushed in alternating shades of black.


Two gray forms accumulated from the vapors of the evening and took the porch steps. “Kevin, could you please get Mr. Skill and Mr. Meadows a glass of sour mash with no ice?”


I had graduated to official bartender on the porch, which didn’t require much expertise since the only thing Pops and his friends ever drank was sour mash whiskey. I poured the drinks and brought them to the men on a tray.


“Thank you, son,” they said.


“Arthur, the standard of service on this porch has improved substantially since Kevin arrived—I commend you,” Chester said and raised the mash. Pops grunted agreement and began spinning his mash and ice in the low glass with the SWP monogram.


Chester Skill and Pops had been friends for most of their lives. They attended the University of Kentucky together, and after a thirty-year career in newspapers in New York and Chicago, Chester retired back home to Medgar. For him, investigation and argument were as essential as air and water, so after a year of penetrating boredom, he acquired the Missiwatchiwie County Register and was now its publisher and editor in chief.


“You boys hear about Simp Dodger?”


Pops and Lo shook their heads.


“Killed by flyrock this afternoon. That’s why I’m late. Wanted to get it into tomorrow’s paper. Everybody’s talking about it.”


Pops sat up in his chair. “Where did this happen?”


“In his own damn backyard,” Paitsel said, measuring out the syllables like they were bitter medicine.


“What’s flyrock?”


Pops looked over at me. “Flyrock is what comes off the mountain when they’re blasting.”


“I heard this huge explosion last week.”


“We are becoming a regular war zone the way they are blowing up everything.” He frowned and shook his head. “Back when the mines were underground they would use just a bit of explosives to loosen things up; you could barely hear it. With this new way, they blast through four hundred feet of rock and dirt to get to the seam from the top. That takes some ordnance, let me tell you.”


“Why don’t they just do it the old way?”


“Greed, mostly. They can get twice as much coal out with half as many men by coming in from the top. Plus, some of the seams are thin or unstable; on those you really can’t be tunneling.”


“I saw three mountains the other day when I was exploring that had the entire tops taken off. It looked weird.”


Pops harrumphed. “It’s a crime, if you ask me.”


We were all silent with our thoughts until Pops took a sip and shifted. “How’s Betty? I’ll go on up tomorrow.”


“Not good,” said Paitsel. “She was home when it happened. Rock was the size of a basketball an took off most a Simp’s skull. Paul says he’s going up Frankfort to meet with the regulators.”


Pops sat back in his chair. “We’ve got to put a stop to this.”


“Now you’re soundin like Paul,” Lo said. “He’s a regular one-man ruction. Says he’s gonna chain hisself to the dragline.” He chuckled and shook his head.


Paitsel unwrapped a long, powerful arm and chopped the air with his hand. “Don’t underestimate him, Lo. The man’s got no back-down.”


“An Bubba Boyd don’t neither.”


“That’s a fact.”


“His boys been sayin some things bout Paul. Disgustin things.”


Paitsel opened his mouth to reply, but Pops beat him to it. “That’s when I knew Paul was onto something.” He pointed his pipe end at Lo. “Bubba wouldn’t be spreading all these rumors if Paul wasn’t a threat.”


“Heard Bubba’s pushin hard for the Mitchell place,” said Lo. “Next, he’ll be comin here to buy Jukes.”


I sat up on the mention of Pops’ boyhood home in the mountains. Mom had told me so many stories about Jukes Hollow—the unimaginable beauty, the waterfall, the natural swimming pool, the centuries-old trees—I felt possessive of the place even though I’d never seen it.


“Who’s this Bubba Boyd man?”


“He’s the one taking the tops off all these mountains. He owns the mines and most of the town,” Paitsel said. “Not a man I want in my foxhole.”


“And he wants to buy Jukes Hollow?”


“He’ll have to pry the deed from my cold, dead hands,” Pops replied, staring out into the darkness.

















In the bountiful plenty, when the mines were fat with fuel and the soil gave back its best, they passed with shoulders set high and arms working like pistons pushed and pulled by the rods of their legs. Always forward. Relentlessly forward, hard hewn to task and actualized on effort. The talk, when had, was tricked trucks and new ATVs; rear-projection televisions and football prognostications; animal husbandry triumphs and county fair ribbons. In the bountiful plenty, usefulness was their province, their simple singularity.


But now, in the staggering lean, they lay by on make-work and unrequired errands; they passed to no place in particular with shoulders slumped and eyes averted, with a discourse that ran to foreclosures and fully played-out seams, meager harvests and disappearing trout streams. It was as if everything they had set store by—the fields, the mines, the consistent means—was all turned about, leaving truck repossessions and canceled Florida vacations; idle squeeze chutes and farm store credit; questioning wives and hard kitchen table talk.















Chapter 5



BULL TESTICLES
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I was up Monday morning before Pops, just as the sky was beginning its run to purple and blue. I put on a full pot of coffee for him and sat at the kitchen table until he woke—coffeepot dripping and spitting as the first yellow light from the east fired the tops of the Medgar mountains. Then stirrings from upstairs and the creaking of floorboards under weight.


“Morning, Kevin,” he said as he entered the kitchen. “Are you early for work or late to bed?”


“Early. I wanted to get a head start on things.”


“That’s a fine habit. We won’t be leaving for about a half hour, but better to be ahead of schedule than behind, I say.”


“I made you coffee.”


“I see that. Thank you.” He poured two cups, sat at the table opposite me, and pushed the extra cup across the white painted wood. “Anyone gets up this early is deserving of a cup.”


“Thanks. Mom lets me sometimes when my dad is away.”


“How’s your dad doing? He and I didn’t get to talk much when he was here.”


I shrugged. Watched an air bubble sail across the brown sea of coffee. After a while I said, “He thinks it’s my fault, you know.”


“That’s ridiculous. What makes you say that?”


“Because he told me.”


Pops’ lips became a single line and he dropped his chin as he stared into me. “When did he tell you this?”


“About a month after it happened. He was driving me to band practice. We were in the car, not talking or playing the radio or anything; just riding, me and him silent. After Josh died it was like that—never talking.” I took a sip of coffee and pushed the cup around in a circle. “We come to this stoplight and he turns to me and says, ‘None of this would have happened if you’d just done as you were told.’ Then the light goes green and he turns back to the road and goes all silent again and we just keep driving as if we had been talking about a school project.”


Pops exhaled slowly and brought his right hand up to his eyes, rubbed the sleep from them, then ran his fingers down across his cheek to his chin in time with the last remnant of air expelling from his lungs.


“What happened was not your fault. You know that, right?”


I nodded. Could feel approaching tears.


“But being blamed for a tragedy like this by someone you count on is about as hard a thing as a man can handle.”


I blinked into my coffee until I could swallow again. “I just don’t know why he blames me. He never told me to—”


Pops cut me off. “Kevin, people deal with grief in different ways. Some folks turn inside themselves like your mom, and others need to blame like your dad is doing. He’ll come around—in the meantime, you stick with me.” He put his hand on my arm and squeezed. His grip was strong and warm. I looked up and he smiled.


“It wasn’t your fault,” he said again, softly this time.


“I’m afraid she’s always gonna be like this.”


“Unlikely, but I suspect it’ll take her a while. What you both saw would rip the head from the shoulders of most people. I’m real proud of the way you’ve handled it. You’ve acted like a man and you’ve been a big help to me and Audy Rae—and to your mom.”


We were silent for what seemed like a quarter hour, Pops with his hand on my arm, eyes into me; me moving my coffee cup around the table, drawing circular patterns with the drippings.


“Let’s start thinking about breakfast.”
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After dishes, I followed Pops out to the shed where he kept his veterinary supplies. The outside of the structure was weathered gray wood—thick of the grain brought out by the elements—topped with a corrugated tin ceiling and a weather vane stuck on west. Inside was immaculate and organized, with row upon row of polished wooden drawers, brass knobbed and wearing unrecognizable names: Amitraz, Bacitracin, Clindamycin, Dexamethasone, and on.


The ceiling was stocked with gleaming metal veterinary accessories—several sizes of forceps, polished spreader bars, clippers, clamps, shears, syringe guns—all dangling from overhead racks the way a chef hangs pots and pans.


“Castration is usually a simple cut-and-snip affair, but dehorning adult bulls is a bloody business. Usually we do it when they’re a few weeks old, but Grubby Mitchell waited too long, so we’ll give them a quick anesthetic. Let’s see…” He opened and closed several drawers. “Here we go.” He pulled out a small glass bottle that read Lidocaine HCL. “This will take the sting out.”


He loaded his satchel with several other veterinary accessories, latched it, and locked the shed. In the kitchen he poured us each another cup of coffee in travel mugs. Mine read:




Bacitracin


for Ulcerative Posthitis


Merck Animal Health





“What’s ulcerative posthitis?” I asked. I figured any additional knowledge would serve me well as Junior Veterinarian.


Pops laughed. “Something you don’t want to get.”


“What is it?”


“Pizzle rot.”


“Pizzle rot?”


“A nasty fungus that affects ram penises. A ram with pizzle rot is an unhappy ram, let me tell you. For that matter, a man with pizzle rot is pretty unhappy too.”


“We can catch pizzle rot?”


“We can, but not from sheep.” He winked and put his hand on the back of my neck to direct me toward the door. A fragment of a smile tried to find its way up from the last two months.


Pops’ truck was a twenty-year-old green Ford F-150 with thick tires at the back and a history of dents and dings from a generation of calls around the county. He put the satchel in the back and I slid onto the passenger-side bench seat. He reversed out to Chisold and took a right on Watford.


We headed through the west side of town to Route 17, passing storefronts abandoned like October cornstalks—Xs taped across windows, a crack in one. Edwina’s Discount Apparel. Diffley’s Taxidermy. Kathy’s Kustom Kurtains. A deserted gas station on the corner—naked islands stripped of pump hardware, weeds breeding in the pavement fissures. A still-open liquor store.


We came to the intersection of Routes 17 and 32. A four-story structure sat abandoned on a cut-in on the corner. Small windows frosted over, some boarded, some broken. Ten-foot chain-link with concertina wire on top.


“What’s this old building?”


“This used to be the plant for Lux Industries, a chemical company that employed just about everyone in town who wasn’t a miner. They made urinal mints, splash guards, and other things for public toilets.”


“What are urinal mints?”


“You know, those little round perfumey things in the bottom of urinals.”


“Why do they call them mints? They don’t taste like mints, do they?”


“Well, I’ve never tried one, Kevin, but I imagine they don’t taste like mints. Anyway, the Medgar plant was one of the leading producers of urinal mints in the entire country. Just about every urinal mint east of the Mississippi and south of Maryland came from Medgar.”


I thought about all those men, holding their penises and staring down at a urinal mint from Medgar, tearing the rinds off cigarette butts with their piss streams. Lux Industries, Medgar, Kentucky emblazoned on the splash guard. It made me proud.


“What happened to it?”


“They moved production to Mexico and closed it the same year the mines shut.” He looked over at me. “It wasn’t a good year for us.”


We took a right on 17 and followed the edge of the valley floor. The Mitchell farm occupied a prime funnel-shaped valley between two rolling hills of Rag Mountain that eased out of her like inviting legs. Next to Rag was the flat gray wound from the strip-mine operation, running across three stubbed hills and hollows.


We dusted up the dirt road, past a company of steer enjoying a morning cud, to the barns and pens and the slight incline of the lane, which signaled the business end of the farm. Farther up the hill, the Mitchell house, with its two stone chimneys, one at either end, watched old and proud.


Despite the name, Grubby Mitchell wasn’t a particularly messy farmer. In fact it was generally held that he ran the farm better than his father, or even his grandfather, Clovis Mitchell, who had the original misfortune to acquire the nickname “Grubby” in 1922. In Medgar, nicknames did tend to stick.


As the story goes, Grubby’s father, Liam, dug and built Clovis a private outhouse for his fiftieth birthday. One with a fancy metal toilet-paper holder, a hand-laid parquet floor, and a real porcelain toilet and seat (first one in the county). Clovis, a proud man, assiduous in appearance, lorded the toilet over the other farmers and miners who played cards at the back of Hivey’s Farm Supply, allowing everyone a look but denying all, even family, the opportunity to try the smooth, inviting seat.


One spring night six years later, with the toilet seat in full use by Clovis, the floorboards gave way, and he and the toilet splashed into the effluvium ten feet below. His shouts went unheard for a day and a half and the search was in high rash when he was discovered and retrieved from the black muck, clutching the broken halves of the toilet seat in both hands, mumbling incoherently.


The men at Hivey’s, all of whom participated in the search and were present when Clovis was hoisted from the hole, gut laughed uncontrollably when Dell Hitchens, a Negro who worked the farm, said loudly, “Das da grubbiest I ever seen Mr. Mitchell.” Clovis was never particularly well liked at Hivey’s, even before he got the porcelain toilet, and the name Grubby stuck like gum on a summer sidewalk.


When he died, the farm and the nickname passed to Liam, then to his son, Raymond, who was standing with Paitsel Meadows in the barn door examining the carburetor they had just pulled from his deep-red Massey Ferguson tractor when we rattled up into the barnyard.


“Morning, Grub, Paitsel,” Pops said as he eased himself down from the worn front seat of the truck and reached into the back for his brown veterinary satchel.


“Mornin,” they returned, staying fixed on the suspect carburetor.


I exited on the other side and followed Pops close behind.
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