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Come all you fellers, so young and so fine
Don’t seek your fortune in the dark and dreary mine
It’ll form to a habit and seep in your soul
Till the stream of your blood is black as the coal.


There’s many a man I knowed in my day
Who lived but to labor his whole life away.
Like a fiend for his dope, a drunkard his wine,
A man can have lust for the lure of the mine*


Merle Travis


* Lyrics to ‘Dark as a Dungeon’ by Merle Travis. Copyright © 1947 and © 1961 by Rumbalero Music, Inc., Elvis Presley Music, Inc., Gladys Music, Inc., and Noma Music, Inc. All rights administered by Rumbalero Music, Inc., New York, New York. Used by permission.




chapter one


Three men and a boy sat in the dark in a battered 1958 Ford on a shale road that wound along the base of the mountain. One of them smoked a hand-rolled cigarette in the cup of his hands, bending down his head below the level of the windows whenever he drew in the smoke. The first leaves were shedding from the trees, and they rattled dryly along the road in the wind. Around the curve of the road was the coal tipple, huge and looming over the railway tracks that led past the mine opening down towards the switch where the C & O made up the long freight cars that would eventually take the coal to Pittsburgh. The boy, Perry Woodson Hatfield James, sat in the back seat with one hand gripped tightly under his thigh and the other over his wrist. He could feel the sweat form under his arms and run cold down his sides. He believed that if fear had a smell it would already have soaked through his clothes and permeated everything in the car. He could smell it in himself every time he took a breath. It was a rancid odor, like something dead in the sun. Big J.W. and Little J.W. sat in the front, immobile against the glow of the moon except when Little J.W. bent to smoke off the cigarette. They were half brothers, both fathered by a North Carolina moonshiner who was killed at the age of seventy-six in the dirt streets of Harlan while giving whiskey free to the miners when John L. Lewis first organized the coal fields and the National Guard was sent in by the state to shoot down a man who tried to stop a scab from crossing the picket.


Big J.W. wore a tin hat down low on his forehead, and his skin was grained with coal dust, rubbed so deep around the corners of his eyes that it looked like a burn. The faded pinstriped coat he wore over his overalls was stretched almost to tearing across his angular shoulders, and the knobs on his wrist looked like white bones sticking out of his sleeves. His teeth were yellow and long, and his fingernails were as thick and hard as tortoise shell, broken to the quick and colored with blue-black half-moons. His wife cut his hair with a straight-edged razor, and it hung unevenly over the back of his neck like a girl’s. Little J.W. was a small round man with a hard, little, round stomach that pushed against his work trousers. He was thought to be an invaluable man in the mines because he could go a half mile up and down a narrow shaft on his hands and knees like a groundhog. His soft, brown eyes and quiet mountain accent caused few people to pay any particular attention to him except when there was an explosion or cave-in down in the hole and somebody was needed to crawl through the fallen limestone and timbers to some gas-filled pocket deep in the earth where no sane person would go. But those who knew him well realized that he was a much more dangerous person than Big J.W., and when set in motion he would go at something or someone with the quiet rage of a hot iron scorched across wood. Once, he and an uncle argued while drinking, and after the uncle drew a knife, Little J.W. hit him six times in the head with a poker and threw him off the front porch of the company cabin into the yard. ‘Pull a knife on me, will you,’ he said, the poker still in his hand. ‘Pull one against your own blood, will you. Well, if you get home by yourself that’s all right with me, and by God if you die out here in the lot that’s all right with me, too.’


On the back floor of the car, under a blanket, were a leveraction 30-caliber Winchester, a double-barreled twelve-gauge with the barrels sawed off two inches in front of the chambers, fourteen cans of dynamite, three primers, and a four-hundred-foot spool of cap wire. The boy also knew that each of the three men with him carried a .38, since they would no more leave home without it than they would without their trousers.


‘It ain’t we got to blow it,’ he said. ‘Maybe just set it up on the mountain and push some rock down on the hole.’


‘I done told you, honey,’ Big J.W. said. ‘We’re ablowing that tipple right over on the moneyman’s head. We didn’t risk no year in Frankfort breaking open the shack just to move some rock around.’


‘Moon’s a-setting,’ Little J.W. said.


‘Get them charges out, Perry,’ Bee, the man next to the boy, said. He was the boy’s uncle, a tall man who had to stoop slightly so his head wouldn’t hit the top of the car. Like Big J.W., he wore overalls, with a leather belt around his waist, and a suitcoat and a cloth slug cap on his head. Years ago he had lost his dentures, and his mouth was collapsed in rows of thick creases around his lips. His gums were blackened from the wad of snuff that was always under his tongue. During the forties he did two years in the Kentucky penitentiary for shooting a company deputy, and because he had refused to name any of the other men who shot three more company men in the same battle, he was made a business agent for the United Mine Workers when he was paroled. He rasped and coughed into his sleeve. He’d had silicosis since he was twenty-five from working in the mines before the companies had been forced to put ventilation systems in the shaft.


‘What if them scabs is there?’ Perry said.


‘They’re a-going right with it,’ Big J.W. said. ‘They can steal food out of a man’s mouth down in hell if they’ve still a mind for it.’


Bee tore the blanket off the explosives and guns. ‘Now you build them charges,’ he said. ‘By God, there ain’t nobody saying a James or a Hatfield puts a scab before a workingman.’


The boy screwed the cans end to end, tightening each socket securely. He built the charges in cylinders of four cans each, with a primer on the butt end of each row. The sweat on his hands was cold against the metal. There’s enough here to put half the mountain down in the holler, he thought. Them four hundred feet of wire ain’t even going to give us running distance. We’ll be a-setting here with rocks big as cars coming down on us. I seen them drop a charge like this on Black Mountain in Harlan once, and the trees and rocks burst all over the sun. The dust stayed black across the crest of the ridge until twilight when it started to rain. He wished he was back home in the cabin now, with the dry poplar logs and huge coal lumps burning in the blackened sandstone fireplace. He was too afraid to care whether he worked union or not. Maybe the operator ain’t wrong, he thought. Maybe he can’t afford to pay scale, and it ain’t nothing but trouble to push union in the coal field. We was doing all right with what they was giving us. Twelve dollars a day is more than we’re a-getting on the picket. There wasn’t no shooting and no company men coming around the houses asking where the men was at the night before. We didn’t have nobody cutting off our charge at the store. And on Saturday afternoon a feller had a hard dollar in his pocket to ride the bus into Winfro Valley for the Barn Dance that’s over the radio.


Then he felt an old secret shame inside him at his fear. His people had been against the operator since his grandfather had had his mineral rights stolen out from under him for fifty cents an acre by a New York sharper – an eastern feller, with a gold watch that must have cost a hundred dollars hanging on his vest, his grandfather had said. He set down at your table and told ye how good your fatback and greens was and how the half dollar would pay the county tax and said the land wasn’t good for anything no way. Bought up the whole holler for no more than the price of that train ticket from New York. And didn’t tell nobody that what ye signed give the operator the right to do whatever he wanted to the top of the land. They could tear away the mountain and let it slide all across your tobacco crop, there wasn’t nothing ye could do about it except go to work for him.


Perry knew that no James or Hatfield in his family had ever been afraid of operators, company thugs, strikebreakers with their axe handles, or even the National Guard. His grandfather said he was related to Frank James, the outlaw who hid out in the Cumberland after robbing a bank with Jesse over in West Virginia, and his mother was a direct descendant of Devil Anse Hatfield, who killed McCoys all over Pike and Logan counties. His family had been union people even before John L. Lewis and the CIO organized the coal field. They had fought side by side with the organizers from the National Miners Union before the Great Depression, when the man who breathed the word ‘union’ was fired from his job, evicted from his company-owned cabin, maybe run out of the county by the sheriff, and sometimes shot and thrown down the hollow.


‘It’s dark enough now,’ Big J.W. said. ‘Hand baby brother up the shotgun.’


Perry gave Little J.W. the sawed-off double-barrel and watched him break open the breech and plop two shells into the chambers. Little J.W. rolled down his window and held the shotgun outside against the door.


The entrance to the mine was a dark, square gap in the face of the mountain. Farther down, a huge slag heap was smoking in the cold. Since the time he was a small child Perry could not remember ever having been near a mine without smelling the odor of burning slag. It was a fire that never went out because its source of fuel was never stopped, and the air around his home always had the same acrid stench to it. The coal from the tipple spilled across the road into a black slide and down the gulley into a stream. Next to the road a discarded sign on a wooden stick, left from the day’s picketing, was propped at an angle against a rock. It read in crude, hand-printed letters THIS MINE UNFAIR IT DON’T HIRE UNION MEN.


‘They didn’t leave no guard,’ Little J.W. said.


‘Watch that opening. Them scabs might be a-drawing right down on my windshield now,’ Big J.W. said. ‘Remember when they shot up Noah Combs? He never knew where they was at till he was right up on the shaft.’


Bee took the .38 special from the bib pocket of his overalls and let it rest in his palm against his leg. Big J.W. drove past the tipple a hundred yards and stopped the car under an overhang of pine trees. The base of the burning slag heap glowed red in the breeze.


Down in the hollow Perry could hear the bats squeaking through the darkness as they swept in circles over the creek.


‘Don’t do no talking when we’re out of the car,’ Big J.W. said. ‘And if you see a scab, drop him fast before he gets off a shot. He hits one of them primers and they’ll have to scrub us off the mountain.’


The four of them got out of the car onto the road. The wind against the sweat on Perry’s face made him cold. He and big J.W. each carried two sticks of charges; they held the spool of cap wire between them with an iron pipe stuck through the center. They moved up the mountain towards the tipple, over the scattered lumps of coal and slag. The rocks rolling down under their boots and hands sounded to Perry like an avalanche crashing into the hollow. There ain’t no sense in it, he thought. You ain’t got to blow half the county to let them know he wasn’t working for no one-twenty-five. There ain’t going to be no work anyhow when the tipple goes.


Before they got to the base of the tipple, Little J.W. and Bee dropped to one knee and pointed their guns to each side of the structure. Bee held his .38 straight ahead of him, with his left hand gripped around his wrist to steady his aim. The boy and Big J.W. moved up to the steel stanchions sunk in concrete that supported the weight of the tipple. Perry’s fingers felt thick and uncoordinated as he and Big J.W. placed the charges around a stanchion on the downhill side of the mountain and wrapped them securely with baling wire. Big J.W. pulled the end of the cap wire loose from the spool and carefully set the small, plastic tube of gelatin detonator across a primer head and wound it over with electrician’s tape. Then he took the spool of wire and made two turns around the bottom of the stanchion and tied a sailor’s bowknot in it so that the tube of gelatin would not pull loose when they strung the wire downhill.


Big J.W. grabbed the boy’s arm hard and pulled him into a crouch beside him. Several rocks rolled past them from above. They waited in the dark, hardly breathing, while the bats squeaked and whirled above them. Little J.W. and Bee looked like carved soldiers, frozen in their positions. Run now, the boy thought. Drop the wire and take off across the road into the holler. It ain’t cowardice to run from getting shot at. People in wars do it. They didn’t say nothing about shooting. It ain’t fair to get shot at when you ain’t got a gun.


‘Set, boy,’ Big J.W. whispered fiercely, his hand tightening on Perry’s arm.


‘We can’t even see them. They’ll tear us up soon as we get in the open.’


‘Shut.’ This time the hand clenched so tightly over his arm that the boy thought his blood veins were pressed flat against the bone.


They waited five minutes under the tipple, each with his hand squeezed hard on the iron bar that held the spool of wire, the slag cutting into their knees. Perry felt that even if a small rock was set in motion by the point of his boot a volley of shotgun and rifle fire would open up that would blow him backwards like a pile of rags onto the road.


‘Start stringing it,’ Big J.W. said. They crawled down the mountain between the two other men while Big J.W. pulled the cap wire off the spool with one hand and laid it out evenly behind them. Bee’s extended arm was as rigid as a thick piece of wood as he kept his pistol pointed towards the top of the rise, his jaws sucking slowly on the saliva-smooth lump of snuff in his mouth. He started to cough once and pressed his palm across his face, spitting tobacco juice all over himself in a dry rasp. Perry knew that somewhere up there in the dark a man had the V-sight of a carbine lined in on the nape of his neck, and involuntarily he kept touching the back of his head with his hand. I wouldn’t be afraid if they give me a gun, he thought. Them company guards ain’t likely to stick to a fight when they get shot back at. Big J.W. wouldn’t be a-grabbing on to me like he was something unless he had that special in his pocket.


He felt that a gun would be like a piece of magic in his pocket. He knew the heart-pounding and heavy breathing would stop if he could feel a .38 stuck hard down inside his trousers with the hammer on half cock. A gun was something smooth and lovely that fitted into the curve of a man’s palm as though it were an extension of his arm. You could hold scabs and company deputies at a distance with it, and you didn’t have to be afraid of a man letting off a shotgun at you from the dark opening of a mine shaft. Noah Combs wouldn’t have been shot up if he’d had his revolver in his hand rather than in his glove compartment when the company guards hit him from both sides of the road.


Perry and Big J.W. made the road and strung out the last of the wire to the automobile. Big J.W. unlatched the hood, raised it carefully, and pulled the cap off of a sparkplug. Little J.W. and Bee moved backwards down the mountain, with their guns still pointed in front of them. The mountains looked cold as iron. The black trunks of the trees and the sharp rock walls of the cliffs were beginning to coat with ice. The boy’s feet felt like stone. J.W. opened his pocketknife and shaved off the insulation from the end of the cap wire.


He pulled the wire apart in two sections and wrapped the exposed metal strands around the head of the sparkplug and replaced the rubber cap.


It ain’t too late, the boy thought. Run on down the road as far as you can get and it ain’t a part of you no longer. Stringing the wire didn’t hurt nobody. Get across the ridge into the next holler and it’s them burning out the operator. You didn’t have nothing to do with sending that spark up to the charge. They ain’t going to send a feller to Frankfort for laying some wire down a mountain when it would have got done if you was there or not.


He put his chafed hands down deep inside his pockets and felt his fingers come out through the worn lining against his thighs. His long, straw-colored coarse hair was damp with sweat, even in the wind. The women in his family said he looked like a Hatfield, because at sixteen he was already taller than most of the men in the hollow where he lived. They said his eyes were like a Hatfield’s, too, washed-out and pale, as though he were looking at you from under water. The pupils looked like pieces of burnt cinder. He was always able to pass for several years older than his age, and he had been working in shaft mines since his fifteenth birthday. His hands and the hard, bone places in his face had already begun to take on the black discoloration from the coal dust. In a few more years his face would look like Big J.W.’s, with the grit from the coal seam ground deeply into the pores, and no amount of scrubbing with the hard, skin-blistering soaps they sold at the company store could get rid of it. His clothes, made of different fabrics and belonging to at least two generations of the James family, were faded and patched and without any resemblance of a crease in them from being washed in boiling water and left to dry over a rick fence behind the cabin. The old suitcoat his father had given him was too large for his shoulders and it hung limply against his back. The work shoes he wore were hard as brick from walking through water every day at the bottom of the hole, and they had rubbed a ring of callus around his ankles. He looked as though he were made of sticks; but his long arms could swing a pick harder than a grown man, and he could work two shifts in a row in the mine when other men wouldn’t stay sixteen hours in the hole even for double time.


‘What we got to blow it for?’ he whispered. ‘They’ll find the charge and know we wasn’t fooling with them.’


‘Because the operator don’t sign a contract till it starts costing him money,’ Big J.W. said.


‘There’s somebody moving around on that ridge,’ Little J.W. said, the sawed-off double-barrel hanging loosely by his side. ‘Knock the fire out of their ass and let’s get off this mountain.’


‘Get ready to pull that wire, baby brother,’ Big J.W. said. He got into the front seat to start the engine, and the other three crouched behind the far side of the automobile.


They ain’t got no sense, Perry thought, his head pulled down between his knees. We’ll get buried under all that coal and rock. There won’t even be no way to tell who we was when they dig us out.


As Big J.W. turned the ignition and pressed the starter, the boy leaped to his feet and ran for the far side of the road, towards the slope that fell off into the hollow. He heard the car engine gun and looked over his shoulder to see the tipple explode in white and yellow flame. The noise was as if God had crashed every lightning bolt He owned into the side of the mountain. The roar of sound and the heat rushed over him and beat against the walls of the hollow. In that instant when the flame ripped over the black sides of the tipple, he saw a man’s silhouette stand out sharply on top, and then the whole structure erupted in pieces of torn metal into the sky. Years later, he would never know if he actually heard a scream in that ear-splitting second or if something inside him was screaming. Slag and coal and rock clattered down on the automobile and broke both front windows. Little J.W. and Bee were hunched over on the ground, with their hands over their heads. A twisted spar whistled through the air like a cannon ball, cutting through the tops of two maple trees. The air became black with coal dust. As the last echo of the explosion began to thin in the distance, the boy could hear the leaves from the trees settling to the ground around him.


Little J.W. ran to the hood of the car, pulled the cap wire loose from the sparkplug, and threw it behind him on the ground.


‘Get that boy out of there,’ he yelled.


Perry felt a pair of hands on each side of him grab his arms and pull him towards the car. He choked on the coal dust when he breathed. It seemed that the mountain with the jagged hole torn in its side was spinning rapidly around him and was about to crash in an avalanche over his head. He thought he was going to be sick, as though he had drunk too much corn whiskey on an empty stomach. Then he felt the movement of the car jolt him against the seat, and he knew he was roaring down the mountain, because he could see the trees change shape in the moonlight through the spiderwebbed cracks in the front windows.






chapter two


The hollow where Perry lived looked like any other in the Cumberland range. A creek wound out of a cut in the mountain and washed over the smooth pebble bottom and grew larger from the small drainages flowing into it from the springs up on the hillside. The walls of the hollow rose straight up into the clouds, with dark holes in the cliffs that were left from when eastern Kentucky was covered by an inland sea. Along the slopes above the creek were small, three-room cabins, the green and white paint blistered and flaking, and each had an identical small porch in front, a stone chimney, and an outhouse like an upended matchbox in the back. The hollow was the type of place the state tourist bureau would have photographed and put on the cover of a vacation brochure to advertise the scenic loveliness of the Cumberland Mountains and the simple life of the mountain people except that long streams of garbage were strewn down from the front of the cabins into the creek, wrecked cars – some upside down and gutted by fire – lay in front yards, and by the dirt road that led into the hollow were a school bus without wheels and several shacks made of crates, cardboard, logs, and tarpaper. In front of each shack dirty children with mucus dried on their faces played with rusted barrel hoops and tin cans. The fences all had clothes laid over them to dry in the wind, and in some places rotted mattresses, bedsprings, piles of car parts and tires, were heaped at the side of the house.


The mining company had once owned all of the hollow and the cabins and people in it, but through the years some had been able to buy their house from the company; others had been laid off or crippled in caveins and had been forced to leave and build a shelter out of whatever discarded material they could find. The property the company still held title to was not maintained, because a miner who didn’t like what he was given could get out and look for a job driving a cab in Ohio. This hollow, along with almost every other settlement on the Cumberland plateau, had at one time or other been called a depressed area by either the state or federal government; but nothing ever changed greatly. More men were laid off the job because of automation or a decrease in the demand for coal; there was more garbage down the mountainside each year, more strip mines tore great pits in the top of the mountain, more tobacco crops were ruined from the yellow rainwater that seeped down over the exposed coal; and more people learned how to lie to the county relief worker when he made his monthly visit and asked if the man of the house was still gone and not contributing to his family’s support.


In Perry’s hollow a man had one of three kinds of support – if he had any at all. He could work in the mines, but it was getting harder every year to work union and get a decent scale. There were machines now that did the work of a hundred men with picks and mattocks, and the strip- and truck-mine operators could tear the earth away with bulldozers, explode the bared seam with dynamite, and pick up the great hunks of coal with machines, using only a handful of men as a crew. And if a man worked for the small operator, he crawled through badly ventilated shafts on his hands and knees, clawing the coal loose from the wall in a bent position, and the little money he made wouldn’t pay the charge at the store at the end of the month. Also, he could have a shaft ceiling come down on top of him, and no one would be responsible for either his hospitalization or the support of his family, because he had no welfare card and no union disability fund.


So if a man didn’t work in the mine, he made whiskey in a rock house, a shallow limestone cave in the base of the mountain, where he had a supply of water from a spring and there was a heavy cover of trees and brush over the entrance. If he made good whiskey that took its ‘bead’ from the corn and not from several sacks of sugar poured in the mash to hurry the fermentation, he could sell it in Detroit to the syndicate for as much as fourteen dollars a gallon; but he still had to split with the transporter, who had to run it across two state lines and risk not only arrest by federal law officers but by county deputies, who would stop a runner on his way back from the sale, take him before the local justice of the peace, and fine him every dollar they found taped under his dashboard. The moonshiner also knew that the A.B.C. (Alcohol Beverage Control) would eventually get him, break up his cooker, thumping keg, and mash barrels with axes, and chop his fifty-dollar condenser coil into pieces. The A.B.C. used airplanes now, and they could spot a wisp of smoke from a rock house miles away or a trail worn by the mules through the trees where there should have been no trail.


If a man had no support at all, he could receive as much as two hundred and fifty dollars a month from the federal government as a ‘happy-pappy’ – an unemployed father. The happy-pappies in the hollow picked up paper and raked leaves for the Forest Service, cleaned the cinders from barbecue pits in recreation areas, and sometimes cut grass along the new interstate highway. Most of these men were either old or partly crippled. In the morning, when the sun broke over the edge of the mountain, an old army flatbed two-and-one-half-ton stake truck would grind down the road and pick up the men sitting on their front porches. They each carried a paper-sack lunch with pork chops and bread inside. When the truck was full, it would move back out of the hollow into the national forest, where the men spent most of their day. They always looked like part of an army of refugees, with their legs hanging over the tailgate of the truck and their scythes and shovels held in the crook of their arms.


Perry waited for the clerk to sack his groceries in the small clapboard company store and then asked for the charge slip to sign. The store smelled of the oil that was spread on the door to collect the dust. The walls of the building looked as though they would cave inward from the weight of canned goods stacked on the shelves. The clerk was a balding man with thin grey hair above his ears who had gone to college a year at Richmond. He made seventy-five dollars a week to keep books and inventory, and to close a miner’s account when the word came down from the company. People in the hollow treated him with the type of respect that comes from fear; he could use words they didn’t understand, and anything he said was always backed by some power of money and authority down in Harlan or Sterns. He pulled open a drawer under the counter and thumbed through the stiff pieces of cardboard that separated the stacks of carbon charge tickets held together with rubber bands. He popped the edge of a file card with his fingernail and knocked the drawer shut with the flat of his hand.


‘It says you’re in arrears and you ain’t working at the mine anymore,’ he said.


‘There ain’t nobody working at the mine now. It’s shut down,’ Perry said.


‘I’m just going by the record. You didn’t pay all of last month’s bill, and the timekeeper ain’t carrying you on the pay sheet.’


‘I don’t care about no pay sheet. They won’t let us go down till we get an election.’


‘Who won’t let you go down? There’s a full crew going into the hole every day.’


‘That’s them scabs from West Virginia. There ain’t nobody from around here going through that picket.’


The clerk leaned against the counter.


‘Your credit was good here while you were charging against your salary at the mine,’ he said. ‘You don’t work there any longer. You already owe me money that you can’t pay, and you can’t buy groceries on money that you’re not about to have. Do you understand that?’


‘We was good enough to buy here till we ask for a white man’s wage.’


‘You can make twelve or fifteen dollars a day anytime you want to carry a shovel instead of a sign, son,’ the clerk said.


Perry left the sack of groceries on the counter and walked out of the store onto the slanting wooden porch, where two other men from his mine were sitting on steps, chewing tobacco and spitting on the frozen ground.


‘They taken away your charge, too?’ one of them said.


‘The bastard wouldn’t give me two dollars’ worth of pork chops and a loaf of bread.’


‘He ain’t a-giving anything to nobody,’ the man said. ‘They’d let that food go sour on the shelf before they’d give it to the likes of us.’


‘Maybe somebody ought to spread a little coal oil on his place one night,’ the second man said.


‘It’s too bad he wasn’t up on the tipple with that scab when them boys blew it the other night,’ the first man said. ‘They couldn’t find no part of that feller. They say that charge must have pushed the nails in his boots plumb up through his head.’


‘I’ll see you fellers around,’ Perry said.


‘Where you looking for work?’


‘They say them truck mines over in Letcher is a-hiring,’ he said.


‘There ain’t no operator taking men from our mine. They figure somebody might drop something extra down the hole one night.’


Both of the men laughed. Perry walked down the rutted road towards his cabin. The sky was covered with snow clouds, and there was a haze over the mountains in the distance. The first light snow from last night lay powdered in the pine and beech trees. As Perry started the climb up the slope to his cabin he felt the sharp air burn down in his lungs. A flight of geese flew high overhead in a V-formation. He could hear their faint honking through the cold. But they ain’t going to set down around here, he thought. There ain’t nothing good going to happen around here this year. Bee and J.W. seen to that. They’re going to shut us out of work and starve us right out of this holler if they don’t put us in the pen first.


The incline before his cabin was covered with tin cans, rusted tangles of wire, automobile parts, and garbage. The green and white paint on the building had long since weathered to the dark color of slag smoke. The rick fence had fallen down in places, and the clothes his mother had put out in the morning to dry on the rails had been blown to the ground by the wind. His younger brothers and sisters were playing inside the wheel-less wreck of a 1946 Chevrolet in the side yard. There were six children besides himself, all younger than he, and he had once had an older brother, who was killed in a barroom knifing in Cincinnati. The children all had dirty faces and colds, and their clothes were more patched and wash-faded than his. The smallest one, Irvin, had had tuberculosis when he was two, and the doctor in Richmond, who had kept him in his clinic for two weeks without taking a fee, said the child needed to be in a hospital for several months; but Perry’s father never had the money, and there was no charity hospital in any county close to their home. So Irvin was four now, and the fact that he had once had tuberculosis and had needed a hospital was something the parents pushed off into a dark corner of their minds, and in the cabin no one mentioned anything about it except that Irvin had once been ‘sick.’


The front of the cabin was covered with broken bits of harness and rope hung on wooden pegs, dried coon skins, cane fishing poles stacked against the wall, tattered quilts that Perry’s mother had laid across the porch rails to air in the wind, wagons for the children made out of apple crates and rollerskate wheels, and fish scales, dried like pieces of broken razor blade and ground into the wooden planking.


Perry’s father sat in a straight-back chair in front of the fireplace, with his great square hands spread out on his thighs. His shoulders and back and the bend of his flat stomach were as rigid as the chair he sat in. His clear blue eyes and the sharp mountain features of his face made him look like a man in the prime years of his life, but on one side of his chest was a cavity that sunk back to the bone as though he had been struck with a sledge. Ten years ago he had been working across the line in Virginia in a hot coal mine where there was gas always in the shaft, and when somebody had lighted a cigarette during the lunch hour an explosion thundered through all the corridors and blew the elevator cage straight out of the hole. The pinning in his shaft gave way, and he lay two days in an air pocket under a mound of rock and coal before a rescue team got to him.


His hair had always been wavy and brown, and he had combed it straight back with a short bob on the nape of his neck. But now the hair had begun to thin and turn gray, and from his temple one lock always hung in the corner of his eye. But he was still a handsome man, with a high, straight forehead and a row of even teeth that looked like new enamel; and his wife said that as he grew older he looked more like the picture of Frank James he kept locked in a tin box on the top shelf of his closet. The picture had been given him by his grandfather, and it had a round gilt frame and showed Frank James with a Confederate tunic on his shoulders and a gray officer’s hat above his pale, classic features. Once a man from the University of Kentucky offered Perry’s father one hundred dollars for it, but he would no more have sold it than he would have sold part of his birthright.


Perry’s mother looked older than her husband. Her skin had once had the smooth glow of a lilac petal, but now it was rough and creased around the eyes, and her hands were almost as calloused as a man’s. Like most women on the Cumberland plateau, she came to flower before she was twenty, and by the time she had reached thirty, her hips were widened from childbearing, there was a stoop to her shoulders, and the hours of work that started before sunrise and sometimes ended late at night had wasted her body. Once she had loved the square dances and dinners on the ground at the dollar fishing lake on Saturday night, when all the women talked about their children and traded jars of preserves and listened to the fiddle and banjo music coming over the lake while the men, in straw hats, stood around the hoods of automobiles, chewing tencent cigars and drinking somebody’s best corn whiskey; but with the years and the harder times she had settled into a resignation that was neither boredom nor determination, but an acceptance of her life as another mountain woman who would never have enough food to cook for the number of people at the table, never have enough money at the end of the month for new clothes, or even a chance to see a place like Cincinnati, where whole blocks stayed lighted all night and people never seemed to want for anything.


‘Where’s the groceries at?’ Perry’s father said.


‘They won’t give us no more charge,’ he said. ‘They ain’t a-selling to nobody that don’t scab for them. They ain’t going to give nothing to anybody without work, and they ain’t going to hire nobody from our mine.’


‘They done it like that to me and Bee in 1930. Sent a company man down here with a pistol to run us out. By God, a dozen of us picked him and his little Ford up and throwed them both in the honey hole. They couldn’t burn the smell out of that car with a blow torch.’ The old man laughed, then pressed his hand to the cavity in his chest. ‘He had it all over him. He tried to fire his pistol, but the barrel was clogged with it. The outhouse must have been setting thirty years over that hole.’


‘You reckon there’s any work over in Virginia?’


‘I don’t want you in none of them gas mines,’ Perry’s father said. ‘My boy ain’t a-getting buried five miles down because a fool wants to smoke or somebody jumps a spark off the wall. A man don’t know what it’s like to lay in the dark for days with the whole earth crushing in on you. There ain’t no man should have to go through that. Rocks covering you all over till there ain’t no feeling in your body. Just laying there sucking at the little bit of air you can get. Even God ain’t got a right to do that to a man. You forget about anything over there in Virginia.’


‘We ain’t got any food, Daddy,’ Perry said.


‘We got what the government give us,’ his mother said. ‘We’ll make do with what we have.’


‘That ain’t enough. We couldn’t hardly make do when I was working,’ Perry said.


‘We can’t take no more loss in this family,’ she said. ‘Your brother run off just like you want to. He said there was big jobs up in Ohio. Then we didn’t even know he was dead till the police sent us a wire.’


‘The mines is going to open up again, anyway,’ his father said. ‘And they’re going to put union men down in the hole working scale. They ain’t beat the union here in ten years.’


‘They ain’t going to hire me. It don’t matter if we win our election or not,’ Perry said.


‘There ain’t a man working in this holler that ain’t been on a job at sometime or other when somebody shot up some company men. They done their share of it to us, and we done it right back,’ his father said. ‘If they tried to keep out every man that worked around a blowed tipple, they wouldn’t have nobody to bring up their coal.’


‘What are we going to do when there ain’t none of that government food left?’ Perry said.


‘We always got through before. The Lord ain’t ever let us starve,’ his mother said, almost believing the old Church of God axiom that she always told herself when times became so bad that she saw no way out of them. She went to the wood-burning stove and lifted the iron cover off the fire with a small handle. The flames leaped out through the open hole. She dropped a handful of dried twigs into the fire, replaced the cover, and pushed a caldron of string beans and a bit of ham over the heat. The water that had been carried from the well stood in a wooden bucket on the drainboard. She dipped water out of it with a ladle and poured it into the soup.


‘It ain’t going to end with cutting off our charge. They’re going to do everything they can to run us out of the holler. I know it,’ Perry said. ‘I been feeling it all day.’
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