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PROLOGUE





  THEY WERE IN a car going over Buffalo Mountain, but the man driving was not Clay’s father. The man was hunched over the steering wheel, peering out the frosted window with hard, gray eyes. The muscle in his jaw never relaxed, and he seemed to have an extra, square-shaped bone on the side of his face.




  “No way we’ll make it without getting killed,” the man said. His lips were thin and white.




  “We ain’t got no choice but to try now,” Clay’s mother, Anneth, said. “We can’t pull over and just set on the side of the road until it thaws.”




  Clay listened to the tires crunching through the snow and ice as they moved slowly on the winding road. It sounded as if they were driving on a highway made of broken glass. On one side of the road there rose a wall of cliffs, and on the other side was a wooden guardrail. It looked like the world dropped off after that.




  They met a sharp curve and the steering wheel spun around in the man’s hands. His elbows went high into the air as he tried to straighten the car. The two women in the back cried out “Oh Lord!” in unison as one was thrown atop the other to one side of the car. Anneth pressed her slender fingers deep into Clay’s arms, and he wanted to scream, but then the car was righted on course. The man looked at Anneth as if it were her fault.




  The women in the back had been carrying on all the way up the mountain, and now they laughed wildly at themselves for being scared. They acted like going over the crooked, ice-covered highway was the best time they had had in ages, and the man kept telling them to shut up. It seemed they lit one cigarette after another, so many that Clay couldn’t tell if the mist swirling around in the cab of the car was from their smoking or their breathing.




  The heater in the little car didn’t work, and when one of the women hollered to the man to give it another try, the vents rattled and coughed, pushing out a chilling breeze. Clay could see his own breath clenching out silver in front of him until it made a white fist on the windshield. The man wiped the glass off every few minutes, and when he did, he let out a line of cusswords, all close and connected like a string of paper dolls.




  Anneth exhaled loudly and said, “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t cuss and go on like that in front of this child.”




  “Well, God almighty,” the driver said. “I ain’t never been in such a mess before in my life.”




  Clay knew that his mother was getting mad because a curl of her hair had suddenly fallen down between her eyes. She pushed it away roughly, but it fell back again.




  “They ain’t no use taking the Lord’s name in vain. I never could stand to hear that word,” she said. She patted Clay’s hands and focused on the icy highway. “Sides, you ought to be praying instead of handling bad language.”




  “Yeah, you’re a real saint, ain’t you, Anneth Sizemore?” the man said, and a laugh seemed to catch in the back of his throat. He pulled his shoulders up in a way that signaled he was ready to stop talking. Clay watched him hold tightly to the steering wheel and look out at the road without blinking. He knew this man somehow, but couldn’t figure how exactly, and he didn’t feel right with him. He wished that his father had been driving them. He reconsidered and simply wished he could put a face to the word daddy. He was only four, but he had already noticed that most of his cousins had fathers, while his was never even spoken of. He wondered if his father would smell so strongly of aftershave, like this man, and have a box-bone in his cheek that tightened every few minutes. He started to ask his mother about this but didn’t. He had so many questions. Today alone, he couldn’t understand what all had gone on.




  Clay looked out at the snow and wondered if the world had stopped. Maybe it had frozen, grown silver like the creek water around the edges of rocks. They had not met one car all the way over the mountain, and the few houses they passed looked empty. No tracks on the porches, no movement at the windows. Thin little breaths of black smoke slithered out of chimneys, as if the people had left the fires behind.




  The windows frosted over again, and Anneth took the heel of her gloved hand and wiped off the passenger window so they could look out. The pines lining the road were bent low and pitiful, full of clotted ice and winking snow. Some of the trees had broken in two. Their limbs stuck out of the packed snow like jagged bones with damp, yellow ends bright against the whiteness. There was not so much sunshine as daylight, but the snow and ice twinkled anyway. The cliffs had frozen into huge boulders of ice where water had trickled down to make icicles.




  “Look,” Anneth said, “them icicles look like the faces of people we know.”




  She whispered into Clay’s ear and pointed out daggers of ice. The one with the big belly looked like Gabe. One column of ice looked like a woman with wigged-up hair, just like his aunt Easter. There was even one that favored the president, who was on television all of the time. Clay put his hands inside hers. The blue leather gloves she had on were cold to his bare hands. He didn’t move, though, and hoped the warmth of her fingers would seep down into his own.




  “I need to get this baby some mitts,” Anneth said, to no one in particular. The women were singing, and the driver was ignoring every one of them. “His little hands is plumb frostbit.”




  She undid the knot at her neck and slid the scarf around her collar with one quick jerk. The scarf was white, with fringes on each end. She shook out her hair and picked at it with one hand. The car was filled with the smell of strawberries. She always washed her hair in strawberry shampoo, except on Fridays, when she washed it with beer. She took his hands and lay the scarf out across her lap, then wound the scarf round and round his hands, like a bandage.




  “I’m awful ashamed to have on gloves and my baby not,” she said as she worked with the scarf. “There,” she said. There was a fat white ball in Clay’s lap where his arms should have met.




  One of the women in the back put her chin on the top of the front seat. “I hain’t never seen a vehicle that didn’t have a heater or a radio. This beats it all to hell.”




  The man shot her a hateful look in the rearview mirror.




  She fell back against her seat and began to sing “Me and Bobby McGee.” The other woman joined in and they swayed back and forth with their arms wrapped around each other’s necks. Their backs smoothed across the leather seat in rhythm with the windshield wipers. They snapped their fingers and cackled out between verses.




  “Help us sing, Anneth!” one of them cried out. “I know you like Janis Joplin.”




  Anneth ignored them, but she hummed the song quietly to Clay, patting his arm to keep in tune.




  The man said that he would never make it off the downhill side of the mountain without wrecking and killing them. There was more arguing over the fact that they couldn’t pull over. They would surely freeze to death sitting on the side of the road. They were on top of the mountain now, far past the row of houses. There was nothing here but black trees and gray cliffs and mountains that stretched out below them. Everybody started talking at once, and it reminded Clay of the way the church house sounded just before the meeting started.




  Clay looked over his mother’s shoulder at the women. One of the women was looking at herself in a silver compact and patting the curls that fell down on either side of her face. She snapped the compact shut with a loud click and looked up at him happily.




  “Don’t worry, Clay,” she said. “We’ll make it off this mountain.” He could see lipstick smudged across her straight white teeth.




  The other woman stared blankly into space, and it took her a long moment to realize that Clay was studying her. She was beautiful, much younger than his mother, but as Clay looked at her, she aged before his eyes. Her face grew solid and tough, her skin like a persimmon. Her eyes looked made of water, her nose lengthened and thinned, and her mouth pinched together tightly. He caught a glimpse of what would never become of her, because she was killed that day, alongside his mother and the man driving the car.




  The man’s voice was suddenly harsh. “Well, I was good enough to take you over there, now dammit. I need to pull off and calm down some,” he said loudly. “My nerves is shot all to hell.”




  “I’ll never ask you to do nothing else for me, then,” she said with disgust. “I ain’t worried about myself—I have to get this baby home.”




  “Hellfire, I’d rather be home, too, but this road is a sight,” he said. “You ought not got that child out in this. I’m pulling over, and that’s all there is to it.”




  “Go on, then,” Anneth shouted in a deep voice. She turned toward the window and didn’t speak to him again.




  “Let’s just set here a few minutes and figure something out,” the driver said.




  The shoulder widened out and they could see the mountains spread out below. The white guardrail was wound about by dead vines that showed in brown places through the thick snow. The mountains looked like smudges of paint, rolling back to the horizon until they faded into one another in a misted-over heap.




  Anneth wiped the icy window off once more and said, “Look how peaceful. Look at them mountains, how purple and still.”




  Clay knew that the mountains looked purple under that big, moving sky, but they didn’t look still at all to him. They seemed to be breathing—rising so slowly, so carefully, that no one noticed but him. He watched them, concentrating the way he did when he was convinced a shadow had moved across his bedroom wall. It seemed to Clay that they rose and fell with a single pulse, as if the whole mountain chain was connected.




  Everyone had grown silent looking out at the hills, and later this struck Clay as strange. They were all accustomed to seeing hills laid out before them, but there was something about this day, something about how silently the mountains lay beneath the snow.




  It was so quiet that Clay was certain that the end of the world had come. Everybody on earth had been sucked up into the sky in the twinkling of an eye. He was used to hearing people talk about the End and the Twinkling of an Eye; his Aunt Easter constantly spoke of such things. She looked forward to the day when Jesus would part the clouds and come after His children. “Rapture,” she called it, and the word was always whispered. Easter said if you weren’t saved, you’d be left behind.




  He pressed against his mother and felt the warmth of her body spread out across his back. She ran her fingers through his hair and began to hum softly again. He could feel the purr of her lungs against his face. It was the same song the women had been singing. Clay knew it by heart. He’d watched his mother iron or wash dishes while she listened to that song. Sometimes she would snatch him up and dance around the room with him while the song was on the record player. She had sung every word then, singing especially loud when it got to the part about the Kentucky coal mines. The vibration in her chest was as comforting as rain on a tin roof, and he fought his sleep so that he could feel it. She must have thought he was asleep, too, because finally she took her hand from his head and stopped humming.




  She pressed her face to the window, leaning her forehead against the cold glass. “I ain’t never seen it so quiet on this mountain,” she said.




  That was the last thing Clay was aware of, but afterward, he sometimes dreamed of blood on the snow, blood so thick that it ran slow like syrup and lay in stripes across the whiteness, as if someone had dashed out a bucket of paint.




  
PART ONE


  


  A CRAZY QUILT





  
1




  CLAY SLID HIS blackened coveralls down his legs, jerked them off, and tossed the hard clump of clothing into the back of the truck. Coal dust twinkled on the metal of the truck bed. He put his work boots back on and pulled off his T-shirt, sailing it through the window and onto the floorboard. Already his chest was glistening with the sweat of July sun.




  It was hot and white, and all up the hillsides, tangled trumpet vines wilted and thirsted. The blacktop of the parking lot glistened, so soft that it threatened to seep down the hillside. There was only the hint of a breeze and it felt as forced and tired as the heavy-footed men who made their way out of the coal mine.




  The men laughed and loudly called out their good-byes. They climbed into their trucks, ground gears, and set out for home. They told Clay not to get too drunk this weekend, not to get into any fights when he went out honky-tonking. They loved it that every Monday he told them big tales about barroom brawls and drunken women while the men leaned against the black walls of the earth and took their lunch. They all liked Clay. They called him Baby-boy, since he was the youngest man on the crew.




  They talked with cigarettes bobbing up and down in their mouths, feeling deep in their pockets for their keys. As Clay got into his truck, they all hollered out in singsong voices: “Bye-bye, now Baby-boy. Be good this weekend.”




  Clay wheeled his truck carefully down the steep incline of road that led to U.S. 25. Once off the company road and onto the highway, he shifted gears and laid rubber on the road, his tires issuing little barks. He passed two of the men who had gotten out before him. He laughed into his rearview mirror at the miners behind him, who gave him the finger and smiled with their teeth blazing white against their coal-dusted faces. He liked the way the ball of the gearshift felt, all cool and shiny, covered up in his fist. His big, rough hands slid over the steering wheel with ease as he sped down the road, shifting gears and pushing the gas all the way to the floor. He loved the rough purr of the engine and the smooth sound of tires humming sweetly on hot pavement. With one deliberate motion he clicked a cassette into his player, and Steve Earle started singing “I Ain’t Ever Satisfied.”




  The road was long and curvy, making its way around jutting mountainsides where sandy cliffs dripped sulphur and parched gullies lay where creeks usually spilled down. Close to the company land, it was heavily wooded with straight white pines and scaly-barked hickories. As Clay passed houses, he could see into the yards, where husbands and wives worked side by side in the dusty gardens, hoeing out the weeds that seemed to grow even more rampant in the heat. Boys leaned into the mouths of their vehicles, grease smeared up their arms and across their faces, their tools lying silver and shining at their feet. Young wives swept the porch or sat in porch chairs breaking beans. At the Pentecostal church, the pastor was standing back to read the message he had just put on the large sign sitting on cinder blocks in the parking lot. It changed every Friday, and Clay loved to see what it would say each week. Today the sign read: MAN IS BORN TO TROUBLE, SURE AS THE SPARKS FLY UPWARD.




  “Amen to that,” Clay said aloud. The preacher always knew exactly what to say, as if he predicted Clay’s moods and put the scriptures there just for him.




  Clay maneuvered the truck around the curves while his fingers tapped on the steering wheel. He sang along without missing a word and felt around on the seat until he found his cigarettes. The Zippo fired, and the scent of new smoke and lighter fluid came to him, filling his lungs with the sensation of something that would cleanse him.




  On one side of the road, the shoulder dropped off to a kudzu-covered slope that slid down to the river. In some places the river was so shallow that he could make out the small slate rocks lining its bed. The houses all sat on the other side of the water, with swinging bridges leading out to the shoulder of the road, where the people parked their cars. In one of the shoals, a mother in a denim skirt and faded blouse held the hand of her little daughter. They walked in the river, passing under blue shadows of sandbar willows. Their feet looked pink when they brought them out of the water to take a step. When the woman let go of the child’s hand, the little girl fell heavily into the water. The woman laughed, bending over to look the child in the eye, and they began to splash each other. There was always something to remind Clay of his own mother.




  The valley widened out somewhat and small businesses began to come into sight. He passed a green highway sign that read BLACK BANKS just before he came up the last little hill and stopped at the red light where the highway became Main Street. There was a family-owned grocery store here, but a huge billboard on the mountain behind it told everyone to shop at the new supermarket in the shopping center. A new factory was out on the bypass now, and they were already building another lane on the highway that took travelers up to the Daniel Boone Parkway. A federal courthouse stood just up the street, and on the outskirts of town, rows of stores jutted from both sides of the Wal-Mart.




  At the other edge of town, he sped up again and let the wind rush in to wash around the cab of the truck. The road grew wild again, following the path of the winding river beside it. His house sat between the road and the river, two stories, with the bottom half full of his landlord’s storage. Clay sprinted up the wooden staircase and made his way across the high porch. Between the porch railings and the floor, ivy grew through the lattice like living cross-stitch.




  He had rented the house when he was eighteen. On his eighteenth birthday, he had gone to the Altamont Mining offices and was hired on the spot. All his life, every boy he knew wanted to escape having to go down in the mines, but Clay thought it the most noble profession any man could have. As soon as he left the foreman’s office, he had gone down into Black Banks and rented the house by the river. He had announced it over supper that evening, and Easter had cried until her eyes were red and swollen.




  “Why in the world would you want to leave here? Why spend all that money on rent, and you just starting out in life? Don’t make no sense. Is it one of us you running from?” she asked.




  “I’m not running from nobody,” he said. “I just want to see some more of the world.”




  Gabe laughed heartily, slapping the table. “I got news for you, buddy,” he piped in. “Living on the other side of that little town ain’t seeing nothing.”




  “That ain’t what I mean.” Clay wanted to see what it would be like to be on his own, but he also felt like there were too many ghosts there. Still, he couldn’t have told them this. His family was one that didn’t leave one another. They did everything together, warm in the knowledge that kin was nearby. Gabe and Easter were both torn all to pieces, and he was only moving ten miles away.




  “A family should live right together,” Easter said. She was being unusually hard-shelled about this, as she had always encouraged him to think for himself. “It ain’t right.”




  “What if I was moving plumb across the country, or going into the service?”




  “Army’s different,” Gabe told him. “Your people know you off doing for your country.”




  “Well, I need to do this. It’s just for a little while.”




  Clay’s house was so close to the water’s edge that when the river rose in spring, the stilts under the porch stood right in the water. He liked the splash of the river and the night things that gathered there: katydids and crickets, frogs and cicadas. At night the smell of the river overtook his house. It smelled of everything it had passed on its way to him. It smelled of homes with families in them; of girls that sat in stiff chairs, painting their toenails and dreaming of far-off places; of boys who skipped rocks on the river’s surface to break up moonlight. The river at night carried the scent of untamed mountains and long, cool fields where dew settled first and sunlight hit last in the mornings.




  Clay pulled off his muddy boots and placed them beside the mat. On the porch, he slipped down his jeans and stood in his underwear a minute, stretching with bones popping. The air was momentarily cool against his bare skin. He ran his hand over his tight chest and felt the grit of coal dust on his palm.




  He grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and stepped into the shower, using the hottest water he could stand. He let the water sting the top of his head while he drank the beer down. He crushed the can with one hand and sat it on the edge of the tub, then watched coal dust gather and disappear down the silver drain. He washed slowly, feeling the hot water open up his skin. He closed his eyes and let the water pound his face, tap at his eyelids. It was his birthday, and that always set him to thinking far too much.




  EASTER RAN THE can opener around the top of the salmon can, drained it in a steady stream down the sink, cracked an egg, splashed it out across the fish, crushed up crackers in her pink hands, and cut up a whole onion, all in a matter of seconds. She mashed it all together with her hands, smoothing it and moving it around until she had a round patty that sizzled and popped when she slid it into the skillet full of hot grease. Steam rose as she took the lid off the potatoes. She moved the spatula under them fast, flipped them over, and replaced the lid.




  Easter did everything quickly. She moved her arms fast and forcibly. When she wiped off a counter, she pushed down on the rag with her full strength.




  She had devoted all of her time to her home since she finally quit her job at the school lunchroom last year. Sometimes, Easter walked slowly from room to room in her house, admiring what all she had. She ran her hands over the furniture, stroked a photograph, folded her arms and studied her home. Her granny used to say, “We’ve always been poor as Job’s turkey and most likely always will be.” Easter was amazed at how well they had all done for themselves.




  Easter didn’t like to leave her house, even to go into town. On Saturday night, she and El went to Black Banks to shop and always stopped at the Root Beer Stand for a foot-long and a peanut butter milkshake. Besides that, she hardly went anywhere but church. Easter was the lead singer there, and her voice was known throughout the county. People drove from all over to gather at the Free Creek Pentecostal Church on Saturday nights, when they had all-night singings. On Sunday nights, sinners that lived near the church sat out on their porches in the evening just so they could hear her voice float down the valley to them.




  She had gotten up at daylight this morning and cooked El a big breakfast before he left for the road again. He was a truck driver for Appalachian Freight, gone for five-day stretches. As soon as he had lit out, she had lit into the house, cleaning it even though it didn’t need it. Then she started in on Clay’s favorite meal for his birthday.




  Sometimes Easter looked at Clay and felt like lying down on her bed and crying her eyes out. He was just like his mother, up and down. Some of that was not good, in Easter’s eyes. Anneth had been wild, maybe the wildest woman in Crow County, Kentucky. Easter could remember how people went on about Anneth, how she would sometimes come in at three or four o’clock in the morning, smelling of liquor, a cigarette always ruining her pretty hand.




  Even when they were teenagers, still living at home with their granny, Easter would sometimes be awakened by the rumblings of cars pulling down into the holler. Anneth would stumble out of the car, singing a Brenda Lee song at the top of her lungs, and then stop halfway across the yard as the car made its way back out of Free Creek.




  She’d yell, “Easter! Get up! Come out here and look at the moon. Ever-damn-body get up and look!”




  Easter ran out to her, clad in her long flannel nightgown. Anneth pulled her up into her arms, holding her so tight that Easter feared she’d break her bones. She grabbed Easter’s chin roughly and directed her face skyward. She whispered with sweet whiskey breath: “Look at it, Easter. I love a little slice of a moon, don’t you? They way better than a full one.”




  “Let’s go in, Anneth. You’ve woke the whole holler up.”




  Anneth laughed. “We ought to stay out here all night and study that,” she said, staring at the sliver of moon. “That’s church to me.”




  Anneth just liked to have a big time all of the time. Easter had always been the good girl, but she had never been jealous of Anneth. She had never gotten distraught when all the pretty boys went after her sister, never mad when Anneth refused to go to church.




  Anneth used to beg her to have more fun, but Easter would say things like, “Just watching you is enough for me.”




  Anneth would fall back, her dress cool and thin against her milky thighs. “Easter, I don’t want you to die and go to Heaven without having a little fun. The Lord forgives all things, honey. Live, sister!”




  Easter had lived out her own sin through her sister, because God knows Anneth did enough of it for the both of them. She often asked herself how she could have been a Christian and condoned such actions. She loved it when Anneth threw back her head in laughter, letting all of her teeth show, her eyes clamped shut, hand pounding her red knees.




  It didn’t shock Easter when they came and told her that Anneth was dead. She was the only one Anneth never could surprise, despite how different they were. She had known that Anneth would not die naturally—somebody had to take a life like that. A person so full of life couldn’t just up and die; a life like that had to be taken by force.




  Anneth came to Easter sometimes, but Easter had told no one of this. One would think a spirit would come in quiet and solemn, but Anneth was the same in death as she had been in life. She came to Easter laughing, leaned up against a wall with her arms crossed and her bangs hanging down in her eyes. A lusty, ancient laugh, an open-book smile. She studied Easter, and her eyes grew misty with tears.




  The first time Anneth came to her, not long after her death, she did speak. Easter was praying in the living room, something she did when the notion struck her. In the middle of her prayer, she sensed someone was standing behind her. When she turned, there was Anneth, smiling. Anneth said, “Live, girl.”




  Easter jumped up and ran toward her, knowing that she could not touch her, knowing that Anneth wasn’t even real but was something that she was meant to see. Anneth said it again and Easter felt herself growing angry.




  She yelled out, “This is the way I like my life, Anneth!” She closed her eyes, asking the Lord to take this image from her eyes. “This is too much. I don’t have the strength for it. Take her.”




  Easter had seen spirits and known things since she was a little child. The Bible spoke against fortune-telling, but she could not deny what she saw in her dreams, what she sometimes witnessed right in her own house. She had lived with the spirits alone, telling no one of their company. When she was a child, they would come walking toward her in the corn. She caught glimpses of them dancing in the treetops. She had been forewarned of floods, deaths, births, and had never told anyone outright. Still, little hints proved to people that she had the sight, and they all respected her for it without mentioning it to her face.




  Easter had been expecting Anneth lately. She hadn’t come in a while, and Easter thought that it was about time.




  • • •




  AS CLAY SPED down the crooked highway toward Free Creek, it was like he was driving back in time. If there had been mile markers on the side of the road, they would have clicked off the years instead of the miles: 1994 … 1982 … 1974. He slowed, turned right, and pulled down into Free Creek. He sang along with Dwight Yoakam and tried not to pay attention to the homesickness swirling around in his belly. He smashed out his cigarette in the full ashtray and sprayed a little cologne onto his neck so that Easter wouldn’t be able to smell the tobacco. The truck bucked like a wild horse as it bounced across the old bridge set up on the huge boulders that lined the creek.




  Free Creek was a narrow holler, really nothing more than an etched, packed-dirt road with a shallow white-water creek on one side and a row of houses on the other. On each side rose a great mountain, so steep and tall that when someone stood in the middle of the holler, they couldn’t see to the top of either one. There were only about fifteen houses up there, and everybody knew everybody else. When Clay was little, newscasters boasted that the War on Poverty was being waged in those very mountains, but if the government had fought any battles close to Free Creek, no one in the holler heard the guns.




  Clay drove slowly down the holler, silent in summer heat, and looked on Free Creek like it was a picture. When he thought about Free Creek, he always thought of long, cool evenings when you could hear the silver sound of men playing horseshoes and the redundant bounce of the boys playing basketball down on the road. The women hung out clothes, swatted children on the hind end, canned kraut in the shade. People worked in their gardens until dusk, played rummy on the porch, shouted out that supper was ready. The men worked all day and often came in drunk. The women sometimes threw their husband’s clothes into the yard. There might be a fistfight or the firing of a pistol into the mountainside.




  Nobody was out this evening, though. Clay cruised by the houses sitting close to the road, which were sealed up tight against the summer evening. It was supper time, and nobody was outside. Far up on the mountain, two trailers sat side by side with all the windows open and box fans in their open doorways. That was how every house had survived when Clay was little, but now almost everybody had an air conditioner.




  He pulled into Easter’s short driveway, which was actually two sandy ditches amid the sparse grass. The house was built on the last little slope of the mountain, so that in a hard rain all the gravel washed out to the road. He sat in his truck for a long moment, studying the little house.




  WMTG was blasting out of the radio sitting above the sink when he went in the back door. The Mosley Family was singing “Meeting in the Air” and Easter was singing along as loud as she could, patting her foot, and washing dishes. It was a fast gospel song, and she moved her hips around to the beat. He watched her, then surveyed the kitchen. The stove was crowded with steaming cookers and skillets.




  He couldn’t come to this house without remembering his mother’s wake and funeral. There had been plenty of food then, too. Hams had been carved, potato salad and fried corn had been dipped out. There had been chicken dumplings and baked beans that were served warm, pork chops and fried chicken that were eaten cold and greasy, coconut cakes fit for a baby shower, and pies made from apple preserves usually saved for Christmas. All of those smells had not overtaken that of the casket in Easter’s living room. It had been bought at the funeral home, made from fresh cedar. The smell had settled on people’s clothes and crept into their mouths.




  One woman had said that it was a shame Anneth had died in the winter, instead of summer, when so many good things could have been prepared right out of the garden. One of his mother’s cousins had told how Anneth liked to walk out into the garden and pluck a tomato right from the vine. “She’d eat it while it was still warm from the sun, see,” the woman had said. “She’d let the juice run right down her chin.”




  Clay stood now in Easter’s kitchen and looked into the living room. He could almost see all of the people who had crowded in there that night. They had sat up all night with the body. When it was very late, the women had busied themselves with putting up the food. Outside, the men had stood around a rusted drum barrel—alive with a fire that sent up columns of sparks—and covertly passed around a pint of bourbon.




  He had asked Easter to carry him to the casket so he could kiss his mother before going to bed. When she pulled back the net and bent over the casket, his mother’s face had been shrouded in lavender shadows that made her high cheekbones more prominent, her stillness more noticeable. She had always been in motion, even while she slept. He had looked at her a long time, knowing that she was dead. He had known.




  Easter had leaned over so he might reach her, and Clay kissed his mother on the cheek. Her skin had been so cold, like a piece of stone taken from a cliffside. When he had finally pulled away, he had buried his face in Easter’s neck, sure that his lips were blue.




  “Lord God,” he said, announcing himself. “You’ve cooked enough for an army.”




  Easter looked over her shoulder and smiled, then lowered the volume on the radio. “It’s bout time you got up here. Only way I can get you up here anymore is to cook you a big supper.” She rinsed the last dish and wiped her hands.




  “I been working double shifts and laying round the house. Been too hot to do much.” Clay watched her move around the kitchen as she loaded a plate full of food. The long hair she had worn in a bun during his childhood was gone. Even though she was a Pentecostal, Easter decided long ago that her hair wasn’t going to get her into Heaven, so she went and got a shoulder-length permanent. She was still a pretty woman with big-boned hands and dark eyes. Clay hadn’t seen her in a pair of pants or shorts his whole life.




  “Cake stayed with me three nights this week,” Clay said. “Can’t do much when he’s up the house. I called you bout ever night, though.”




  Easter laughed. “I know you got your own life. What’s Cake doing staying up your house? Him and Harold into it again?”




  “Why yeah. Them two stay into it.”




  “I guess you still laying at that club, too,” she said. “Partying and carrying on.”




  “Ah, not as much as I used to,” he said, and shoved his hands deep into his pockets, fiddling with his change.




  “Well, good,” she said. “I hope that’s the truth.”




  Easter ripped off a piece of foil and covered a plate of food, then handed it out to Clay. He knew it was for his uncle.




  “Here, take this to Gabe. He’s got a big crew over there gambling, so I know he won’t come eat with us. Tell Dreama to come on before it gets cold.”




  Clay opened the back door to his uncle’s double-wide, and the cold indoor air rushed out. Gabe sat at the table with two men, a bottle of Jim Beam and the deck of cards between them. The air conditioner sat in the dining room window, ruffling the short hair of the men, and Don Williams sang softly from the stereo. Gabe shuffled the deck of cards several times before Clay crossed the kitchen and set down his plate.




  “Hidy, stranger. I’ve bout forgot what you looked like,” Gabe said.




  “I was here a week ago.”




  “Too long,” Gabe said. “But it’s been bout too hot to get out.”




  “That’s the damn truth,” one of the men offered. The other one said, “You’re exactly right.”




  “Boys, if I’d knowed you all was over here, I’d brought you all a plate, too,” Clay lied.




  “Hell, Clay, we fixing to get drunk. Have too much food in your belly and it’ll eat your liquor up. You going out tonight?”




  “Naw, we’ll probably go up the Hilltop tomorrow night, though.”




  Gabe dealt the cards, and the men stared at their hands. There was a long silence before Gabe said, “Your birthday today, ain’t it?”




  “That’s right.”




  “Look there,” Gabe said, and nodded to the edge of the table, where a small leather holster lay.




  Clay picked it up and reached in to find a little pistol.




  Gabe grinned. “Happy birthday, then.”




  Clay ran his fingers down the warm handle, stroking the cold silver of the barrel. Even if he didn’t set much store by hunting, he loved guns. He loved their cool solidity in his hand. “I been dead for a pearl-handled pistol,” he said. “It’s a twenty-two, hain’t it?”




  “Yeah. Snub-nose. That was your granddaddy’s. I took it to the gun shop and had that new handle put on it, though. Don’t go packing it in no honky-tonk just cause it’s little. Little gun like that’ll get a man kilt.”




  The men laughed drunkenly.




  Gabe wanted to get back to his card game. “Go on, now, buddy.”




  Clay held the gun on his palm for a long time. He turned it over and over again without saying a word.




  “Where’s Dreama at?” Clay asked.




  “Back in that bedroom, only place she ever is.” Gabe didn’t take his eyes from his cards. “Might as well not even live with me, cause she sure as hell ain’t no company, always locked up in that room.”




  The double-wide was the kind of clean that only a bachelor and his eighteen-year-old daughter could achieve: it appeared to be clean only because things had been pushed behind other things. A new, obese sectional couch sat in a U in the living room, a tall Pioneer stereo system had several dozen loose cassette tapes stacked haphazardly inside the glass, a gun rack on the paneled wall held the rifles and shotguns. On the walls were pictures of Dreama and Clay in various states of growing up, blown-up snapshots of Anneth that they had had made after her death. A framed picture of Gabe and Dreama with OLAN MILLS stamped in silver in the corner. There were no photographs of Dreama’s mother in the house; she had left when Dreama was just a few months old, and Gabe wouldn’t even speak of her. There were a few pictures from Home Interiors that Lolie, Gabe’s girlfriend, had put on the walls to make the place look more homey.




  Clay could remember so many nights spent here, so many nights when he had been awakened by men singing Loretta Lynn songs, stumbling up to the back door to buy a pint of whiskey or a half case of Blue Ribbon. Easter had raised him, but he had lived at Gabe’s. Sometimes Gabe would tell the men to hush, that he had children in the house. Other times Gabe would invite them on in and they would play poker and get drunk. Gabe loved to drink, and he loved to have a big crowd around all the time. When he had a party, people came from everywhere to attend.




  Several times Easter had burst in to grab up Clay and Dreama, her voice thunder when she shouted that Gabe was going to kill himself drinking and drive everyone else crazy in the meantime. But when Easter was gone to tent meetings or revivals—where people hardly ever brought children—he and Dreama were allowed to stay right in the party crowd. Clay sat in Gabe’s lap while they played quarter bounce or five-card draw.




  The women sat on the couches and smoked long cigarettes, playing 45s on the stereo. They would all sing together on songs like “Harper Valley P.T.A.” and “Love Is a Rose” in wild, laughing choruses with their bottles held high. They danced by themselves to anything by Bob Seger, but called the men in to twirl them around when Tom Jones sang “Say You’ll Stay until Tomorrow.” It was like that—scratchy records, smoke-filled rooms, cussing men, the bing of a quarter being bounced off the table and into a shot glass.




  Usually Clay and Dreama tired of watching the party and sat outside long into the night. They waded in the black water of the creek until Lolie came out to call them back. Sometimes the people who came brought their own children, and they all played hide-and-seek or Star Wars in the blue-dark yard. They sneaked cigarettes from unwatched packs and smoked on the creek bank. Dreama would put on talent shows, and she always won by applause when she put on a blond wig left behind by her mother and danced across the porch, pantomiming Dolly Parton singing “Old Flames (Can’t Hold a Candle to You).” They would catch the lightning bugs that came up out of the laurels lining the creek and then put them into mason jars or wear them as glow rings on their fingers. Clay and Dreama climbed trees or lay back on damp grass, talking about how they would be when they grew up.




  All of the people would stay all night, and on Sunday mornings Clay would awake to find sleeping bodies strewed throughout the house—two or three on the couch, more on mattresses Gabe had dragged out of the closet, people lying right in the hallway.




  Clay walked down the hallway toward Dreama’s room. He paused at the closed door of his old bedroom, even going so far as to put his hand on the cold knob. He knew it was just an empty room now, occupied by nothing more than a bed with no headboard. The bed was kept in there so people who stayed and partied would have a soft place to fall. It wasn’t his room anymore.




  He went to Dreama’s bedroom door and opened it without knocking. She sat on the edge of her bed, painting her fingernails in slow, careful strokes.




  “Clay!” she squalled, and ran to him. “I’m glad you finally here. You might as well live in Lexington as over in Black Banks—I feel like you a hundred miles away.”




  She hugged him around the neck, holding her hands out in the air behind his head to keep the polish out of his hair.




  “What’ve you been up to?”




  “Nothing much. Going out with Darry, cleaning up after Daddy and all them drunks that lay here practically every night of the week nowadays. I run some of them off the other night. I swear, them men are scared to death of me, and I can’t understand it. They’d stare down death if somebody was holding a pistol between their eyes, but when I come running down the hallway and tell them they’re too loud, they scatter.”




  He laughed. “Come on,” he said. “Easter’s got supper ready.”




  “D’you bring Daddy something to eat?” she asked.




  “Yeah, come on before it gets cold.”




  Across the yard, Dreama hung on to his arm and talked about how she hated working at Hardee’s and how she couldn’t stand the thought of school starting back, since she had graduated last May. She couldn’t find a thing worth reading and hadn’t been to the movies in ages. Dreama had long, black hair that slapped her back when she jerked her head around and blue eyes so bright that you could see them coming down a dark road. The annual Heritage Festival had held a look-alike contest last autumn, and Dreama had won for borrowing some girl’s prom hoopskirt and looking just like Vivien Leigh.




  “And Clay,” she said, catching his arm before he could go in the back door. “They’s something I’ve got to talk to you about.”




  “What is it?”




  “Just don’t set and jaw with Easter all day and don’t be in no big rush to run off.” She glanced down to his hands, where he was still clutching the .22.




  “And put that pistol up,” she said. “Easter sees that and she’ll die stone-hammer dead over Daddy giving you a gun.”
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  THERE IS A COOL that sometimes comes down over the mountains in the evening. The day slips away slowly, so quietly and secretly that no one really notices until it is gone. The peach light stands like steam along the horizon, changing the shape of things. Night does not come quickly, does not even give a hint of its coming, and for a while, there is just the cool, when there is no night and no day, only time, stretched out like ice. No clocks ticking away the minutes, no movement of the earth, nothing growing or changing.




  And the cool comes down, peaceful and soft. Mist seeps out of the jagged cliffs. The breeze picks up a bit, stirring the mist in a slow, graceful dance through the trees, dampening thirsty leaves. No night sounds are heard. A lone bird hollers somewhere, far up on the mountain, and its lonesome sound cracks the stillness. The creek slips over old rocks.




  It was an evening like that.




  Easter wiped her hands off on the dry dishcloth and spread it over the shiny wall dividing the sink. “Let’s go out on the porch,” she said. “It’s too pretty an evening to be setting in the house.”




  The porch was long and cool, as if the air of last autumn was stored within its little space. Dreama and Easter sat on the padded glider, and Clay positioned himself up on the railing. The worst thing about coming up to Easter’s to eat was that he couldn’t smoke a cigarette after supper. His mouth watered for one, but he couldn’t stand to smoke in front of her.




  Easter exhaled loudly, like someone who had spent a long day at work. Clay watched as her thin body settled into the deep cushions and she lay her head back against the wall to close her eyes. Lately he had noticed the gray at her temples, the thinness of the skin at her wrists, and the pale blue of her veins there.




  “Summer won’t be here much longer,” Easter said. “We in for bad weather this fall. Smell wet days right in the night air.”




  “I love the fall. Fall clothes is so much prettier than any other time,” Dreama said, swinging her legs.




  “It’s pretty, but too lonesome a time for me,” Easter said. “Fall makes you think of old times, somehow.”




  Dreama was not anxious to hear an old tale. She jumped up out of the glider and kicked the bottom of Clay’s boot. “Clay, let’s walk up in the holler fore it gets dark,” she said, and widened her eyes, nodding toward the road.




  “Won’t you let me set and talk to Easter while my food settles?”




  “Go on with her, Clay,” Easter said, and waved them away. “I just want to set here and rest.”




  They walked up the holler road, past the rows of houses and the gardens that grew close to the road. The corn looked black in the waning light. People were making their way out onto their porches to watch night set in, and they all waved and called out to Dreama and Clay. As soon as they were out of Easter’s watchful eye, Clay fired up a Marlboro.




  He paused where the road forked and looked up toward the family graveyard, sucking hard on his cigarette.




  “You want to go up to the graveyard?” Dreama asked, watching him. “You ain’t been in a while.”




  “Not this evening.”




  “Let’s go on the old path, then,” Dreama said. “We ain’t been to the cedar together in forever.”




  They crossed the bridge and went up on the path into the mountain that faced the row of houses. Tiny bunches of bluebells grew in clumps on one side, and the other side was a straight cliff that supported a forest of pine trees that leaned over and peeked at those who walked below. At the end of the path stood a huge, domineering cedar. Within its shadow, the fragrance of its wood covered their clothes, just like the scent of his mother’s lacquered casket had. Beneath the ancient tree sat a long, wide boulder that had bowls worn in it from years of children’s rumps. The tree and rock were directly in front of Easter’s house, about level with the roof, and Clay couldn’t count the hours they had spent playing here, watching everything go on at the houses without anyone knowing they could see. This had been their secret place, the one place the adults never intruded on.
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