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      October 20, 1980

      A sudden clap of thunder ripped open the crisp autumn afternoon, banged harsh and loud—but not in the cloudless sky. The boom roared in the tangled roots of Black Mountain, deep in the dark guts of the earth.

      In the stunned stillness that followed, time shut down. For an airless, eternal moment, not a bird cheeped, not a dry leaf rattled.

      Then the earth groaned, as a man might cry out in his sleep. Rumbled. And the rumble swelled, became a grating death rattle like gravel in a blender. The ground shook, dogs howled, kitchen cabinets flew open, glasses, plates, and bowls clattered out and shattered in a tinkling symphony of breaking glass. Pictures and mirrors leapt off walls, clocks crashed to the floor and stopped—all of them at the same time: 12:18 P.M.

      But even before she heard that first sound, Ruby Sparrow knew.

      She’d been hanging up a load of laundry on the clothesline in the backyard when the knowing of it came to her. She sucked in a ragged gasp and the honeysuckle-sweetened air suddenly turned as thick as creek mud, curdled, so she couldn’t catch another breath.

      Not much scared Ruby. Not Joe Pritchard’s old bull with the broken horn. Not the haints that hid in the graveyard mist. Not the shadow of the mountain that reached out to grab her in the evening. But in that moment, Ruby made the acquaintance of pure terror. A horror beyond her sight—though not out past the knowing of her heart—had dried up all the spit in her mouth and set her hands to trembling so bad she almost dropped her husband’s clean shirt in the dirt at her feet.

      A scream crawled on hairy, black legs up the back of her throat, a wail as haunting as the cry of lost children wandering in the dark. She didn’t give it voice though. Couldn’t. She had no air to push the sound out through her lips into the world.

      Ruby wasn’t the only one who knew. Other wives, mothers, sisters, and girlfriends did, too. Sick dread instantly seized hearts all up and down the hollow. One of the reporters who came later, feeding on Aintree Hollow’s grief and misery like crows tearing at roadkill, claimed some of the women had “sensed the first silent movement of the earth.” That fool didn’t know jack. What the women had sensed was the string break. The thread, delicate as a moonbeam, tough as a piece of catgut, that bound Aintree’s families together, that knit the whole hollow together—they’d felt it snap.

      When they did, they froze—breathless. Listening. Straining to hear and begging the good Lord to strike them deaf so they couldn’t.

      One heartbeat.

      Two.

      Then the rumble ate up the world and Ruby found herself running down the rocky slope barefoot, her flip-flops lost or torn away. She didn’t notice the sharp stones, didn’t feel the ground at all beneath her feet. Everything below her waist was numb; the top part of her body bounced along on churning air. Other women ran too and mindlessly dragged small, crying children along with them. Left front doors open, shirts half-ironed, goats half-milked, breakfast dishes in the sink, and stew, soup, or beans on the stove to burn.

      All at once, a line of vehicles, like beads on a string, clogged the lone paved road down the hollow, passing Ruby as she ran. All the dirt roads spewed cars and pickups and farm trucks on to it, their drivers as frantic as she was. When Della Mattingly stopped and yelled, “Get in!” Ruby jumped into the front seat. She didn’t shut the door, though, left it open the whole way and sat with Bowman’s wet shirt bunched up tight in her hands.

      Della skidded to a stop where the stampede had pulled up short in front of Harlan #7, an unimpressive hole in the base of the mountain across from the hollow.

      The stunned, silent crowd stared at it wide-eyed—watched the mouth of the coal mine vomit a black cloud of dust and smoke into the bright, fall sunshine.

      Words were too painful to form and too jagged to speak so nobody said anything, just made little whimpering sounds, some of them, like a baby rabbit run over by a tractor.

      The bell on the Baptist church began to ring. Dong. Dong. Dong. A mournful cry nobody needed to hear to know disaster had struck. Every man, woman and child for 10 miles around Aintree Hollow had heard the blast and felt the earth shake. All of them understood instantly what the quaking rumble meant—and who it meant. The day shift crew was at work at the far end of a maze of dark shafts that stretched more than a mile into the base of the mountain. At least twenty, maybe as many as thirty miners—husbands, sons, fathers, brothers—were bent over beneath a 48-inch roof digging at a coal seam 2,500 feet below the mountaintop.

      Ruby’s husband was down there! Her brother, Ed, was too. So was Will, and her son-in-law, Jody. And the youngest of Ruby’s four children, her only son, Ricky Dan. Just turned 25, Ricky Dan had finally popped the question and planned to get married before Thanksgiving. But that was before Harlan #7 exploded on a sunny October afternoon and blew him apart. Or Black Mountain crushed him under a million tons of rock and dirt. Or buried him alive, maybe, left him to gasp for breath down there in the dark until there was no air left.

      Twenty years later

      Will Gribbins is pretty sure the creature inching on little clawed feet up his pants leg is a rat. It has to be. What other animal hangs around a dumpster behind a pizza parlor—a squirrel? That rheumy-eyed old man in the bunk next to Will’s at the shelter hated squirrels. Said once, “Squirrels are nothing but rats with good PR.”

      The remark strikes Will as riotously funny and he roars with laughter—which doesn’t appear to sit well with the rat in his pants because it bites him, sinks its sharp teeth deep into the boney flesh of his thigh. The lightning bolt of pain momentarily sobers him and Will pummels the wiggling lump with his fist as he struggles to leap to his feet so he can shake it out of his pants. But he can’t stand up and is only able to rise far enough to stagger backward and collapse on a pile of black plastic garbage bags that overflowed from the dumpster.

      He flops around on his back, shrieks in agony, and tries to roll over on the rat, using his weight to crush it. The animal fights back and bites him again and again. The struggle rips open one of the garbage bags and a choking, putrid stench rises from it, but Will is too drunk and in too much pain to notice. He writhes in rotted food. Pieces of pizza stick to his hair; grease and lettuce slimy with Italian dressing slather goo on his back.

      Then his hand lands on something solid—a stick, a pipe! He grabs it and slams it down on the lump in his pants. The creature takes a hunk out of his leg before Will can hit it again. Then he hammers the beast over and over until it is still.

      Will finally drops the pipe and falls back in the garbage panting, sobbing, his leg ablaze in pain. As soon as he catches his breath, he holds on to the side of the dumpster to steady himself and pulls slowly upward until he’s standing—on one leg. He sways like he’s on the deck in a rolling sea. With the stink of cheese gone bad and rancid marinara sauce in his nostrils, he tries to shake the dead rat out of his pants. But it’s jammed in there, stuck. He leans against the dumpster, unsnaps his filthy jeans, and eases them down toward his knees until the bloody rat carcass plops out on the pavement. In the dim glow of the streetlight at the end of the alley, Will examines his leg. It’s covered in blood, his and the rat’s. Puncture wounds up and down his thigh from his knee to his crotch pour streams of warm liquid, black in the sickly, yellow light. Each wound is a separate agony. It’s like they’re on fire, like each one is a red-hot coal—

      Will freezes.

      “Coal,” a voice whispers in his ear.

      “Who said that?” Will whirls around, almost falls and has to grab the dumpster to keep from losing his balance. He peers into doorways, dark recesses and shadows, and asks again, his voice trembling, his words slurred. “Who said that?”

      A breeze scatters the trash at his feet, rustles newspapers, and sends them scurrying along in the darkness. An empty soft drink can rolls noisily down the alley; the clinking sound echoes eerily against the brick walls until it clunks into a fence.

      And the wind sighs, its voice haunting, “Coal.”

      Will reached down unconsciously and massaged his thigh to ease away the shadow pain he still felt from the rat bites 9 months ago that had gotten infected and almost killed him.

      “Hurt your leg, didja?” the bearded truck driver asked. Will looked over at him, startled. “I seen you rubbin’ it’s all. I’s workin’ in a dog hole mine once, seen a man get his leg mashed plumb off by a scoop.”

      A dog hole mine was exactly what its name implied—a hole in the ground no better than a dog could dig, a dangerous pit operated outside all the boundaries with no regard for the safety of the coal miners inside.

      Will knew about dog hole mines; he’d worked in one—had barely escaped dying in one.

      The coal truck bumped down into a pothole the size of a bathtub and Will grabbed the old leather seat to keep from being dumped into the floorboard. Some things hadn’t changed in 20 years. Two decades’ worth of weight restrictions and highway regulations obviously hadn’t made a lick of difference. The huge coal trucks still tore up the roads.

      “I didn’t injure my leg, break it or anything. It just aches sometimes where I got bitten by…” Will edited his response at the last second, no need to gross the guy out, make him ask even more questions. “…a squirrel.”

      That was dumb!

      “A squirrel? How in the Sam Hill’d you get bit by a squirrel?” The man moved to one side the plug of Skoal swelling his lower lip like a wasp sting and spit a stream of brown liquid out the window. A considerable amount didn’t make it past his beard. “Musta had rabies. In these woods, you mostly got to worry ’bout rabid skunks and foxes—not squirrels.”

      Will looked out the dirty truck window. He knew what you had to worry about in these woods.

      The steep, tree-lined Appalachians rose around him like giant ramparts protecting a castle, their autumn splendor set against a blue sky dotted with cotton-ball clouds tethered like hot-air balloons to the treetops. The medley of color splashed on the hillsides—claret-wine red, the gold of a Spanish doubloon, smiley-face yellow, the deep russet of a chestnut foal’s coat or an auburn-haired toddler, cloverleaf green and an amber shade of brown—reminded Will of Scottish clan tartans. No, it was the other way around. The clan tartans he’d seen in tourist shops on the Isle of Skye had reminded him of autumn in the mountains.

      Will soaked it all up, warm oil on chapped skin. There was profound comfort in the mountains’ agelessness, as if time itself had been so taken by their velvet beauty it was reluctant to move on—and profound delight in the everlasting newness of crisp, clear images, their edges sharp as sabers, a wet oil painting still glistening with morning dew.

      As the empty coal truck bumped deeper into the paint-splattered mountains, each twist and turn opened up a view more hauntingly familiar than the last.

      They passed Pine Mountain Taxidermy Shop—“You rack it, we’ll pack it.” Pine Mountain—God’s practical joke on the coal companies. The rock strata in that one mountain had been pushed upward so the coal seams ran vertical instead of horizontal. No way to mine vertical coal without ripping the whole mountain apart, and Will didn’t think even King Coal could get away with strip-mining Pine Mountain.

      The farmhouse/office of Joe Tungate’s Used Cars flew past the truck window. Five vehicles, half a dozen birdbaths and a flock of concrete ducks sat in the front yard there awaiting adoption. A hand-painted sign nailed to a nearby fence post offered HAND-PAINTED SIGNS for sale. The Convenience Store around the next bend promoted Kentucky lottery tickets: “Somebody’s got to win; might as well be you!” along with the Kentucky Fried Chicken Restaurant in Hazard: “Eat supper with the Colonel tonight.”

      The sign out front of the Four Square Full Gospel Pentecostal—pronounced Penny-costal—Church proclaimed: “You not believing in hell don’t put the fire out!”

      Trailer houses, alone or in small herds, were affixed to the hillsides with round white stickpins. Will had heard they’d declared the satellite dish the official flower of West Virginia and it was plain the seeds had blown across the state line.

      The road hugged Stinkin’ Creek, that spilled in a white cascade back the way they’d come. The sides of the valley rose so sharply on either side in some places there was room only for the creek, the road, the railroad tracks and the shaft of sunlight that shone down between the ridges.

      Five hours of sun.

      Will had grown to manhood in more shadow than light, in a hollow so deep the mountains only granted it direct sunlight 5 hours a day. The sun cleared the top of the mountain to the east of Aintree Hollow about 10 o’clock every morning and then dropped down behind the one to the west by three in the afternoon. Of course, it didn’t matter if the sun was shining and it was 100 degrees in the shade, or if it was raining like a big dog or snowing a blizzard. Down in the coal mines, it was always the deepest dark ditch of midnight. Fifty-eight degrees and dawn never broke there.

      Will forcibly shook off the image of headlamp beams shining out like pallid light sabers into dusty blackness and concentrated on figuring out why he wasn’t moved in some intensely emotional way by what he saw. The splendor of the mountains folded protectively around the hollows was the canvass on which his dreams had been painted every night for decades. Every night the nightmares didn’t mug him, beat him senseless, and leave him bloody and broken—reaching out for the blessed comfort of oblivion.

      Why didn’t he feel…well, something? The ragged ache of homesickness had throbbed like a rotted tooth in those early years, took his breath away as he stood on the deck of some ship in some ocean and stared at flat blue water all the way to the horizon. How he’d longed then to swing on a grapevine over a creek, or go sangin’—hunting for ginseng in the woods. How desperately his soul had yearned to hear his own sound, the one-of-a-kind Eastern Kentucky dialect it had taken years of concentrated effort to erase from his own speech.

      So why couldn’t he manage to conjure up a single emotion now?

      Maybe he had mourned so long all the feelings had finally bled out of him.

      No, that wasn’t it. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel anything. He did, just not what he’d expected. He felt—normal. The sights that greeted him looked sublimely ordinary. Everything else he’d seen in the past 20 years—that was foreign. This was reality, like waking from a dream and seeing the walls of your own bedroom, the curtains stirring in a breeze perfumed by wisteria, honeysuckle, and the ancient outhouse in the backyard.

      He’d been screwed up to feel something big—euphoric, maybe. More likely some razor-edged emotion that would slice him open if he got anywhere near it. So he gladly settled for what he felt instead. Peaceful. For these few moments as he lumbered along the rutted road back into his world, the warring factions inside him declared a truce. The weight of pain he carried every day lifted; the fear that consumed him abated; the guilt that was his constant companion faded. And the compulsion, the itch that screamed every second to be scratched—even that eased.

      His eyes filled with unexpected tears and he turned his face toward the window, his own reflection in the dirty glass superimposed on the view he could see through it like one of the haints Ma Sparrow teased would slither up out of the graveyard when the moon was full. And for an instant, he could see the faint image of a ghost in the reflection—the ghost of the shattered young man who’d run away from his whole life, fled everything and everybody he knew or cared about. Then it was gone and what stared back at him was the ruin of a face. All hard lines and sharp edges—haggard, drawn, and gaunt. Eyes once a bright, arresting ice blue were now the color of faded denim, sunk deep in hollows, underlined by dark shadows. Way-too-early furrows in his brow and around his mouth, a thick scar on his chin, skin ashen, thinning hair almost as gray as brown that hung limp over the tops of his ears. Will needed a haircut.

      “Where was you at when that squirrel gotcha’?” asked the coal truck driver who’d offered to “carry” Will up the mountain when he saw him walking along the roadside of the Kingdom Come Parkway with everything he owned in a borrowed turquoise-and-black gym bag. The irony had struck Will as he climbed up into the rig—he’d left these mountains two decades ago hitching a ride on a coal truck; it was fitting that he came back the same way. “They cut its head off and test it? ’Cause rabies can stay in your guts for years, sleepin’ like, then one day it’ll whup up on you and you’ll start to foamin’ at the mouth. Wait that long, though, and it’ll be too late and they cain’t do nothin’ ’bout it.”

      “Can’t” pronounced so it rhymed with “saint.” Welcome home, Will.

      “I had great medical care,” he told the driver with a smile. “Matter of fact, these bites saved my life. If I hadn’t gotten bit, I’m sure I’d be dead by now.” Before the man had time to question further, Will waved him off. “Complicated story and you’d be welcome to hear it, but this is as far as I need to go. If you’d pull over up there at that dirt road, I can walk the rest of the way.”

      The driver eased the truck to a stop. Will thanked him, sincerely touched that the generous mountain spirit he remembered hadn’t faded with the years. He climbed down out of the rig and watched the big truck lumber away, dribbling little pieces of coal out the back as it bumped along.

      Will heard the driver grind the gears as he double-clutched up the steep incline around the next bend. Then it was quiet. In the silence, the familiar knot-in-the-belly dread returned. But now that he was actually here, this close to it all,  his dread morphed into a fear as cold as a shark cruising dark currents in a night sea. Will Gribbins harbored no illusions, understood with absolute clarity what was at stake. It was simple when you got right down to it. Unless he could do what he had come here to do, he'd be dead before Christmas.
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      THE CHERRY POPSICLE the little Hayes boy’d snitched out of the dairy case on the back wall was melting—in his hip pocket. He reached his hand back and felt the sticky wetness and the look of panic that instantly spread across his little-kid features was downright comical.

      “You was plannin’ on paying for what you got there, wasn’t you?” JoJo Sparrow asked him innocently and bit down on her lip to keep a straight face. When the boy started to drag the mushy mess out of his pocket, she pointed out, “Don’t you think it’s a little late to return it?”

      “I ain’t got no money right now,” he stammered, his face a brighter shade of red than either his hair or the growing wet spot on his backside. He glanced out the glass door at a man pumping gas into a beat-up pickup truck. “I can’t ask…I gotta go find my granny. She’ll give me a dollar if ’n I bring back the change.”

      It would be easy to let the kid off the hook, but JoJo wouldn’t be doing the boy any favors if she did. The kindest thing she could do was to scare the bejeebers out of him now, before his daddy caught him stealing something else someday and beat the crap out of him. Not that thievery was a moral issue with Skeeter Hayes. He had a chop shop in the barn out back of his place. BMWs, Lincoln Town Cars, Cadillacs, Porsches, and Lexuses stolen from Lexington went in one side of that barn and untraceable car parts, batteries, transmissions, and Mag Wheels came out the other. But your own little boy stealing—now that was another thing altogether! A man had to raise up his kids proper, didn’t he, teach them right from wrong—beat it into them if he had to.

      JoJo shook her head. Skeeter wasn’t smart enough to see any contradiction in that.

      She stepped out from behind the counter, looked very official in the red Jiffy Stop smock she wore over her jeans, and her long, blond hair pulled back neatly in a ponytail. She stared down at the terrified 6-year-old.

      “You listen here to me Riley Hayes,” she said, her voice stern. “I know what you done. It’s called shopliftin’. Stealin’. I could pick up the phone right now and call Sheriff Jack. He’d come over here, slap handcuffs on you, and haul you off to jail!”

      The boy’s face went from the crimson of embarrassment to the chalk white of abject terror in the space between one heartbeat and the next. He didn’t say a word, just stared doe-eyed up at JoJo. The spray of freckles on his face stuck out like red sequins; his bottom lip trembled.

      “Give me that popsicle,” she demanded and held out her hand.

      The boy dug at the slush in his jeans pocket; all he managed to retrieve was two mush-covered sticks and a wad of wet wrapper.

      “This popsicle costs 50 cents. That’s a lot of money.” She paused for effect. “But just this once I’m gonna let you come back and pay me for it later, the next time you’re here.” The boy almost collapsed in a puddle of soggy relief. “You got to earn it, though. Feed the chickens or wash your daddy’s truck.” The boy shook his head frantically up and down. “Don’t you bring me money somebody give you.” He shook equally frantically side to side. “Now scat!”

      The child turned and bolted out of the store, trailing a little red convoy of popsicle droppings on the floor behind him.

      For a moment, JoJo let the thought of having Darrell’s child flit through her mind like a bright blue hummingbird zipping from one flower to the next—a cute little red-haired boy like Riley.

      Who’d grow up to be a miner and get killed like his daddy and his granddaddy and his great granddaddy.

      Come to think of it, he’d be lucky if that’s what did happen. There were worse ways to die than in a mine.

      JoJo stepped back behind the counter, banished the image of a child from her mind and concentrated instead on figuring out where she could get her hands on a gun. Not a rifle; those were as common in the hollow as bumps on a pickle. But a rifle wouldn’t work. Her arms weren’t long enough. With the barrel of a rifle pointed at her head or stuck in her mouth, she wouldn’t be able to reach the trigger to pull it. No, she needed a handgun—a pistol.
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      JAMEY SPARROW BRUSHED back the blond hair that had fallen into his eyes and wondered what his hands would decide to make today.

      He picked up two lumps of coal, one about the size of his fist and one big as a small watermelon. When he did, he felt the tickly, fluttery feeling in his belly he always got when he commenced to working on one of his arts.

      He set aside the smaller rock and fixed his attention on the watermelon one.

      Just touching coal made Jamey feel warm all over, like he was holding sunshine in his hand. Granny said that’s what the old-timers had called it, black sunshine, because coal was made of squashed-up plants, and it give off the light and heat the sun had give them plants. Jamey liked the thought of holding a lump of sunshine in his hand and a smile stapled itself to his cheeks with deep-dish dimples. He liked every kind of coal—some of it hard and brittle, dark as the night sky but shiny; other pieces, flat black like a iron skillet, softer and more crumbly. He loved the feel of coal, all slicky-like, and the smell…

      Jamey’s smile faltered. Neighbors said coal didn’t have no smell, laughed at him when he told them it did, too. They said he was storying. Made him cry so hard Granny’d marched over there and give them what for. That was when she’d still go all the way to the fence. She’d raised her voice even, said she’d put a quietus on the lot of them if they didn’t stop tormenting her Jamey Boy.

      Jamey held the black rock up to his nose and breathed in. That day the Jewetts got so put out with him, Ray-Ray had sneered, “If ’n coal smells, what does it smell like?”

      Jamey’d told him, “Coal smells like the color black, you mowron.” Ray-Ray just run off laughing.

      He took another deep breath of the dull-as-smoke rock in his hand and his smile grew wider. Then it faded again, slipped down off his face entirely and he sighed.

      Jamey loved coal and it troubled him something fierce that the other miners who spent their lives digging coal out of the mountain alongside him didn’t have no fondness for it at all. They was all the time down there in the dark keeping company with it, touching it, and caring for it like he done.

      “How could they not love coal?”

      He heard his voice and knew he’d spoken his thought. He clamped his hand over his mouth! He was supposed to think a thought and then decide if he wanted to say it, not spew out whatever was in his head like spitting watermelon seeds out his mouth. Granny said. But wasn’t nobody to hear him except ValVleen and she wasn’t no tattletale.

      “You ain’t gonna tell on me, are you ValVleen?” he asked the bright yellow canary perched on his shoulder.

      The bird cocked its head to one side and studied him, then let fly a warbling bird song full of tweets, chirps, and whistles that sounded just like she’d answered Jamey’s question. Oh, how Jamey ached to understand what ValVleen said! He’d tried, struggled hard, listened close as he could, sometimes seemed he was almost there—like when you hear somebody talking in another room and you can almost make out what they’re saying but not quite. Maybe if he was…what was it Granny’d told Ma Jewett?

      Jamey grew very still. His only movement was unconsciously wiggling the fingers of both hands in his lap, intertwined like they were dancing. That’s what he always did when he put all his energy into thinking.

      Granny’d said…They’s folks quicker on the uptake than my Jamey Boy. Yeah, that was it! He was proud that he’d remembered. So maybe if his uptake was faster, he’d know what ValVleen was saying. But then it struck him that didn’t nobody else understand bird songs neither so it didn’t appear being able to uptake quick, whatever that meant, was any help.

      Jamey puckered up and made smooching sounds at the bird. The canary hopped over and pecked his lips and kept on singing, chirp, chirp, chirr, tweet, chirp, rbbb-rbbb, whistle, peep-peep. The world was full up with things Jamey loved, but coal and the sound of ValVleen’s songs was so dear, his throat hurt from the joy of them sometimes—like he was about to cry.

      The bird didn’t sing much as she used to, though. There was a time ValVleen chirped from morning to night, didn’t never stop once. All mine canaries did. That’s how miners like Jamey’s grandfather knew to drop their picks and run—when the birds stopped singing. ValVleen still sang a lot, but not all the time no more. Probably because she was getting old.

      Fear spread out in Jamey’s belly like icicles forming from snow runoff on the roof. His eyes filled with tears that didn’t have nothing to do with joy. No! Can’t think about ValVleen getting old. Next thing that happened after a body got old was they passed. Can’t think about ValVleen…dying. JoJo said he needed to start considering it, get himself ready, said ValVleen’d already lived way longer than most canaries. But Jamey wouldn’t do it, couldn’t do it. Life without ValVleen would be….

      He started to breathe hard, pant like a hound dog chasing a coon and broke out in a sweat even though it was cool in the shed. He’d soon need a coat on to work out here.

      He let out a little peep of a cry and streams of tears slipped down his face when he blinked. Then ValVleen hopped back over close to his cheek and cocked her head, like she wanted to comfort him, and Jamey pushed the awful thoughts that made him sad and scared right out of his mind. He couldn’t let himself wander around out there in tomorrow; it was dark and scary and spooky out there. Today was warm, happy, and good. He’d stay right here in today.
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      WITH A BALL-PEEN hammer raised high above her head—it was all she could lay her hands on quick—Ruby Sparrow got down on her knees fast as she could and eased the trash basket away from the wall. The little gray mouse hidden behind it took out across the worn linoleum as she slammed the hammer down at it, missed it by inches—bam! bam! bam!—all the way across the kitchen. She thought she had him sure when she cornered him up against the refrigerator. But before she could squash him, he squeezed between it and the cabinet and was gone.

      Ruby sat back on her heels and brushed a tendril of curly white hair out of her face.

      “Think you got away from me, do ya? Well, you got two or three more thinks comin’ if you b’lieve the two of us is just gonna live here together all friendly like. You best find wherever you come in here this mornin’ and go right back out the same way. I ain’t gonna have me no mice in my house!”

      She reached up and grabbed the cabinet and pulled herself slowly to her feet, turned and eyed the tabby cat sprawled on its back in the spot in front of the glass doors where sunlight warmed the rug for a few hours every day.

      “Fat lot of good you done, Crawdad,” she grumbled. “You’re lazier’n a Mason jar full of slugs.” She walked over and nudged the cat with her foot. “Hey, you. I’m talkin’ to you.”

      The cat opened one eye, looked up at her, then rolled over on its side and went back to sleep.

      “Come Monday a week when Lloyd takes Jamey Boy’s arts to that gallery in Lexington, I’m gonna pack you ’long with him so’s he can drop you off at the animal shelter.” She paused. “You see if I don’t!”

      All right, she might be bluffing Crawdad, but she had pure intent toward that mouse! She’d fairly well do something about that critter even if it meant Jamey Boy had to move the refrigerator out from the wall and stuff steel wool into every itty-bitty crack and cranny behind it. Most times a mouse’d move out before it’d chew through steel wool.

      Of course, it was bound to happen, mice and such. Trailer houses, especially a double-wide like hers, wasn’t built snug as a proper house. And this one was going on fifteen, no, more like 18 years old. It was already used when Jamey Boy set the house afire with that butane lighter he found up next to the Jewett’s fence. And he was only four then.

      She and JoJo’d been out working in the garden while Jamey Boy was supposed to be taking a nap. When he was little, he was always poorly and he’d been up the night crying with an earache. So she left him asleep while she and his sister dug some carrots to put in soup for supper.

      The garden had been way in the back of the yard then. Ruby paused, considered how she hadn’t been out that far in years. Bow’d made the garden so big the back side was right up next to the woods and the deer was all the time eating her tomato plants and pole beans. Had to tie plastic grocery sacks to sticks to flap in the wind and scare them away.

      She hadn’t smelled the smoke that day; wind was blowing the other direction. JoJo seen it, though, screamed and pointed. Ruby liked to died when she turned and flames was licking up out of the roof. She run back in the house and found Jamey in the living room crying, his hand all red, still holding on to that lighter.

      She scooped him up and run outside and then the three of them stood there with the neighbors and watched the house burn all the way to the ground. Didn’t even seem real when she was watching. It was like looking in through the window at a kitchen in hell—the table blazing and the curtains curled up, wiggling and dancing in the flames. It didn’t take no time at all for the fire to eat up that brittle old wood house. Volunteer fire department from Harlan got there and wasn’t nothing left but smoldering timbers.

      Ruby lost everything she owned but the clothes on her back that day—not that she’d had a whole lot more than that to begin with. But she didn’t mourn none of it except her pictures and their tags, Bow’s and Ricky Dan’s. When a miner checked in for his shift, he took a tag that had his name and Social Security number on it from the “out” side of a Peg-Board and put it on the “in” side. The Wilson Cooper Mining Company gave her and the other families the tags their men had put up on the Peg-Board the day Harlan #7 exploded. The tags was what they got instead of bodies to bury. The company never did find none of them miners, just sealed up the mine and shut it down. Said there wasn’t no bodies to recover, fire that hot, burning in the coal at the face. Said there couldn’t possibly be nothing left. Ruby couldn’t deal with the thought of nothing. When she looked at Black Mountain, she seen it as a headstone over a grave that held her husband and son, and her brother and son-in-law.

      After the house fire, her daughters Stella, Ruth Ann and Charity pitched up and got her and the little ones the trailer. If she’d known that’s what they were planning, she’d have stopped them. Didn’t none of the three of them have money for a thing like that, trying to keep food on their own tables like they was. Well, Ruth Ann had a little more than her sisters. After Jody died in #7, she’d married the man who run the Walmart in Somerset and he got all the trailer’s appliances for next to nothing, scratched ones from the warehouse. Even got a clothes dryer so Ruby didn’t have to hang out the laundry no more.

      That was good; the clothesline was out past the circle.

      She turned to put the hammer back in the catchall drawer, between the Duct Tape and the Bondo Lloyd used to patch the aluminum skirting around the bottom of the trailer. Her elbow caught the mail JoJo’d brought in and put on the counter and the pile dumped onto the floor. She didn’t even have to bend over to see the story on the front page of the Harlan County Daily Enterprise.

      Memorial Service Planned Friday on Twentieth Anniversary of Harlan #7 Explosion.

      Today was Monday. The anniversary of the worst day in her life was 4 days away. She didn’t need no memorial service to remember that.

      “Why cain’t they leave it be?” she asked Crawdad quietly. “Just leave it be.”
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      WILL HEFTED THE strap of the gym bag over his shoulder and looked down the dirt road in a silence so profound the air was burdened by the weight of it.

      He had always been struck by the contrast of the quiet of the mountains above ground with the cacophony at the face of hundreds of coal mine shafts down in their roots. The ear-numbing, vibrating, rumbling roar of the continuous miner as it chewed into the coal seam with slashing tungsten-carbide bits as sharp as a giant shark’s teeth. The thump and rattle of hunks of coal dumped behind it. The clattering of the shuttle cars and the squall of the conveyor that carried the coal away. All the sounds bounced off rock walls, fractured and multiplied in a space only 20 feet wide by 4 feet tall.

      Will stood by the roadside and listened, imagining he could hear an echo of the rumble under the mountains. But there was a silence here more than the mere absence of sound. It had substance of its own, a life-form warming itself before the sun disappeared behind the ridge and afternoon shadows stretched out fingers of darkness across the valley. Then he heard the murmured music of the woods, the arthritic creak of ash, hickory, sugar maple, white, and red oak trees in the breeze—a faint screech like treading on stairs in an old house or opening a gate on rusty hinges.

      A mine was never completely silent either, even when all the machinery was turned off and the vibrations calmed. There was the constant drip, drip, drip of water. And when you ripped out miles of coal beneath a mountain, millions of tons of rock, soil, and water above the missing coal shifted. Rocks cracked and fractured, layers split, the immense pressure threatened to rip open the roofs of mine shafts or rupture the sides. Then the mountain had a voice. Its groans, squeaks, pops, and rumbles spoke to the old-timers as clearly as all the fancy monitoring devices; it whispered warnings to those with ears to hear, told them to run for their lives back out into the light while there was still time.

      Will put his hand up to his forehead to shade his eyes—habit—there was no glare. He figured it’d be a hike from here to Aintree—the name of both the “holler” and the little town at its base. All the way around the side of the mountain, then down into the steep valley on the other side.

      He took a deep breath and set out walking, kicked up puffs of fine dust in the road with every step. Didn’t rush, though. Will Gribbins was in no hurry to make his way to Aintree Hollow. No hurry whatsoever.
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      As JoJo COMPOSED a mental list of everybody she could think of who owned a handgun, the old fellow who lived up Goat Rope Ridge came through the door and flashed her a toothless smile. He was wearing a wife-beater T-shirt, blue jeans cut off at the knees, high white socks and muddy work boots with the laces untied. She didn’t know the old man’s real name. He’d been called Tugboat ever since his crew at the Hard Rock Mine near Hazard had cut into old works—the Boogie Man of coal mining.

      There’d been somebody or another digging coal in Kentucky since 1820, so all the mountains were riddled with abandoned mine shafts—some of them mapped, most of them not. Over the years, those empty shafts, called old works, had filled up with all kinds of stuff and none of it was good. Explosive levels of methane gas. Deadly carbon monoxide. Carbon dioxide called Black Damp that left no oxygen in the air. A crew that accidentally cut into one of those old shafts usually paid for the mistake with their lives. Tugboat was the only one of his crew who made it out when they hit old works full of water. The rest of them drowned, but Tugboat somehow managed to float out of the mine hanging onto a wooden roof beam.

      The old man picked up an RC Cola, two Slim Jims, a Moon Pie and a packet of Red Man Chewing Tobacco and handed them to JoJo to check out.

      “Some’m wrong, Missy?” he asked as she put the items into a sack. “You got the sorrowfulest look on yore face.”

      His kindness left JoJo momentarily speechless.

      “Looks like you could use a hug,” Tugboat said, his watery blue eyes fixed on hers. “I ain’t choicey no more. I don’t git a hug more’n onct in a blue moon, so I take ’em where I can git ’em and I hand ’em out the same way.” He hobbled around the end of the counter, wrapped the surprised girl in his arms and squeezed. Then he gave her a fatherly pat on the shoulder, picked up his sack and limped out the door.

      After Tugboat left, three strangers came in to pay for gasoline. Deer hunters. One of them, a fat man whose beer belly stretched out his camo T-shirt, flirted with JoJo, but she knew how to handle herself. She just did what Granny told her to do when she was a little girl if she ever come on a rattlesnake in the woods—stand real still and don’t say nothing and eventually it’ll lose interest and leave.

      Then two coal truck drivers stopped in to buy scratch-off lottery tickets and made little piles of rubber crumbs on the counter as they rubbed down to the numbers with their blackened thumbnails. By the time she’d waited on them all, dusted off the countertop and the store was empty again, JoJo had decided it’d be too much trouble to find a gun. Besides, guns were scary.

      You’re afraid you might get hurt by the gun you’re going to use to blow your brains out?

      There was probably humor in that somewhere, but right now JoJo couldn’t see it.

      She’d thought of an easier way, neater and cleaner, too. If anybody in Harlan County could lay hands on enough Oxycontin to drop a moose it was JoJo Sparrow. Not all the dealers had gotten busted in the sting that shanghaied Avery 8 days before their wedding and sent him on a 15-year, all-expenses-paid vacation in the Kentucky State Penitentiary in Eddyville.

      She shivered. Sometimes the reality of what her life had become since then slammed into her like a wrecking ball—19 years old; she’d just turned nineteen! But whenever she instinctively backed up from what she had to do, the way you yank your hand away from a hot stove, she thought about the skinnys, witch people who clawed at the air and drooled, their eyes wild.

      Yes siree, there was plenty of worse ways to die than in a coal mine. And plenty of Oxy out there to make it all go away.
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      AS SOON AS Will stepped out of the woods into the meadow at the top of Aintree Hollow, he finally got the emotional wallop he’d braced himself for. When he was at sea, there’d been days his soul sang such a song of longing for this place he imagined he could reach out his hand and the melody would wind around his fingers like a pet snake. Seeing it real now, not a vision, took his breath away.

      The little town spread out below him had once been home to upwards of five hundred people, but that was before Harlan #7 massacred two dozen of the hollow’s own in one screaming moment of agony. Or sucked the life out of them—one strangled gasp at a time. All of the 29 miners who were digging coal together when #7 blew were still buried under Black Mountain—except Will Gribbins and Lloyd Jacobs. They got out alive.

      Will’s eyes followed the line of the blacktop road that wound down the valley. A handful of streets—all of them paved now!—branched out from it like tendrils of asphalt morning glory weaving up the mountainsides. He could see the elementary school about half way down, grades one through six. Harlan County School District bus #32 carried students the 45-mile round trip into Harlan for junior and senior high. He could also see three churches, a filing station, houses he recognized and some he didn’t and the flag out front of the post office, which shared a building with a grocery store—at least it used to.

      And down at the bottom, at the base of the hollow, sat the mine, about a hundred yards from where the road connected to the highway across a one-lane bridge over Turkey Neck Creek. From where he stood, it was an insignificant hole in the side of the highest crest in Kentucky, 4,135-foot Black Mountain, which towered more than 2,500 feet above the valley floor.

      In the beginning, when he first left the mountains and realized the rest of the world got their understanding of coal mining from the movies, he’d tried to set the record straight. Tried to help the people he met understand what it really was like.

      You don’t sling a pick over your shoulder and ride an elevator down into a long, dark tunnel deep underground. In Eastern Kentucky, most of the coal mines aren’t under the ground beneath your feet; they’re under the mountain you’re standing beside, so you ride straight in seated on a train called a mantrip. Get comfortable; it could be a long ride. The coal you’re about to dig is at the far end of a maze of shafts that could stretch 10 miles into the mountain. And forget about standing up and stretching when you get there. Forget about standing up at all! You work your whole shift bent over, squatting or on your hands and knees. The shaft roof is only about 4 feet off the floor—because that’s how thick the coal seam is—and not a coal company on the planet would dig out the rock above the seam just to make the shaft comfortable for the miners. Moving rock costs money; miners with bad backs can be replaced.

      But the long-dark-tunnel part—you got that right! Only there’s not just one of them. Imagine that a two-hundred-fifty-floor building (one that’s 30 miles long and 15 miles wide) had a base of solid gold 4 feet thick. You, of course, want the gold. How would you get it out? If you just dug into it and started hauling it away, pretty soon the building would collapse on top of you. But what if you left big hunks of the gold base behind, 50-by-50-foot squares of gold every 18 feet to hold up the building while you removed all the gold around them, with shafts going long-ways and connecting tunnels called breaks going crossways. When you were finished, you’d leave a grid under the building, like a map of a city with main arteries and cross streets, a honeycomb of empty shafts and square support pillars. That’s what the inside of a Kentucky coal mine looks like.

      By the way, the coal companies don’t leave those 50-by-50-foot coal pillars behind forever. Eventually, they send miners back in to harvest them in a process called “robbing the coal.” The miners start at the face of the mine at the far end of the shafts, dig out the pillars one by one and replace them with 12-inch-thick wooden beams to hold up the roof—until the pressure snaps the beams like toothpicks and the roof collapses. Robbing the coal is the most dangerous operation in mining.

      But after a while, Will stopped trying to explain. It was too complicated. And merely understanding the process didn’t tell you anything that really mattered about coal mining. Nothing short of doing the job could teach you that.

      He could see a flurry of activity at the entrance of Harlan #7, where a colony of miniature people scurried around, operating correspondingly small pieces of machinery.

      He’d clocked a drunk Marine in Norfolk once for saying something like that. The Marine had started it, made fun of Will’s accent—early on, before Will got rid of it. Called him a hillbilly. Hillbilly is a name mountain people call themselves and each other. It’s not an insult when they use it; it is an insult when anybody else does. Then the jarhead had said coal miners were nothing but little boys playing with toy trucks, digging holes in the dirt.

      That’s when Will decked him, but his memory of the event ended abruptly a few seconds later when one of the Marine’s buddies broke a beer bottle over his head.

      He reached up and felt around but couldn’t find the scar anymore. It had faded—unlike Will’s emotional response to the view of the hollow below him. Far from fading, it had swelled unexpectedly huge in his chest.

      But his reaction wasn’t primarily to the sight of “where he was from,” a far more important location than he ever would have dreamed when he left it. His hole-in-the-belly feeling was more specific. It focused on the meadow below him and the oak tree that stood at the edge of the woods above it. The day after Will turned 12, he and Lloyd had carefully arranged five empty Budweiser cans on the ground in front of that tree, a row of three on the bottom with the remaining two balanced on top of them.

      “Like this?” he’d hollered at the figure who stood in the middle of the meadow holding Will’s birthday .22 rifle in one hand and a beer in the other.

      “Yeah,” Ricky Dan had called back, “but hold your horses.” The tall, broad-shouldered man with hair the color of corn silk and a shiny gold tooth that sparkled in his dimpled grin, tilted his head back and chugged the rest of a beer in one long gulp. “Now, you can have this ’un to set on top of them others.”

      Ricky Dan drank too much. Well, Ma Sparrow said he did, but in her view even one beer was too much. He cursed too—never in front of a woman, though. And the thing was, his weren’t the ordinary swear words all the men used. His were…flamboyant and outlandish. Will had studied Ricky Dan’s creative use of profanity for hours when the two of them were out sangin’ in the woods. Then Will would go home, close the bathroom door, stand in front of the mirror and practice, sliding the words in between the syllables of normal words the way Ricky Dan did.

      Everything about Ricky Dan was out there on the edge. At lease, it seemed that way to Will. He drove too fast, had too many girlfriends and laughed too loud, made a sound like a mama goose protecting her chicks. He ate his meals like he was sitting on a red ant bed, wolfed his supper down so quick Ma Sparrow warned he’d get piles from not chewing his food. Often, the meat on the table was venison; Ricky Dan dropped a buck the first day of deer season every year. The evening after the target practice with Will’s .22, Ricky Dan had demonstrated for Will and Lloyd one of the rapidly disappearing Appalachian folk arts, handed down from generation to generation; he’d taught them how to light a fart without catching their underwear on fire.

      Ricky Dan Sparrow was everything Will Gribbins aspired to be. Though Ricky Dan was only 7 years Will’s senior, he seemed much older. That was because he’d quit school and gone to work in Harlan #7 when he was 16—2 years younger than the legal age for miners.

      And if you were a miner—under age or not—you weren’t a boy anymore; you were a man.

      A noisy stampede of brittle leaves rattled along the autumn breeze down the road and Will stood transfixed, the image of Ricky Dan so real he was reluctant to breathe for fear movement would shatter it and send the jagged shards of it tinkling into the dirt. At the same time, he wanted nothing in life more than to escape the image, to turn and hightail it back over the mountain the way he’d come.

      Mostly, he wanted a drink. No, needed a drink. Desire hadn’t been part of the equation since…it didn’t matter anymore when booze had finally bested him in the shell game. He understood now, though, knew that its seductive oblivion only magnified the squinty-eyed harshness of the reality that followed. He knew the merry-go-round of blackout-real-life-blackout was no kiddy ride, that booze held a cocked shotgun to his temple.

      Only one tiny flickering light shown in the darkness in his soul that was deeper than the bowels of Harlan #7.

      He shivered as much from the enormity of what he’d come here to do as from the chill fingers of the wind that tickled his neck under his collar. Then he walked resolutely down the road into the hollow, into his past and his future.
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      JAMEY FIXED HIS mind on the lump of coal…wondering. He never knew what was hidden in a piece of coal, waiting to be set free. When he was only a boy and had just took up carving, he’d try to make the coal be something. An ashtray for Mr. Jewett, who smoked like a chimney even though Ray-Ray said his daddy coughed up blood. A squirrel, a duck, even a church house. But the coal didn’t like being forced to be something it wasn’t. Usually it’d break, crumble in his hands, like if it couldn’t be what it wanted to be, what the good Lord had put it on this earth to be, it wouldn’t be nothing at all. It took Jamey a long time to figure that out, but soon’s he did, he didn’t have no trouble with the coal at all.

      Of course, he also figured out along the way that he couldn’t use just any old piece of coal to do his arts because most of it was either too soft and flaky, or so hard and brittle it shattered. For his statues, he needed cannel coal, the dull, black coal you could break a piece off of and light it afire like a candle. There wasn’t a whole lot of cannel coal in the shafts around here and he used to go to the railroad tracks and dig through the coal piles for hours to find pieces of it.

      But over the years, word got out about Jamey’s carvings. Other miners’d ask him about them on lunch breaks down in the mine. And after a while, miners started to bring him pieces of cannel coal they’d come across, hunks big as pumpkins or small as lemons. And sometimes—not very often, mind, but sometimes—a miner would bring him a piece of jet! Jamey hadn’t never seen none of it his own self when he was working, but jet was fine indeed. It was real hard and you could polish it smooth and shiny as a piece of glass. JoJo looked it up in the encyclopedia at school, said it was a form of lignite coal. Said it was a semiprecious stone, too, and it sure enough was precious to Jamey! The biggest piece of it ever found was 21 feet long. Of course, Jamey never got his hands on that much of it, but when he did get pieces, he always carved images into the jet instead of carving the jet into the image of something else. It was real easy to break, but if you was careful, you could carve jet into murals—relief was what JoJo called it—more detailed even than his statues.

      “Who are you, hidin’ in there?” he asked the lump of coal. “You a dog or a squirrel? You a goat, maybe, or a skunk?”

      He fixed his attention on the black rock in front of him and tried to see with his heart the image that was buried inside. He’d explained to JoJo once that carving wasn’t nothing more than chipping away all the pieces of the rock that wasn’t the statue inside.

      As he placed the rock in the vice screwed down to his worktable, he thought of JoJo’s late husband, Darrell, who had built the table for him out of two sawhorses and the back side of an old wooden door. He picked up his mallet and one of his chisels—the one that looked like a little scoop, like a fingernail turned upside down. Darrell had got him that, too, and all his other chisels and carving tools—paid his cousin who worked in a machine shop in Pikeville to make them special.

      Darrell’s face swam in front of Jamey for a moment, with the sideways grin he had that reminded Jamey of a pirate. He could almost hear Darrell’s laugh, the kind of laugh that made everybody around him laugh too, even when they didn’t know what was funny. Jamey didn’t like who JoJo hooked up with next. Avery smelled bad, but it wasn’t a stink you could sniff with your nose.

      Jamey and Darrell had just got to be real good friends when the roof fall got him. It was a petrified tree stump, a big one. Miners was all the time finding the bottom parts of petrified trees in the roofs of their shafts because the trees grew alongside the plants that made the coal. Trees was funny looking when you seen them from the bottom side, from under the roots. And the stumps looked like they was outlined in Magic Marker because a thin coat of coal always formed around the outside of them.

      There was miners found a petrified snake in a mine up Hazard one time, said the head of it was big as a basketball and there was all these little snakes around it. Jamey hadn’t never run across no petrified snakes in the 3 years he’d been mining—just the ferns. The outlines of plants was all over the slate mine roofs, ferns and leaves, and such. And the stumps, of course. Jamey carried chalk in his pocket same as all the other miners did so he could draw a circle around them. Then the roof bolters would see and put a heavy metal strap across them to keep them from falling.

      The stump that got Darrell had been marked and strapped proper, but it come down all the same, crushed him so’s they had the satin cloth pulled all the way up to his chin at the funeral home and when JoJo tried to fold it down, Granny’d stopped her and said she didn’t need to see what was underneath of that cloth.

      Jamey had the growing feeling that what was hiding inside this piece of coal was a face—so maybe it was Darrell’s face. But Jamey didn’t think so. Only time would tell, of course, but Jamey suspected he was about to free up from this lump of coal the face of somebody he’d never met.

      The chill autumn wind clawed at the side of the shed with dry-leaf fingernails, then slid under the door and tickled Jamey’s shoelaces. But he didn’t notice. He was in that place he went to when he did his arts, that space outside the dusty shed, where he didn’t hear scratchy leaves or ValVleen’s song, didn’t smell the coal he was working on. When he come back from that place, he’d find what he’d released from the rough-edged lump of coal, but he’d have very little remembrance of the part he’d played in setting it free.
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      RUBY BENT OVER slowly, picked up the newspaper off the floor and set it back on top of the mail on the counter, face down so’s she didn’t have to look at the headline about the memorial service.

      But she hadn’t got to be an old woman without figuring out somewhere along the way that ignoring a thing didn’t make it go away. With the mine reopened, one of these days some suit-’n-tie from Black Gold Mining, the company that bought the property from Wilson Cooper, would come knocking on her door to tell her they’d found…something. All miners had nametags braded into their belts. Ruby shook her head, remembered how the other miners used to tease Ricky Dan because he couldn’t keep up with his belt, said he’d got that gold tooth just so he wouldn’t wind up under the wrong headstone someday. That hadn’t been the way of it, of course. Ruby’s mama’d passed first and when her daddy crossed over, his gold wedding band come down to Ricky Dan, him being the favorite grandson. Trouble was, that boy’d have lost his head if it wasn’t tied on his shoulders, and he was scared he’d lose that ring. Then he figured a way to keep up with it! Went into Hazard and had a dentist make it into a gold cap over the front tooth he’d chipped when he was 8 years old.

      Maybe that’s what they’d bring her, that gold tooth. Ruby shivered at the thought of it. No, that’s not why. She’d shivered because she knew they wouldn’t bring her a tooth. With an understanding she’d never spoken out loud to a living soul, Ruby was one hundred percent certain that when they come, it’d be to tell her they’d found Ricky Dan. All of him.

      Out on the front porch, Bucket began to bark. The dog was Jamey’s—followed him everywhere he went. But he must have slept through it when Jamey left this morning because he was outside the door, making such an awful racket he woke up Crawdad. The big tomcat stretched slow and lazy, then got up and wandered toward the front door to check out the ruckus, his tail stuck up in the air behind him straight and stiff as a flagpole.

      Ruby listened to the rise and fall of the old hound’s howl like it was a song. Dog music. She knew all the big, lop-eared mutt’s tunes and the high peel of this one was his “stranger warning.” Since the near-blind animal knew everybody in the hollow, whoever was out there on the road was from away from here.

      Surely, it wasn’t nobody from the mining company. They hadn’t even started to dig out the roof falls yet.

      Ruby opened the door and looked out through the screen. A lone man in jeans and a blue shirt, a skinny fellow, walking down from the top of the hollow, a poke of some sort slung over his shoulder. She couldn’t see a vehicle; he must have come down out of the woods. But he wasn’t no deer hunter, didn’t have a bow. Gun season was still 3 weeks off.

      She watched the man as he got closer. He looked out of place and right at home at the same time, like he didn’t fit a-tall and like he had leave to be here.

      She opened the screen and stepped out on the porch.

      “Shush up, Bucket.” The hound kept barking, the high, keening sound he used to make when he chased coons in the woods. “I said hush!” She reached down and gave his collar a yank. “You be quiet now, hear.”

      The dog paid her no mind, never did anymore, got more ornery every year. She hung onto his collar—in an effort to shut him up, not for fear he’d attack the man on the road. You’d have to set that old dog’s tail on fire to get Bucket off the porch. Wouldn’t do no good if he did go after the stranger. Didn’t have nary a tooth left in his whole head. But you’d never know it by the way he barked. The closer the fellow got, the more energy the dog put into announcing his presence.

      A sudden, tickling chill ran down Ruby’s spine. The way the man walked, long easy strides, smooth, almost graceful, but with his feet splayed out to the sides a mite, just short of a swagger.

      Her heart suddenly rattled in her chest like a hummingbird fluttering around in there. She kept hold of Bucket’s collar and moved around the rocking chair to the edge of the porch as if she intended to step down. She didn’t, though, just teetered on the edge of the top step staring. Then she slowly raised her free hand and called out, “Hidy!”

      The man stopped.

      She knew.

      “Well, hidy-do there…” Her soft voice began to tremble. “…Will!”
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      WILL STOOD QUIET, lost in thought, the silence of the hollow broken only by a woodpecker in the woods and the lazy bark of a coon dog on the porch of a trailer house down the road.

      It was one thing to acknowledge intellectually that everything in Aintree Hollow would be different after 20 years. It was quite another to see the changes face up, changes that shattered the mental snapshots he carried in little plastic sleeves in the back pocket of his mind.

      The ruin of the house where he’d grown up had upset him. It shouldn’t have. It was only his “home” by the strictest of definitions. He’d spent most of his growing-up years in Ma Sparrow’s house after his mother left and his father won the Black Lung lottery, or lost it. A lifetime of breathing coal dust didn’t affect some men at all; for others, it was a death sentence. And Black Lung took a long time to kill a man.

      Still, that was the house in the picture labeled home Will carried around in his head. An ordinary house in the shade of a mulberry tree, white paint flaking even then, distinguished only by a lone rose bush by the front porch and suicide swings in the backyard. Daddy’d made the swings from discarded tires he picked up at the filling station at the bottom of the hollow, suspended them on ropes from the limbs of oak trees facing each other across a 15-foot stretch of weedy grass. So if you timed it just right, and you got going real good in your swing and another kid got going real good in his—the two of you could smack together in mid-air.

      Will remembered the time he and Lloyd had…He smiled.

      The tire swings were gone now, of course. So was the house he remembered. In its place sat a battered shack with no rose bush and no front door, shattered windows and an uprooted mulberry tree dangling in to the living room through the hole its demise had cleaved in the roof.
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