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      The moment of incision that sliced through Patricia Tichner’s childhood began with the sound of the mine’s safety alarm, at 8:23 a.m. on the morning of October twenty-second. She felt its gravity before she processed what she was hearing—the deep ache in her chest, a sense of muffled panic. Something had changed, irrevocably, leaving her on the wrong side of a chasm that reached into every aspect of her life. The girl she’d been before, the girl with two parents and a lifetime to make right the ways they wronged each other, separated forever, sliding down the bloody divide into the fuzzy, gray, and unreachable world of before.

      The whistle’s deep, mournful wail clutched at her heart—a cold feeling in her belly, a splash of acid up the back of her throat. She’d only ever heard it in practice drills at the beginning and end of each school year, always accompanied by blustery pride at the archaic use of the old steam-powered thing, hubris at refusing to move into the future like everyone else. Every time, she’d tune it out and roll her eyes, then forget about it until the next time. Now she stood frozen at her bus stop, waiting for it to be over, for a mumbled voice over the PA system to assure everyone it was only a test. But the whistle never stopped, and the reassurance never came. The grip of fear in her gut eased a bit, knowing it would be the main mine, not the shaft where her father was working. She took a breath and looked at the faces around her. Of the six other kids at her stop, all but one had family in that mine, and each of them wore matching, sickly looks. Trish gripped the straps of her backpack and avoided their eyes.

      “Should we—” Pete Yonker started to say, before a concussive boom rattled the teeth in their heads. Fear threaded through each of them, binding them in immobility as the ground shook beneath their feet. Trish stared down at her knockoff Chuck Taylors, a bright green faded to yellow from two years of heavy use. The shoes were too big when she first talked her mom into buying them, but now her toes ached, pressing against the canvas, holes showing at the weakest points. She watched her laces tremble, the rumble reminding her of a train rocking across a trestle when she stood close enough to feel the blast of air as it passed, but it was different, too. This came from below, from deep beneath the earth, and pulsed through her belly and the base of her spine. A dull ache in her lower back like it was jostling her kidneys. After a few seconds it made her sick to her stomach, and she doubled over and clutched her belly, wondering if it was more of this time of the month shit. She’d only gotten her period two months before and was still reeling from the sheer discomfort of it. It didn’t take long to realize the feeling didn’t stop at her gut, but traveled up through her chest, a tickling itch through her lungs, a light buzz at her back, an ache in her fillings.

      The kids looked at each other when the shuddering faded, their eyes wide, afraid to speak. Every superstition they’d ever half-believed held their tongues—something bad had finally happened, but in those moments between breaths, they did their part to hold onto the tenuous reality in which their families were still intact. To speak, to utter doubt or give voice to the thrum of fear in their veins, would be to shatter that connection and doom the miners. Trish knew instinctively tableaux like this were happening all over town.

      Addie Sparks, the youngest of them at six years old, whimpered, and the spell was broken. Her eyes welled, her chin quivering as she stared through the misty morning, hoping for a glimpse of her daddy striding through to make it all better.

      The pneumatic shift of air brakes signaled the arrival of the bus. “Are we going to. . .” Peter began again, though nothing occurred to cut him off this time.

      Trish shook her head, backed away several steps. She fought to keep the panic in a low place where she didn’t have to look at it, where she could pretend the tide wasn’t rising, wasn’t going to sweep her under. “No way,” she said, and Peter looked at her, surprised. Trish was a rule follower, never stepped out of line. “I have to know,” she said.

      She turned her back, facing toward home, but Peter’s hand brushed her arm.

      “Maybe it’s not. . . you know. Like, maybe it’s a drill?”

      She turned at the desperation in his voice, biting down on her own. She nodded her head in the direction of the mine, where the wail of the alarm overlaid every word they said, every stuttering heartbeat. Her throat constricted, she said nothing more, but took off for home at a jog that swiftly turned into a run.

      And though she knew even then, in the tangle of her adolescent guilt, that it wasn’t her fault her father never came home, it was many, many years before she broke a rule again.

      Memories of that day were a series of crystalline clarity, fear behind glass, punctuated by gaping black holes of nothing. She didn’t remember getting home, but the image of her mother at the kitchen table, half dressed for work with curlers still on one side of her head, the phone in her hand, was engraved forever. Clara Tichner had experienced her own division: once a wife and part of a parenting team, now a single mother, though she didn’t know it yet. Neither of them knew, when Clara opened one arm to her daughter, the other hand still pressing the phone against her ear. They were still hanging tight to hope.

      Flashes of news—silence from the higher ups, unanswered phones as they put off the inevitable. Never mind the agony of not-knowing—asses must be covered, liability mitigated, blame absolved. In the absence of official word, the television stayed on, tuned to a local broadcast showing the mine entrance from several hundred yards away, the closest they’d been able to get. Trish couldn’t tell anything by looking at it—no smoke, no pile of rubble blocking the entrance. No men, either, but she kept her concentration, her focus, and her hope. The last one standing as night fell with no word of any survivors, and the fractured families that gathered together began to grieve, as though darkness stripped them of pretense. And still the alarm wailed, a backdrop to the personal hells being enacted, a fellow mourner at this impromptu wake. Yet also a harbinger of weak hope—the whistle had to be manually operated, so somewhere down there, at least one man remained at his station, sounding the alarm. He could belong to any of the waiting families, but Trish knew in her heart it was her father. It had to be—no other options were acceptable.

      Confirmation finally came, past midnight. The Honeydew Mine had collapsed and flooded, though no one knew how—it was nowhere near a body of water, and none of the surveys indicated the proximity of underground lakes. Of the eighty-six men on shift that day, only five made it out, one of them Peter’s father. Trish wondered if it was because he’d gotten on the bus, gone to school like he was supposed to, followed the rules. Was that why his family was spared?

      As sorrow erupted around her in the overcrowded kitchen, she still held to hope. When her mother descended on her, arms open, Trish dodged her, arms crossed tight over her chest. “It’s not him,” she said, her gaze hard and bright. “That was the main group, the other ones. Dad wasn’t there—he can’t have been trapped.”

      Her mother only shook her head and cried harder. By morning, she’d been proven right: the number six shaft where Dwight Tichner and Harry Smothers had been working was gone. They’d died first—an explosion rocked the number six shaft minutes before the collapse at the main mine, while water rushed to fill the tunnels and lungs of the men who couldn’t escape.

      “No further survivors,” said the somber news anchor, the same woman who’d been reporting all the day before. She, too, had done her part to hold the lifeline of hope, and Trish couldn’t blame her for giving up. But still the whistle pierced the countryside, an endless mourning. Someone was still alive in there, sounding the alarm. Maybe Dwight made it to the main mine and was trapped there, continuously signaling for help. There were only two men unaccounted for, and Trish told herself she wouldn’t give up until she saw her father’s body.

      There was no question of Harry Smothers being alive—parts of him were found hundreds of yards from the shaft entrance, enough to be certain he was beyond anyone’s help. Trish knew his daughter, Lucy. Their moms were friends, and the families sat together as information trickled in. Everyone else went home with new, gaping holes in their lives and hearts, while the Smothers and the Tichners stayed together, their purgatory unending.

      When news of Harry’s remains came in, a somber phone call from one of the men directing the madness, Trish watched Lucy, saw the severing of the other girl’s life. They stared at one another across a bottomless chasm growing wider by the second. Pity flooded Trish’s heart and tears started to her eyes, for the other girl’s pain, she told herself. She hugged her friend once, a numb embrace before Lucy’s mother took over, holding her daughter, both of them crying in silence, the pain a rock so heavy neither could draw the breath to scream. They went home soon after, leaving Trish and her mother alone, the last ones. They sat, exhausted, braced for news of more gore, more chunks and bits that signified their own loss. Yet the hope kindled in Trish by the unending whistle grew to a certainty—it had to be her father. There was no one else left.

      The Mine Safety Commission sent investigators within hours of the explosion, but no amount of looking turned up any part of Dwight Tichner outside the mine, where Harry had been found. Trish’s body thrummed, pushing back the exhaustion with adrenaline, she waited for the announcement they were going in after them. She made lists in her head, over and over, of the safety precautions they’d need to use. Of the ones her father would have taken before descending to his work—mines were dangerous, he always said, but mostly when people got complacent. She wondered if they had any safety guys as good as her dad to help search for him. She even thought of going down herself, offering the store of knowledge Dwight had given her. There was little chance they’d let her, but she wanted to do something. In the end she didn’t, afraid to break her vigil, glued to the television and the phone, drumming her feet while she waited.

      A knock came at the front door in the early evening of the second day, dusk gathering and the setting sun backlighting the man who stood there. Trish didn’t recognize him—he wasn’t from here, so he had to be one of the Mine Safety and Health Administration guys.

      “MSHA has made the decision not to go in shaft number six,” he said without preamble, his back straight, his gaze fixed somewhere between Trish and her mother. He spoke clearly and Trish understood his words, but a ringing in her ears made it hard to think. She felt fuzzy, slow, and shook her head. She didn’t hear the rest of the exchange between her mom and the man with dark, heavy eyebrows, and she didn’t hesitate to interrupt.

      “You have to,” she said, staring up at the man, willing him to meet her eyes.

      He shifted, looked down at her and frowned. “I’m sorry, young lady. The safety concerns⁠—”

      She stepped forward, all her focus on him, on holding the slender connection between them. “My dad knows safety. He’s really good at his job, and he’s down there, I know it. He’s still alive, you just need to go get him.” She worked at keeping her voice calm, the way she was supposed to. Yelling gets you nothing, Dad always said.

      The man looked back at her mother, lifting a shoulder, mouth half open. He wanted her to handle her daughter, deflect these questions, but Clara didn’t speak.

      Trish stepped closer again, outside the threshold of the house. He moved back, looking anywhere but at her.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      He hesitated. “I’m Bill Stewart,” he said finally, meeting her gaze again.

      “Okay, Mr. Stewart. You need to go back and talk to whoever you need to, whoever’s making decisions here, and tell them to go get my dad. He needs you. He might be hurt, he’s probably running out of air, so you need to make it fast. But go do it. Go tell them they have to. You don’t leave men behind,” she said, stumbling on the last bit, her father’s number one tenet.

      “Miss Tichner⁠—”

      Trish felt the slide of sand beneath her feet, time running out to convince this man to act. “The whistle,” she interrupted. “It’s still sounding. Someone has to be in there pulling the cord.” She was surprised how clearly she could picture the mechanism, the cables that when pulled, made that life- shattering noise. “No one else is left—it has to be him.”

      The man’s eyes closed briefly, his mouth twisting to one side. He cast one more agonized glance at Clara, but when there was no response, he knelt at eye level with Trish.

      “There’s. . . someone was caught in the pull cord,” he said softly, placing a tentative hand on her shoulder.

      “Who? Was it my dad?”

      He dropped his gaze. “No, honey. The body—the man—he’s tangled in it, which is why it’s still sounding. But he’s underwater. The whole place is. There’s no one left.”

      Her mind rejected the image that came to mind—of a waterlogged corpse tangled in the thick cable, face down, eyes open and sightless, hair drifting around him like seaweed. She pushed it away with a picture of her father holding tight, pulling it over and over to keep the warning going. It was something Dwight Tichner would do, and she pulled the fantasy around her and shut out the rest of the world while she waited.

      It would be days before the long, low whistle fell silent. In its absence, the silence throbbed, but for Trish, its warning carved a pathway in her brain. One that insisted, in spite of all evidence to the contrary, that her father was alive.
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      Trish held the flashlight in her mouth, pointing it at the mausoleum’s lock as she worked the inner mechanisms. The rusted metal hinges shrieked with each movement and she hunched her shoulders, keeping her eyes on her work. She’d broken into at least twenty of the damned things and never been caught. No one visited these repositories of the dead, especially in the middle of the night—most of them were long forgotten, filled with the bones and dust of unnamed ancestors or the family of prior landowners. She quashed the sense of melancholy, the resentment that surged to the surface. At least they had a grave to visit.

      The lock popped open with a wheezing crack and the heavy doors swung open too fast for her to get out of the way. They moved in tandem, making it look like some lugubrious butler stood just beyond the dark doorway, bidding her welcome to the kingdom of the dead. She fell on her ass as the nearest door smacked into her knees, the flashlight knocked loose from between her teeth. For a beat or two the light was pointed the wrong way, out to the fields beyond, and there was nothing to chase away the impression of something waiting for her. Her skin crawled in the chill breeze, her breaths coming sharp and jagged. A panic attack loomed and she scrambled for the light, pointing it into the depths with a shaking hand.

      Nothing but stone, cobwebs, and shadow. She worked to bring her heart rate back down, to grapple the anxiety before it got away from her and hijacked her limbic system.

      “The dead can’t hurt you,” she whispered to herself. Words that made logical sense but always stung. Dead things wielded immense power to hurt.

      She pushed to her feet and grabbed her gear from the ground, straightening and glancing behind her. She was almost certainly too far from the farmhouse for sound to carry. If anyone heard her brief fight with the door, they weren’t coming to investigate. She climbed the shallow steps to the crypt and stopped just outside, probing the darkness inside with her light.

      The beam revealed a tight space, the walls lined with what Trish thought of as body drawers. Six to a side, plus a small chamber to the left with a dais where a crumbling coffin sat. Spiderwebs fluttered in the breeze of her movements, catching in her peripheral vision. Her chest tightened even as she knew what caused it. She held the light over the coffin for a full minute, daring anything to move. Nothing did.

      She took a breath and closed the heavy doors behind her, leaving them propped slightly, wedged with a sizable cement block. She told herself she should be over these phobias by now, as much time as she’d spent digging through the dead, but they never seemed to ease up, and she spent each foray fighting panic. She couldn’t shake the image of the doors swinging shut behind her, being locked in perfect darkness, no one to hear her screams, no one to miss her and come looking. If she ran into trouble out here where cell phone reception was aspirational, she’d be dead.

      Leaving her gear on the side with the body drawers, Trish took a breath and penetrated to the alcove behind the dais. She kept her gaze away from the coffin as best she could—it wouldn’t be the first time she’d caught an unexpected glimpse of decay. Some of the coffins had glass tops, others had been placed with the tops removed, and still others fell victim to the ravages of time, the plain wood tops caving in on themselves, especially if there was running water in the area.

      Water was what she hoped for. It was the clearest indicator she’d found the right place, the opening she’d sought in one way or another for the last eighteen years. The Honeydew Mine remained flooded after that hellish day, occasional surveys confirming it was unstable, unusable. She suspected that last part stuck in the craw of the mining company—a tasty source of income decimated, no chance to recoup the millions eventually paid out to miners’ families. Bitterness curled her lip, but she pushed it away. She could use the anger, but not let it overtake her.

      As she edged past the sharp corner of the stone dais, she paused, listening. For a brief moment she heard the shuffling of shrouded movement, rotting cloth caught between bone and earth as something stirred. Her throat threatened to close and she fought the urge to hyperventilate beneath the mask she wore. No telling what spores or gases were hanging in the air, waiting to infiltrate her lungs. She spun the light, jabbing it from corner to corner, looking for movement.

      There was none, and once she’d calmed enough to hear again over the rush in her ears, she recognized the sound for what it was: not skeletal footsteps, but running water, close.

      Her eyes widened and a smile spread across her face. “Gotcha,” she said, pushing further into the alcove. It appeared to dead end a few feet past the stone table, but there was usually an ossuary beyond, a catacomb to drop the long dead into in order to make room for the recently departed. She bent and searched for an opening, finding it by feel.

      The opening was small, close to the ground, appearing to be carved into the hillside against which the mausoleum sat. She eyed it, gauging whether her shoulders would fit. She wasn’t claustrophobic, but the idea of getting stuck between the outer and inner worlds of the dead was not appealing.

      She knelt and ran the flashlight beam over the edges of the stone cutout. The faint sound of water grew louder, wafting from the opening, and a light breeze from within stirred the loose hair around Trish’s face, drying the sweat quickly. She wrinkled her nose against an unpleasant odor. A rotten smell, like gas or roadkill, blended with a musky undertone. Her mind went straight to the stench of stacked dead bodies, but she pushed it away. Any remains shoved back into the alcove would be too long dead to retain a smell like that. Of greater concern was the possibility of gathered gas, pockets of it trapped beneath the surface. Volatile and waiting for someone to create a spark and blow themselves to hell.

      “Like father, like daughter,” she muttered, regretting the words as soon as they left her lips. Dwight’s death was still too raw to make light of, even to herself.

      She went to her bag and dug out a handheld carbon monoxide detector, brandishing it into the opening. The readout didn’t budge, and Trish breathed easier. She tucked it into the back pocket of her ripped jeans and dug for her cell phone, pulling up the camera app before pushing the air out of her lungs and ducking into perfect blackness.

      For one heart-stopping moment at the halfway point she got wedged. Crudely carved stone pressed against both of her arms, tight enough to prevent movement in either direction. Before she could panic, she managed to shift enough to free one arm and put it out in front of her, easing the crunch until she spilled through to the other side, her mask sucking in with each erratic breath. Anxiety seized her at the idea of going back through, but she quashed it ruthlessly. If she made it once, she could do so again. She had no time for doubt.

      The scaled down catacombs set into the mountainside were in a small carve out, a room barely tall enough for Trish to stand despite her diminutive stature. She transferred the light from her mouth to her hand again and played it over the corners. There were a few crumbling sets of bones, but it was far from full. She averted her gaze from the gaping eye sockets of jawless skulls, murmuring an apology for the disturbance. After a few minutes of searching, she located another opening that must access a larger space, judging by the much louder sound of water. This was no trickling stream—it sounded like an underground river.

      “Jack-fucking pot,” she said, allowing a smile to stretch her features. “This might be the one, Dad.” She knelt to inspect the entrance, thankfully a bit wider than the one she’d just come through. Without pausing to think, she pushed herself through, unease tickling her gut when it didn’t open into a larger space—she was in a narrow tunnel. She had to crawl on her belly, taking it slow to avoid getting stuck again. Taking shallow breaths against that musky stench, stronger now the deeper she went. The ground sloped gradually downward and she pitted the hope in her heart against rising panic.

      All at once the ground crumbled beneath the heels of her hands, her heart lurching to her throat as she slid several feet down, a freefall punctuated by one long obscenity. Her scream was involuntary and had nothing to do with her inner monologue.

      —this is it I’m dead my luck finally ran out I’m gonna die down here Daddy⁠—

      Her mind stalled out as she plunged headfirst into freezing black water, submerged almost to her ribcage before the slide stopped.

      She could only have been stuck like that for a matter of seconds, but time seemed to slow in that molasses way of nightmares. The light still gripped tightly between her teeth penetrated a few feet in either direction, and she saw the flooded tunnel extended steeply downward. The sight of her own hands scrambling for purchase in dark water almost froze her in place, but she increased the urgency of her efforts and managed to pull herself back from the edge using her feet and legs to retreat the way she’d come.

      Her head above water, she grabbed the flashlight in both hands and held it tight, the jittering light creating an illusion of frantic movement. She tried to scoot further back, get the flashlight out of harm’s way. She had a nightmarish image of dropping it in the deep, dark tunnel and watching her only source of light descend slowly below.

      After several minutes of panicked struggle, Trish realized she wouldn’t be able to wriggle backward without getting stuck. She’d need to come all the way out into the flooded portion and get turned around. A part of her wanted to argue against it, to fight the necessity, but her survival instinct was strong, and she got moving. There would be plenty of time to freak out later.

      There was no good way to climb out, so she secured the flashlight to her belt loop, took a deep breath and dove headfirst into the flooded tunnel.

      The water froze her to the bone, pushing the air out of her lungs. She fought to right herself, kicking out at the tunnel walls, panicking when she couldn’t find the surface to break through. It happened fast, the fear snapping through every tightly held tenet of safety and survival, and she felt her reason sliding away, giving in to terror.

      “Stop moving, Patty-cake.”

      Though she knew it was only in her head, an echo of a voice she hadn’t heard in almost two decades, her father’s words were enough to arrest her panic attack.

      “Now, let your body find the way up.”

      Her lungs burning, she made herself be still until her natural buoyancy drifted her where she needed to go. The dim glow of the flashlight at her belt showed just enough to tell her she was pointed in the right direction, and she broke the surface a second or two later.

      She gasped in deep lungfuls of oxygen, then spun to find the tunnel leading back to the crypt. Her shivering hands found the edges of the opening and she kicked her legs to find purchase underwater. She’d nearly managed to calm down when she felt something touch her in the tunnel below.

      Cold dread brought her movements to a halt and she drifted there, arms braced on the tunnel entrance, half of her body in each world. She looked down slowly and in the flashlight’s beam saw a shadow descending far below.
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