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Prologue: The Last Song Begins  
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THE HOSPICE ROOM SMELLED of lavender disinfectant. There was a peculiar staleness that clings to places where people go to die. Marty Freeman lay propped against pillows that had been fluffed countless times. His eighty-three-year-old frame so diminished that he barely disturbed the crisp white sheets. The oxygen cannula whispered against his nostrils with each labored breath. A melancholy mechanical lullaby he'd grown accustomed to over these final weeks.

Outside the single window, October rain drummed against the glass. Each droplet catching the amber glow of the parking lot lights before sliding into darkness. The Appalachian hills beyond were invisible now. Swallowed as it where by the West Virginia night. Marty could sense them being there. The same mountains that had hemmed him in as a boy. The same peaks he'd fled from more than sixty years ago.

Nurse Candice Hicks moved through the room like a gentle ghost. Her soft-soled shoes silent on the linoleum. She was maybe forty or so with kind eyes and hands that had learned to touch the dying without flinching. There was something about her that reminded him of.... But no, that was foolish. Everything reminded him of Bobbi now.

"How's the pain tonight, Mr. Freeman?" Candice asked, checking the IV drip that delivered his morphine in measured doses. Her voice carried the faint mountain accent he recognized from his own childhood. Softened by years of speaking to the sick and scared.

"Tolerable," Marty whispered, though the word came out more breath than sound. The cancer had taken his strength His appetite. Even his voice. But it hadn't touched his memory. If anything, the past had grown sharper as the present faded. Like adjusting the focus on an old camera.

Candice reached for the bedside radio.  A small concession to comfort in the sterile room. "Mind if I find some music? Sometimes it helps folks rest easier."

Marty nodded, watching her delicate fingers work the dial. Static crackled through the speaker. Then fragments of songs bleeding in and out. A gospel station. Talk radio. A commercial for used cars. Then, cutting through the white noise like a knife through his chest. The opening notes he'd know anywhere.

"Busted flat in Baton Rouge, waiting for a train..."

Kris Kristofferson's voice filled the small room, and suddenly Marty wasn't breathing hospice air anymore. He was inhaling diesel fumes. Summer heat surrounding him. The feel of cracked vinyl beneath his legs.  Bobbi's warm shoulder pressed against his own. The song... their song... poured over him like baptismal water. It washing away six decades in an instant.

Candice noticed the change immediately. His breathing had quickened. His eyes gone wide and bright. "Mr. Freeman? Should I change the station?"

"No!" The word came out stronger than he'd spoken in days. Startling them both. His weathered hand found hers. Surprisingly firm. "Please. Leave it."

"And I'd trade all my tomorrows for a single yesterday, holding Bobbi's body close to mine..."

A tear traced down his cheek. Following the deep grooves that time and sorrow had carved there. Candice squeezed his hand gently. Waiting. She'd learned that the dying often needed to speak. Needed to unburden themselves before they can let go.

"That song," Marty said, his voice gaining strength as if the music were charging some long-dormant battery in his chest. "Everyone thinks they know what it means. Kristofferson wrote it about some girl he never really knew. But they don't know the real story. They don’t know MY story."

Candice settled into the vinyl chair beside his bed. Her shift forgotten. Something in his tone told her this was important. Maybe the most important thing he'd ever say. "Tell me."

Marty's eyes fixed on the rain-streaked window. He was seeing through it now. Past the glass. Past the parking lot. Past the years themselves. "Her name was Bobbi McKey," he began. For the first time in months, his voice carried the echo of the young man he'd once been. "We were high school sweethearts from the time we were sixteen. Everyone in Coalville, that small company town at the top of the holler expected us to get married right after graduation. Have babies. Settle into the life our parents lived."

The song played on, Kristofferson's gravelly voice weaving through the room like incense, and Marty Freeman began to remember out loud. Outside. The rain kept falling on the same mountains that had witnessed his beginning. Washing the night clean for whatever came next.

"It started in 1960," he said, his words finding their rhythm now, keeping time with the music. "We'd just graduated high school. I'd gotten my draft card. The whole country was starting to change. You could feel it in the air. Like electricity before a storm. And Bobbi... she looked at me with those eyes of hers and said, 'What if we just left, Marty? What if we went to see what the rest of the country has to offer?'"

Candice leaned forward. Understanding somehow that she was about to hear something precious. Something true. The morphine could wait. The charts could wait. This old man's story. This was what mattered now.

The rain drummed against the window like fingers on a guitar. Marty Freeman began to tell the real story of him and Bobbi McKey. A love that started in the sleepy hollers of West Virginia. Rode the winds of change through the most turbulent decade in American history.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Busted Flat in Coal Country
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The air in Coalville, West Virginia, was a permanent filter of coal dust. A fine, gritty film that settled on everything and clung to the back of your throat. It coated the peeling paint of the company houses... Identical boxes clinging precariously to the hillsides. Dulled the meager green of the summer foliage. I felt it permeate my very bones at barely eighteen. A grim inheritance from generations who'd lived and died by the rhythm of the mines.

That rhythm was the constant, low growl of coal trucks hauling their black cargo down winding roads. It was the valley's heartbeat. A thrumming vibration that rattled the cheap panes of glass in our kitchen window. Underscored the silence when my father's cough tore through the thin walls. Silas Freeman's cough, a dry, rasping sound, was my earliest memory. A soundtrack to a life slowly consumed by silicosis.

"Another one," my mother, Sarah, would sigh. Her voice tired and flat. Whenever the distant wail of an ambulance cut through the valley's quiet. It was rarely for an accident anymore. No, for a miner. Usually older. Whose lungs had finally given out. "Just... another one gone to the dust." She'd glance at me then, a silent plea in her eyes that I couldn't quite decipher. But understood nonetheless. Don't let it be you.

Our lives were etched in the company store ledger. A spiral of debt that seemed to tighten its grip with each passing year. I watched my mother balance the books with a stubby pencil. Her brow furrowed. Her dreams, I knew, having died a quiet death long ago. Much like the straggling tomato plants in our small, struggling garden were choked by the ever-present dust. Hope in Coalville was a luxury few could afford. I'd seen its light flicker out in the eyes of men decades younger than my father. Their faces prematurely etched with the weariness of the mines.

My friends, boys I'd shared scraped knees and stolen cigarettes with, had already embraced their fates. Billy Ray, who'd sat two desks in front of me since first grade, had gone straight into the shafts after graduation. I'd seen him just last week, emerging from the mine entrance like a wraith. His face a mosaic of grime and fatigue.

"Rough shift?" I'd asked, leaning against the rusty fence outside the wash house.

Billy Ray had spit a stream of dark phlegm onto the ground. "When ain't it? Just another eight hours closer to breathing dirt, I reckon." He'd managed a grim smile. His eyes, in the fleeting light, holding a resignation that chilled me to the bone. "You lucky, ain't you? Get to go to college?"

I just shook my head. "No. No college for me." I hadn't bothered to apply. The cost was unthinkable. Even if I scraped together enough, what would I study? And for what job, back here? The mine was the only sure thing. The idea of it was a lead weight in my gut.

The shadow of the draft, though not yet the gaping wound it would become, already loomed. Boys from older classes, fresh out of high school, were already being called up for 'police actions' in faraway places like Korea or for 'advisory roles' in a place called Vietnam. I knew it was only a matter of time. The funnel of my future, I realized, was narrowing. Offering only two bitter choices: the slow suffocation of the mines or the possibility of a sudden, violent death of a distant war.

The oppressive reality of Coalville weighed on everyone. I sensed it differently in Bobbi McKey. She was the valedictorian! Her name synonymous with intelligence in a town that had little practical use for it. While most of our classmates were quietly accepting their predetermined paths...  The mines, the local factory or marriage right out of high school... 

Bobbi carried herself with a restless energy that hinted at something more. A mind too sharp to be confined by the valley's narrow expectations. I often caught her gaze across the classroom. A fleeting moment where a silent understanding passed between us. A shared awareness of the trap that awaited us both.

I remembered a day in our senior English class. Mr. Henderson, a tired man counting down the days to retirement, had assigned The Great Gatsby. Most kids skimmed it. Not Bobbi, she had devoured it. After class, I had lingered, watching her pack her books.

"Think Gatsby ever saw a place like Coalville?" I'd asked, the words surprising even myself.

Bobbi had looked up, a faint smile touching her lips. "I imagine he saw plenty of places just like it, Marty. Just with more money and less dust." Her eyes, sharp and intelligent, met mine. "The cages just look different when you have a little money."

Her options, I knew, were only marginally better than my own. Teacher's college was the respectable path for a smart girl. A slow retreat into a life that mirrored her own mother's quiet resignation. Or, the golden cage. Marriage to the mine foreman's son, a boy named Jimmy, whose swagger seemed to increase with every ton of coal pulled from the ground. It was "security," as everyone in town would say. A life of predictable comfort. I couldn't shake the feeling that it would be a slow death for a spirit as bright as Bobbi's.

Graduation night arrived. The atmosphere thick and humid. The ever-present coal dust settling on everything. The high school gymnasium, usually reserved for boisterous basketball games, now sweated under the collective weight of nervous parents and restless teenagers. Paper streamers in the school colors... Faded gold and tired black... sagged from the rafters. I swore I could see a fine layer of grime on them as well. The scent of cheap hairspray and damp polyester gowns mingled with an underlying current of apprehension. Less about bright futures. More about the inevitable slide into the valley's grim reality.

I fidgeted with the tassel on my cap. The rough fabric scratching my ear. Around me, the low murmur of classmates' voices formed a depressing chorus of resignation and grim practicality.

"Heard Jimmy Donn got his notice last week," Billy Ray whispered from behind me. His voice heavy with the unwelcomed news. Billy Ray was already earmarked for the mines. His future as certain as the rising sun. "Said he's shipping out by August. Basic training at Fort Jackson."

"Least he ain't gotta worry 'bout the draft board no more," Mark, another classmate, chimed in. Mark's older brother was already in Korea. "Better to choose your fight, I guess. Than have it choose you."

I kept my gaze fixed on the makeshift stage. My jaw tight. Choose your fight. It was the local wisdom, passed down from fathers to sons. It felt hollow somehow. Just a desperate rationalization for a life of no choices at all. I saw Bobbi in the front row. Her brunette hair gleaming under the harsh fluorescent lights. Her profile sharp and composed. Even then, I wondered if she felt the same cold dread clinging to her. Despite her academic accolades.

The principal, Mr. Abernathy, a man whose face was etched with the quiet despair of decades spent trying to inspire ambition in a valley that offered none, cleared his throat. He droned through a list of awards, academic achievements, and then, the moment everyone both dreaded and expected. The casualty announcement.

"Before we proceed," he began, his voice losing its usual sternness, softening into something akin to sorrow. "We ask for a moment of silence for Private Thomas 'Tommy' Jenkins, Class of '59, who made the ultimate sacrifice for his country last week in an incident in Viet Nam."

A collective sigh, thick with unspoken fear, rippled through the rows. I felt a cold knot tighten in my stomach. Tommy Jenkins. Just last year, he'd been sitting right here. Probably dreaming of a life beyond the dust. Now he was a just name. A statistic. Another reason to dread the mailman's knock. He had just arrived in Vietnam, not yet there six months. The casualty list was already beginning to grow. A grim shadow stretching from the horizon.

When it was Bobbi's turn, she walked to the podium with a quiet confidence that seemed almost out of place. Her valedictorian speech was meticulously crafted. A boilerplate address about community and the future. But as she spoke, her eyes, sharp and intelligent, swept over the faces in the crowd. I felt as if she was speaking directly to me. There was a subtle tremor in her voice when she mentioned "the challenges that lie ahead," a fleeting pause that hinted at a deeper understanding of the narrow path laid out before us. She talked about dreams. Not in the platitudes of commencement addresses. But with a barely perceptible undercurrent of yearning, as if daring us to truly grasp what that word meant beyond the valley's confines.

After the ceremony, the gymnasium emptied slowly. A chaotic swirl of proud parents and relieved teenagers. I found myself drifting towards the side door. Desperate for a breath of the (still dusty) night air. The well-wishes from family members felt like chains. Every handshake a tether binding me further to a future I dreaded. I spotted Bobbi near the row of wilting chrysanthemums outside. Her graduation gown looking oddly formal in the oppressive humidity. Her gaze was distant. Fixed on the faint, perpetual orange glow of the mine operations. A stark stain against the bruised twilight sky.

"Hey, Bobbi," I said, my voice softer than I'd intended. We'd been dancing around each other for months now, ever since her father started his campaign to match her with the foreman's son.

She turned, her eyes meeting mine with that familiar warmth that always made my chest tighten. "Marty. We actually made it out of there." A bitter laugh escaped her lips. "Though I guess the question is whether we really made it anywhere at all."

She pulled at a loose thread on her sleeve, her expression growing troubled. "Daddy's already planning the engagement party. Says Tommy Johnson's a good match. Secure future. All that." Her voice carried a weight that made my stomach clench.

I felt that familiar surge of helpless anger. Tommy Johnson... the foreman's arrogant son who thought his family's position in the mine hierarchy made him some kind of prince. "Your father's been pushing that for months now," I said quietly. "But what do you want, Bobbi?"

She looked back at me, and for a moment, the careful distance we'd been maintaining crumbled. "You know what I want, Marty. Same thing I've always wanted. Same thing we used to talk about before everything got so complicated."
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