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In memory of my dad, David






SEPTEMBER 1972




Thirty-five years ago, Havens would have opened his eyes and thought of the day ahead as lacking. The surprise of old age is how comfortable a person can be with an empty day, how companionable it can be. If anything, Havens wants the day to empty itself even more, allow for memories to pay a visit, and should he decide to spend his time doing nothing more than sitting in his recliner and missing her, what’s to stop him?

Havens is neither by nature nor by habit an early riser, and it is only out of a sense of duty to an imperious old pigeon that he gets up rather than turn over and doze a little longer. When he stretches his arms overhead and arches his back, his joints creek in protest. He looks in the mirror at a face that seems both familiar and startlingly foreign. Old age is a menace; there is no abating it. Every day it claims more territory. Forgoing shaving, he splashes water on his face and puts on exactly what he wore yesterday—a pair of saggy jeans, his red flannel shirt, a coffee-stained gray pullover, and sneakers mended at the toe with packaging tape—and humming tunelessly, wanders through the quiet house. He glances out the living room window at the pasture, pillowy with fog. The day, too, seems to be getting a late start. Havens would prefer to drink a cup of coffee before facing the pigeon, but the chirps coming from the enclosed back porch are insistent, so he leaves the coffee to boil on the stove and goes out to take his instruction.

“What are you in such a flap about?” He notices the bird has worked loose the bandaging on his wing and the joint is exposed again at the break. “You’ve picked yourself raw, silly.” He removes the top of Lord Byron’s cage and slides the window open so the pigeon can enjoy the brisk air. Fluffed up, the bird hops onto the window sill, gives in to instinct, and plummets. Eight months convalescing, and still the bird refuses to accept his decrepitude. Havens respects this in any being, feathered or otherwise. He rushes outside to retrieve the bird, before applying ointment, bandaging the wound, and getting his hands pecked at in return.

“Quit it, would you. Violence is never the answer.”

The bird knows Havens is a pushover. He tips over the seed tray as if to say, Slop.

Havens checks on the other patients, a noisy mockingbird almost feathered enough to fly and a rambunctious blue jay that cuckooed itself by flying into the kitchen window yesterday. Before heading to the barn, he puts down a dish of food for the black cat he has refused to name lest it get any ideas, and out of spite, the cat refuses to find himself more suitable accommodations and continues to deposit lizard parts on the back step.

The mule, Molly, is indifferent to him, interested only in the fresh hay he puts out for her. She eats enough for a herd. “You’ve let yourself go, you know,” he says.

Of all the animals in his care, Gimp is the only one ever pleased to see him, and the three-legged goat is as agreeable a creature as ever there was. Havens pets him and opens the stall door so he can burn off his energy in the turnout and watches as the billy takes a stab at bucking and topples over instead.

It’s while Havens is filling the water bucket that he hears the rumble of a car coming down his driveway. He’s not expecting anyone, and those who know him know better than to show up unannounced. Unless something is wrong. You’d think the mechanism to stand guard would have become a little rusty over time, but no, he’s braced.

He steps out of the barn and squints down the dirt driveway. Is it a rental? Nobody from these parts has a clean, new car, certainly no Ford Fairlane. Tourist, maybe.

Before the vehicle comes to a stop, Havens stands in such a way as to make his position clear, and still, a lanky man in his late twenties, maybe thirty, unfolds himself from the driver’s seat.

“The craft center is another four miles down the road. There’ll be a sign on the right.” Havens flaps his hand to shoo him off in case he gets the idea that a reply is in order. Scrawny fella. Perhaps one of those religious types. Maybe he’s deaf, Havens worries, because the guy continues to approach him.

“Good morning, sir. Is this Plot 45? There wasn’t a sign.” He has a soft way of speaking that Havens instantly decides is the result of over-mothering. Even though his hair is too long, his shirt is tucked in, and he’s wearing proper shoes, not those leather sandals everyone traipses around in these days. He’s not entirely objectionable-looking, but still, he has made Havens unsure of himself. To cover this, Havens raises his voice.

“Best be on your way now.”

The interloper has more pluck than his appearance lets on. He takes another step forward, and says, “Are you Mr. Clayton Havens?”

Either the guy is peddling something, or he’s one of those pencilnecks from the Clearcreek Mining Company with another pathetic offer to buy his land. “Whatever you are selling, I don’t want it, so you hustle your hindquarters back down my driveway and find someone else to pester.”

There is no change in the stranger’s demeanor. If anything, he appears pleased with himself. Damned if he doesn’t stand his ground and open his rattrap again. “I’m not selling anything, Mr. Havens. I’m here to ask you a few questions about some people you may have known a long time ago, a family by the name of Buford, I believe?”

There is only one life-form lower than a prospector, and that’s a reporter. Havens has lost his knack. “Don’t you Mr. Havens me. Now, I told you once already to leave.”

“I was hoping you would be able to tell me where I could reach them. I was told you—”

Without waiting for him to finish, Havens spins around and treks to the barn. It’s been ages since some outfit up north has sent a hack out here trying to sniff out a story on her. Always they speak like this, persistent-like, “when” instead of “if,” acting like they’re here to do you some big favor. Years ago, one of them pretended to want to know about Havens’s work as a documentarian for the FSA and his later shift in focus to nature photography, appealing to his ego—“A blunt style uncommon for that period,” he’d said of Havens’s photographic style, as if Havens had invented it—but whatever angle they pitch him, they all want to get at her.

“Is there someone else I might talk to?” the kid yells. “I could come back later if this isn’t a convenient time…”

Havens goes into the tack room and snatches the Winchester from the gun rack, then marches out of the barn toward the intruder. “I have nothing to say to you, not now, not later, not ever.” He pets the muzzle.

Now the kid gets the idea. He backs up all the way to his vehicle, bleating about having been given the wrong information. “I’m very sorry for troubling you.”

Havens keeps the rifle aimed at the rear window of the rental until it has made its way down the driveway and back to the street. Take a left, he wills. Don’t you go driving into Chance.

Only a city boy would put on his blinker and look both ways on a road that never sees traffic. “Goddammit.” The stranger hangs a right.

Havens hurries to his pickup and cusses when he sees the keys aren’t in the ignition. It takes him a good fifteen minutes rummaging around in the house before he tracks them down and gets back to the old clunker, which sputters and objects to his impatience by backfiring. So much for flooring it into town.

Not much of anything remains of Chance anymore. There’s the post office and Checkers, the sorry excuse for a food joint that sells dry hotdogs and something that resembles ice cream. It’s a sad fact that Havens eats there a couple times a week. For teeth-pulling, religion, or proper policing, a person has to go twelve miles to Smoke Hole. Fortunately, Havens has need of none of these. What used to be the beauty shop is now something of a cross between a pawn shop and a tattoo parlor, and word has it that some of the finest narcotics in all Kentucky are cooked in the back room, but Havens doesn’t trust anything he hears. Still circulating are stories about his being afflicted by seasonal madness, not that he’s ever been inclined to correct them.

Every business enterprise in town is closed today and there’s no sign of the Fairlane, and Havens is feeling downright lucky until his truck swings onto Second Street and he sees Flavil’s red pickup parked in front of his general store, a blinking red OPEN sign in its window.

Rakestraw’s is not the hardware and feed store it used to be, though its prices are still inflated, and it remains the congregating spot for those who elect to get their local news straight from the loose lips of its nosy proprietor, which is why Havens comes in here only when he absolutely has to.

Flavil Rakestraw is stocking his shelves. He’s a bulky guy with a helmet of hair meant to cover hearing aids, which don’t work, and Havens has to walk all the way up to him and tap him on the shoulder. At an almost unbearable decibel, Flavil says, “So, that fella flushed you out.”

He goes on about how polite the guy was for a Northerner, how he expressed an appreciation for the history of the area, that he bought a carton of chocolate milk, and Havens has to all but shout to make Flavil stop pretending nothing is wrong.

“Goddamn, Flavil, we both know he didn’t come on a grocery run.”

Flavil resumes pricing the cans of Crisco. “Like I said, he was real neighborly, and some people would do well to take a lesson in being neighborly instead of just yelling at a man for no reason.”

In a measured tone, Havens tries again. “Are you going to tell me why you sent him my way?”

“I treated him just like I did the others before, just like you said to.” Flavil moves behind the counter and makes a zipping motion with his hand across his lips. “I had no intention of bringing your name into it, as God is my witness.” Then he levels with Havens. “It’s just that all the others have come wanting a picture, but this fella came with a picture. One you took back then.” Havens doesn’t have to ask. “Yup, she was in it,” Rakestraw confirms.

Trying to calm himself, Havens considers the shelves of flour, sugar, and baking soda next to him. “Please,” he says in a controlled manner, “would you not refer to her as ‘she.’ ”

“Jubilee, I mean.”

“And how did he come by one of my photographs?”

Rakestraw raises both his eyebrows and his shoulders. “He didn’t say. But as soon as he showed me that picture, I knew he wasn’t from some newspaper or magazine, because he didn’t know who he was looking at or what he was looking at, not even their names. To him, there was nothing at all peculiar about her—Jubilee, I mean.”

Havens schools himself not to take up the issue of what is and isn’t peculiar. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothing, I swear. The Bufords of Spooklight Holler is all I said, and then he asked me where I could find them and that’s when I told him you were the one to ask about that on account of it being your photograph. I laid it on thick how you don’t take kindly to company.” Flavil seems to be expecting thanks, and getting none, goes on. “I figured you wouldn’t want him knocking on anyone else’s door, and if you’d answer your telephone once in a while, you might find someone trying to give you a heads-up.”

“I don’t answer my telephone because I don’t want to talk to anybody!” Havens fires back. “Least of all a reporter!” Havens makes for the door.

“He’s not a reporter,” Flavil protests, then changes course and yells, “There’s no shame in talking about it.”

Back in his truck, Havens swerves onto Main Street and drives through both four-ways without stopping. He makes a right at the end of town and winds through several of the residential streets, all of them empty. There’s no sign of the white Ford Fairlane across the train tracks or along the bend where the trailer homes are parked. Whatever the guy wanted, he’s cleared off.

Havens takes the circuitous way back home just to be sure, and eases up on the gas pedal as he makes each bend, rolling down his window to take in the musky smell from last night’s rain. On either side of him are the hills, rising like limbs bent at the knees, the forest in repose. He can all but hear the land sighing. A quarter mile later the road straightens out again, the woods retreat, and the cemetery claims its turf. Being Decoration Day, every car in Chance is parked along the road, and though it’s a little before eleven, the grounds are already bustling with activity—people of every age are clearing weeds, scrubbing tombstones, and dressing up each grave with flowers and festoons of every color. By the time the sun starts to dip behind the hills and the picnic blankets are laid out, each resting place will have been adorned, even those lost to time and memory, even those sons of bitches he was glad were six feet under.

Havens stops to let Bonny from the salon and her husband cross the street, each teeter-tottering beneath a stack of wreaths, and is about to return the woman’s greeting when he spots the Fairlane in the parking lot. He swerves onto the gravel drive, pulling up behind the Fairlane and blocking it in. The new damn eyeglasses don’t make a bit of difference from this distance—everyone’s just blobs. Favoring his bad knee, he rushes through the entrance and scans for the stranger as he hurries along the stone footpath, bumping against poor blind Warren and knocking him off his pins, which sets off his dog and causes a round of Mrs. Dixon’s finger-wagging. Zigzagging through the rows of graves is no easy feat either, and Havens has to avoid tripping over trowels, rakes, and flower garlands until finally he zeroes in on the old section of the cemetery, where the punk is talking to an elderly couple. “Hey you!” he yells in their direction.

The stranger stuffs the photograph in his jacket pocket and looks as if he’s figuring his odds of outrunning a swarm of hornets, and instead makes the mistake of thinking he can bargain his way out. Havens drives him backward over one grave after another. “Get the hell out of here!”

The kid stumbles, then shakes free of Havens’s grip. “What is wrong with you, old man?”

“What’s wrong with you? Look around, do you see where you are? Don’t you have any respect?” Havens knows he’s making a scene and that he ought to pay attention to the figure entering his peripheral vision. “Nobody wants you to dig up the past! People want to be left alone!” He indicates the mounds of earth. “Do you think these people want their peace disturbed?”

The kid stops pleading his case when an ancient woman pushed in a wheelchair by an orderly extends a gnarled finger toward Havens as though it were a witching rod and screeches, “Murderer!”

Everyone in the cemetery freezes except Havens, who starts crab-walking, putting another row of tombstones between him and her.

“Murderer,” she wails again, all but billowing smoke, and motions for the orderly to give pursuit as Havens rushes for the exit.
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HAVENS
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From the open train window, Havens looks out at a land of hills so remote it’s hard to believe its location can be found on modern maps. Were it a living creature, it would be camouflaged, something resembling a dragon, only parts of which peek out from a shroud of its own steamy breath—an arched neck, a mile or two of exposed spine, a knobby tail dipping into the Shenandoah Valley. Beyond the sound of the train’s chugging, the occasional chuff of steam, and the squeal of wheels rounding another bend, the land has a ferocious quiet to it, as if all sounds have been swallowed and only the gristle of silence spat out.

Springing up in cities across the Eastern seaboard is a sudden interest in this region, what everyone is now calling Appalachia. Much of it has to do with President Roosevelt’s determination to raise the flag of regionalism on it, along with other miserable places like Oklahoma, the Texas Panhandle, and just about anywhere along the migration route to California, but the president also talked recently of connecting the producer and consumer not in the city but in outposts like the one Havens and his companion, Massey, are bound for. Under the auspices of portraying the great and diverse spirit of Americans everywhere, Havens and Massey, along with dozens of other journalists and photographers, have been dispatched by the president’s do-good arm, otherwise known as the Farm Security Administration, to various outer reaches of the country. What the president needs, they have been instructed, are pictures and accounts of subjects who are on times hard enough to use a little government assistance but not hard enough as to be beyond all help. Put another way, their task is to help the president sell his New Deal to the public. Havens is not the only photographer that the FSA has kept from the breadlines, but gratitude hasn’t been enough to quash his misgivings about this mission or to make him feel less like a propagandist than a photographer. Per his boss, Pomeroy, Havens is to capture the rugged, steadfast nature of hill people, whether they possess it or not, and to portray their hardship only in a way that will make the public sympathetic to their plight and ready to cast their votes accordingly.

Massey fishes out a book from his satchel and offers it to Havens. “Towards Democracy, Edward Carpenter.”

Though Havens has had his fill of the political writings Massey regularly serves him, including Massey’s own socialist jeremiads he pens for the American Federationist, he doesn’t turn it down.

“Relax,” says Massey. “It’s not commie doctrine, it’s poetry. The guy gives Wordsworth a run for his money, especially when it comes to Eros.”

Havens opens the book at random and reads a few lines.

Carpenter, Massey tells him, was a philosopher and naturalist who bucked the Victorian mores of the day, quit his professor post, and moved to a farm, where he wrote his best work in a wooden pen stuck out in the middle of a pasture. “Euphoria in the midst of cow patties, right up your alley,” Massey says.

Havens nods amicably until Massey brings up Havens’s love life. “Things looked a bit strained between you and Betty at the station. Does she always fuss with you like that?”

“Betty’s just Betty.” Havens thinks now is as good a time as any to be preoccupied with the book.

“The way she was carrying on, straightening your tie, ‘did you remember this, don’t forget that.’ I’m surprised she didn’t hop on the train with you. Don’t you feel she mothers you?”

Betty is seven years Havens’s senior and she’s never had children, so if she has some misplaced maternal instincts, what harm is there in it? “She just wants to help me.”

“Help you what?”

“I don’t know, not end up a bigger disappointment than I already am.” Havens knows that look on Massey’s face, so before his friend launches into a pep talk about the importance of believing in oneself, he ends the subject by saying, “Betty wants what’s best for me, and there’s nothing wrong with that.”

“There is if that’s why you marry her.”

This train ride is going on much too long. “Who said anything about marriage?”

“Santos.”

Havens sighs and lets his chin fall to his chest. He didn’t tell Massey about the modest little ring he put on layaway at the pawn shop because he didn’t want to defend or debate the conclusion that led to its purchase, which is that there comes a time when a man has to put aside thoughts of passion and consider what’s practical. His brief failed marriage at twenty had been all about passion, and look how far that got him.

“I’m not telling you how to live your life,” Massey continues, “I’m just saying, don’t sell yourself short. As with art, so, too, with the heart.” Massey gets out his notebook, pulls the pencil from behind his ear, gives it a lick, and starts writing.

“You went to see Santos again?” Havens knows Massey doesn’t have anything left to pawn.

“He gives me a fair deal.”

“Don’t tell me you cashed in your father’s officer’s watch.”

“Man’s gotta eat, doesn’t he?”

Havens watches his friend fill one page after another, never once pausing. Neither Massey’s passion nor his output has diminished since they met at the Cincinnati Enquirer eight years ago. Covering the labor beat, Massey was a star who had already risen to the fifth floor by the time Havens hired on as an assistant photographer assigned to operations in the basement, and their introduction came about on April 1, 1929, after Havens’s photograph of Louis Marx and his yo-yo made the front page, bumping Massey’s report of the Loray Mill strike to below the fold. First, Massey gave the editor an earful about how 1,800 women sticking it to the Establishment, strikebreakers, and even the National Guard deserved more attention than a toy maker, and then he sought out Havens in the cafeteria, only to pump his hand and call it a fair fight. “Your Marx beat Karl Marx, but just this once.”

So began a friendship that soon extended beyond the walls of the paper. They dined with Massey’s band of pent-up activists and boozy poets, were hustled out of their wages playing pool, and hung out in Havens’s darkroom, where Massey would show interest even in the photographs that ended up on the cutting-room floor. “You can’t expect those jackasses upstairs to know what art is,” Massey is still fond of telling Havens all these years later. After the stock market crash, the paper had to let people go, but Massey fought for Havens to be kept on the payroll, and out of loyalty, two years later Havens followed Massey to the start-up rag across town that was more sympathetic to the unions. Last year, that paper finally went belly-up, just a month after Havens was awarded the Pulitzer for his picture Orphan Boy. Like an overburdened foster parent, the FSA took both Havens and Massey in, though Massey still moonlights for several dailies and Havens still takes pictures that end up never seeing the light of day.

Havens turns his attention to the book, but the rhythmic rocking of the cabin soon induces slumber.



It’s mid-afternoon when Massey nudges Havens awake. “You’re drooling.”

Havens has a crick in his neck. He packs the book in his bag and takes half of the sandwich Massey offers him.

“I’ve decided we aren’t going with the folklore angle.”

Havens doesn’t like the sound of this.

Massey continues, “We’re going to show the devastation caused by the coal industry and the threat of industrialization on an agrarian way of life.”

“Pomeroy said we’ve got to stick with the format this time—no tangents, no causes, no editorializing.”

“What does that windbag know about field work? We keep turning in material and where does it go? Archives, that’s where.” Massey leans toward Havens. “The FSA is sucking us dry. I’ve not written anything I’m particularly proud of and you haven’t shot anything that makes you light up, so I’m saying let’s get back in the trenches, portray things how they really are, and when we’re done, we’ll shop our stuff around.”

If Havens is expected to stand up and salute, he’s not going to—not this time. “I need this job.”

Massey folds his arms and wedges his hands in his armpits. “Well, I’m not doing one-dimensional profiles of banjo players and wood carvers so we can all mythologize the mountain man.”

“Do both, then. Give Pomeroy what he wants, and shop your masterpiece around, and if the lords at The New York Times give you entrance to their court, then you can flip Pomeroy the bird. Just not before.”

“Mr. Compromise.”

Havens shrugs. “I’ve been called worse.”

“The thing about compromise is how innocuous it sounds. So reasonable.”

Havens rolls his eyes. Here we go.

“But it’s not reasonable. Half-measure, that’s what it really amounts to. And nobody likes stuff that’s half-measure.” The train whistle signals their approach into Chance. “Look out there.” With the fevered expression of a prospector, Massey gestures at the densely wooded hills as though there were gold nuggets waiting to be plucked from them. “Somewhere in those hills is a story that I’m going to write the hell out of, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stop playing it safe and shoot what makes your blood flow. Get out there and take the best pictures of your career. That’s our only chance to get off the public dime and get back into prime editorial real estate where what we produce actually matters.”

Havens stares out the opposite window, where the view is much different—a small shoddy station with a platform barely longer than a diving board. Hardly a launching pad to this bright new future Massey has in mind.

They step off the train and pass through the shabby wood and brick station onto Main Street, Chance, Massey striding with confidence, Havens with the leaden gait of a man walking to a duel with an unreliable pistol. He hoists his camera bag on his shoulder and seesaws along with his tripod in one hand and his duffel bag in the other.

“What’s that smell?” Massey turns up his noise at the fetid odor in the air, scanning for the culprit.

“That would be the smell of nature,” answers Havens.

“Too much nature.”

Two-story brick buildings straddle a couple of dusty street blocks with signs advertising nothing out of the ordinary—Steeple-Busch Shoes, Howell Furniture, Rakestraw Hardware & Feed, Ethel’s Diner, Spurlock Drugs. About a dozen cars are parked along the wide, paved street.

“Well, howdo, Chance.” Massey adopts a wide stance and puts his fists on his hips. A woman in a full-length dress from a fashion many years past skips in alarm when Massey tips his hat.

According to the last census report, Chance is home to fewer than three hundred people, even though it is equipped for ten times as many. Like many other towns in eastern Kentucky, it got its start shortly after the Civil War, when corporations swarmed in like termites to claim the hardwoods, but it was the demand for coal that brought the real boom. Thrusting its way through the mountains, the railway took coal on its way out and deposited laborers on its way back in, and soon there was a town like Chance around every bend. Many of the hills have since had their insides carved out and prosperity has taken off for other parts, leaving towns like this to slump into a state more pitiful than the one that preceded it.

Massey fixes on a point of interest. “Before we go set up base camp, how about a quick turn at the gin mill?”

As they start across the street, they are startled by honking noises. A man raps the center of the hubcap he’s holding like a steering wheel, and makes more honking noises as he passes, then continues running in the lane without paying any attention to the Ford about to overtake him. Slowing, the driver of the vehicle pulls up alongside the running man, and yells out the window, “Get your black ass back up on the sidewalk, Chappy, unless you want me to run over it!” But the man with the hubcap only tips his hat and keeps running, making the sound of an engine shifting through the gears.

The establishment they enter is not much more than a bar counter weighted on each end by an old-timer, its fulcrum a stony barkeep. Packed tightly in front of the dartboard at the far end are three young restless-looking men, none of whom respond to Massey’s cheerful greeting, but by the time Havens comes back from the john, Massey is buying them a round of drinks.

“Everyone calls me Tick,” says the stouter of the bunch, quick to shake Havens’s hand. He has a pale face, dark smears under his eyes, and the same uneven haircut as his friends, brushed forward over his forehead.

Massey nods toward the scrawny kid returning with the darts, whose manner of walking brings to mind hinges working themselves loose. “This young fella is Faro Suggins, the sheriff’s nephew.”

Faro squints at Havens and plants himself next to the third guy, who stares at Havens with the eyes of someone who works the gallows.

“And Ronny Gault here is the mayor’s son.” Massey seems pleased, as if Ronny’s an acquisition, while Ronny makes it clear he shares none of this enthusiasm by downing the rest of his beer instead of shaking Havens’s hand.

Havens has heard of hill people being tight-lipped and suspicious of outsiders, but liquor and Massey’s interest soon make these three eager to talk. Massey unpacks the recording machine and asks if they mind going on record, and after a brief hesitation quickly dispelled by a demonstration of how the device works, they go back to talking as if it weren’t there. None of them are employed or have any prospects for gaining employment, unless they want to relocate to Smoke Hole, the coal town twelve miles away. Faro and Tick cite relatives with black lung and say they can think of better ways to die.

Ronny says, “I don’t see no point in going to work when every other week you’re told to go on strike.”

If this touches a nerve with Massey, he doesn’t let on. “Do you think the mining companies are doing enough to ensure the safety of their employees?”

“I ain’t got a fancy education like city boys, but I’m smart enough to know those union bosses aren’t in it for the little guy, not as long as they’re taking their cut. Besides, all the workers will be sent packing as soon as they figure out how to make a machine that cuts out the coal.”

Faro elbows Havens. “You get Ronny liquored up and he’ll talk you drunk, hung-over, and sober again.”

“Well, stories are what we’ve come for, boys,” says Massey.

Tick turns to Faro. “In that case, you ought to tell them about that bear that tackled you and damn near changed you into a woman. Not that it would take much.”

Havens has little interest in barroom banter, but just as he is about to excuse himself and go outside to photograph the building, Ronny addresses Massey with a scornful tone. “What’s the matter with your friend here? He don’t drink, he don’t talk, he just stands there staring.”

“He’s a photographer,” Massey answers, as if this should explain everything. In an attempt to mollify the mayor’s son, he orders another round of drinks. “Say, how about Havens here takes your picture?” He shoots Havens a private look as if to say, Buck up.

Skinning a cat would be a more pleasant task, but Havens reluctantly unpacks his Graflex. It becomes apparent that the men have never seen a camera before. Massey tells them that this is a landmark year for picture-taking, that Kodachrome has just been invented, and that full-color images are about to change everything from art to news reporting. From his wallet, Massey pulls a card, unfolds it, and hands it to Faro, who whistles at the color photo of a naked woman with parted red lips and long black hair brushed from one shoulder to expose a heavy pale breast.

“That’s color photography, fellas. That’s the future,” Massey says.

“Well, ain’t that a pretty future.”

The men now regard Havens with respect, having assumed he is to be credited for the shot, which he is. Not quite the lowest point in his career, the photo is a reminder of how desperate a man can be for rent money, and whatever Havens regrets about the months he spent posing and photographing naked women also desperate for rent money is nothing compared to his regret for letting Massey have that dumb picture.

Now the men are only too happy to pose in front of the camera. While Havens takes a reading with the light meter, they throw their arms over one another’s shoulders and complain about how slim the pickings are in Chance.

“The only one who’s got any looks is Sarah Tuttle, but Ronny’s courting her,” says Faro.

When Massey asks what kinds of trouble young men can get into when they’re not hunting tail, Tick flicks his cigarette ash and says, “There’s blue coon hunting.”

Havens thinks the fault is in his hearing until he sees Ronny’s face redden. “Shut your trap!” he snaps.

“I didn’t mean nothing by it, just—”

“I said shut the hell up, Tick!”

Involuntarily, Havens presses the shutter.

“What’s blue coon hunting?” Massey asks, but Ronny and Faro jostle Tick outside before he has a chance to respond.

Havens turns to the barkeep. “What’s blue coon hunting?”

Even before the question is asked in full, the man slides him the tab and replies, “Couldn’t rightly say.”

Headed for their lodging, Havens and Massey puzzle over what Tick might’ve meant.

“Were they trying to prank us, like snipe hunting?”

“Maybe it’s code for poaching,” Havens suggests, trying to think what species in this part of the country might be protected by the federal government.

“Maybe it’s got nothing to do with game hunting at all. Maybe it refers to an activity of an illegal nature.”

“Moonshining, you mean?”

“Or gunrunning, but whatever it is, they were quick to backtrack.”

Curiosity is the swell on which every photographer rides, but for Havens, the tide has been ebbing a long time, so it is with more than a little relief that he finds himself now intrigued. “I guess we should find out,” he tells Massey, who raises his eyebrows. “Just maybe we’ll find that story of yours.”

“Well, look at you.”
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Massey has a leftover football injury that at opportune times becomes a limp and an easy way that gets him more action than any other man Havens knows, but when he is nosing around a story there is a famished way about him that makes women fix him hot dinners and men pour him the last of their good whiskey. It’s this Massey who now takes off his hat in a sweeping introduction to the woman who opens the door to her boarding house, hands the woman his calling card, and announces his name as though it were the byline at the end of a published essay: “Ulys P. Massey, and this is my associate, Mr. Clayton Havens.”

There is no hint of softness on the matron’s whiskered face. “FSA, huh?”

Massey explains that they’ve come to do a report on Appalachia. Leaning toward her and lowering his voice, he adds, “We aren’t telling folks the president sent us, so if we could just keep that between us.”

Never has this well-used tactic fallen as flat as it does now. “This here’s Chance, mister, so unless the president wants to know all about crop rot and coal mines, best you look for Appalachia in some other town.” The woman starts to close the door.

“We’re happy to pay double the going rate,” Havens pipes up.

The door opens again.

“And my colleague here will do a beautiful photographic portrait of you for free,” Massey tacks on.

Havens hopes his face is doing a decent impression of enthusiasm at the prospect when she offers them passage into the house.

“Name’s Sylvia Fullhart.” After taking their money, she leads them up a scuffed, squeaky staircase and along a hallway, where the wallpaper is beginning to peel and the smell of mold is most concentrated, before throwing open a door to a musty room under a sloping ceiling. Two narrow cots are separated by a washstand, and a single small window faces a backyard of slag and a stand of imposing trees.

“Dinner’s at five.” She looks at Havens. “I’ll sit for my picture after that.”

Most of what Havens unpacks is photographic paraphernalia. He has been given a ton of black-and-white cartridges for this assignment but only two rolls of color film, of which he will make judicious use. He loads the Contax with standard black-and-white ISO 120 while Massey picks up Havens’s portfolio.

“Don’t waste your time looking at those,” Havens tells him.

Massey thumbs through the latest black-and-whites—switchboard operators at the Union Terminal at Cincinnati Bell, the Saturday night goings-on at the Cosmopolitan, teenagers lined up in front of the Bijou Theatre—then singles out a picture of two dancehall inspectors, their stern faces a contrast to the revelry in front of them. “Okay, not heart-stopping, but pretty darn funny.”

“What if I don’t have what it takes anymore?” What if he’s never had what it takes?

“You can’t expect every picture to be a Pulitzer winner.”

Havens used to be considered an unexceptional photographer—even his mother didn’t keep the issues in which his photographs were published—but Orphan Boy changed everything. Overnight, he became reputed. People credited him for distilling the public’s plight in what became known as the Face of the Depression, and those same people keep expecting him to produce more of that ilk, not what Pomeroy refers to as his “fussily composed pictures of weedy fields.” Somehow, having made a name for himself, Havens now drags it around everywhere like a cadaver.

Massey puts the portfolio down, insisting, “It’s a slump, that’s all. Happens to the best of us.”

“It’s more than a slump.” Each night in his dreams Havens develops grainy images of uninhabitable landscapes he has never visited and formless people without faces, and every morning he wakes up to see his camera zoomed in on him from the top of the bureau as though he has some explaining to do. “I don’t feel anything when I take pictures anymore,” he confesses.

“When that happens to me with an article, the subject matter’s the issue. You’ve got to take pictures of what interests you.”

“And what if I don’t know what interests me?”

“Then get back into your element.” Massey makes it sound so easy. “Pomeroy was going to send Stanley out here with me, but I told him you needed to do this. So here you go, your great outdoors you love so much.” Massey yanks open the window and leans out. “It does go on and on, doesn’t it?” He slams the window shut.

“And if I don’t succeed here?”

Clapping Havens’s forearms as though beating dust from cushions, Massey says, “Then we’ll go to some other wilderness. Hell, we’ll go to Antarctica if we have to. But first you have to get ol’ ray of sunshine downstairs to smile for the birdy.”

Three other boarders are sitting at small card tables in the front room when Massey and Havens go downstairs. Like a benevolent landowner out visiting his tenants, Massey has a chat with each of them while Havens slides into a chair at the far end of the room, hoping he won’t be conscripted into taking pictures of anyone else.

After a less than inspired dinner of brisket, potatoes, and runny cherry pie, Sylvia Fullhart shoos the boarders back to their rooms and asks Havens if he prefers her to sit or stand. Massey is the one to arrange her in the wingback chair beside the dark fireplace.

As much as Massey’s work is characterized by volume, a process that churns out page after page, Havens’s is a study in economy. Rather than shoot a subject multiple times from many different angles and in varying lighting conditions, he prefers to observe a subject over a long period of time before pressing the shutter. This has always been his method, right from the age of fourteen, when his father spent two dollars and bought him his first camera, a cardboard Kodak Brownie Number 2, as a way to give a sickly kid something to do on his good days. That’s when Havens would venture out to the backyard on pale skinny legs and use the lens to examine some beetle carcass or duck feather or half-buried bottle top. Scrutiny, however, works less well with human subjects. People don’t want Havens waiting for some change in their expression or shift in posture to reveal something about their inner landscape—what he has come to think of as their tell. They want a portrait that flatters them.

While Havens observes Sylvia Fullhart through his 135mm viewfinder, deciding whether to do a simple head-and-shoulders or a full-length shot with more setting, she begins to run off the names and pedigrees of everyone in town. “But you’d be wise to obtain the blessing of Urnamy Gault first before trying to talk to folks. Get on the mayor’s good side and you’ll have everyone telling you their woebegones, but mind, that business about being on assignment for the president won’t work on him either.”

As is now customary, Havens sees nothing through the viewfinder that interests him and the light from the floor lamp seems to cleave Sylvia Fullhart’s body in two. “The conditions are not ideal. I suggest we do this in the morning when we can take advantage of natural light.”

“Just take the picture!” Massey and Sylvia Fullhart say in unison.

As though his shirtsleeves were made of cast iron, he lifts his Contax and attaches it to the tripod while Massey keeps throwing him a thumbs-up.

As soon as she hears the click of the shutter, the woman says, “I think I’d prefer a standing one.”

Massey arranges her arms.

“Be sure to talk to Reverend Tuttle. He can tell you the history of Chance going back to 1830. Anything about the Chesapeake and Ohio you want to know, he’ll tell you, and everything about the mines, too. He’s the most learned of any of us.”

“Would he happen to know anything about blue coon hunting?”

She gapes at Massey, one hand on her knee, the other on her hip, in a most unnatural pose. “You can’t come right out with a question like that!”

Havens notices the woman’s tell—a patch of eczema on her neck suddenly inflamed.

As though he’s picked up the spoor of some animal, Massey presses her. “It’s got nothing to do with raccoons, does it?”

Sylvia’s eyes flick from Massey to the camera. She motions for Havens to stop pointing it at her. “Best you leave that business aside.”

She won’t be coaxed into saying more on the subject, and the men return to their room. Massey tells Havens that he tried researching race relations in eastern Kentucky, and what little he’d gleaned was from the whites’ perspective only, which is to say, things aren’t as bad as they are farther south. “But get this—the coal companies around here ran huge ad campaigns in the South recruiting Negro laborers and offering to pay black miners the same as white miners, and pretty soon the workforce was about half black and half white. On the surface that strikes a person as reasonable, doesn’t it?”

Havens guesses where Massey is going. “But the white miners don’t want to have anything to do with the black miners.”

“Bingo,” Massey says. “Which means working conditions that make hell look inviting. Except there’s no way white miners are going to join ranks with black miners because they’re too busy worrying Negro men are taking their jobs. Therefore, a weak union and a fat corporation patting itself on the back.”

“So, if it’s a racial reference, why the ‘blue’?”

Massey shrugs and starts making notes, and Havens stretches out on his bed and wonders what they are getting themselves into.



Reverend Arlen Tuttle is a frowning man with a tight-lipped way about him, which gives the impression that every word Massey utters will be stored and used against him one day. He holds his lapels and waits for Massey to get through apologizing for interrupting his preparations for the Sunday service and explaining about the good work being done by the FSA before saying, “You paid a visit to the drinking establishment, I hear.”

“The only way to depict a town with any accuracy is to visit as many places and speak to as many people as we can.”

“If you want an accurate depiction of our town, you would do better talking to my parishioners than entertaining the likes of Ronny Gault.”

A young woman with heavily applied makeup and a head full of ringlets rushes down the aisle. “Sorry I’m late, Pa.”

“Where have you been?”

“Nowhere.”

He gives her his handkerchief and tells her to wipe off her lipstick.

She gathers the pile of song sheets from the altar and tosses a few on each bench while Massey asks the preacher about the church’s views on the coal industry and the labor movement.

“In the Lord’s house, there are no picket lines or any other means used to divide people. In the waters of baptism, we are all one.”

Finishing her task, his daughter begins trimming the altar candles, and Havens drifts over and introduces himself.

“Sarah,” she responds.

“We met your boyfriend yesterday—Ronny Gault.”

“Ronny’s not my boyfriend, and you’d do well not to believe anything he tells you.” She writes hymn numbers on the chalkboard.

“Does that apply to blue coon hunting?”

At the question, Sarah Tuttle behaves like someone who’s hypothermic. She wraps her arms across herself and through clenched teeth says, “Ronny ought to be locked up for talking that way!”

Havens would question her further, but something has caught his attention on the shelf built into the back of the pulpit. “Is that a gun?”

“That’s a snake repellent,” says Reverend Tuttle, who removes the revolver. “A Smith and Wesson thirty-eight.” He shows where a snake is carved in the mahogany handle. “A couple years back, one of Pastor Wrightley’s parishioners came in here with a rattler in each hand, ready to set us straight on how worship ought to be conducted, and one of them got loose and delivered a fatal strike to Mrs. O’Dell’s ankle.”

Having a man of God in front of his pulpit with a handgun is too good an opportunity to pass up. “Do you mind if I take your picture?” Havens asks, and to his surprise, Reverend Tuttle agrees, striking a pose more befitting a bounty hunter than a man ordained to save souls.

Churchgoers with a slightly malnourished way about them start filing in and taking their places, and a man who is a good many dinners past fitting into his three-piece wool suit ambles to the front to join Massey, Havens, and Reverend Tuttle. “These the ones asking all the questions?” Reeking of cigars, he peers out from under the brim of his homburg with small blue eyes that give the impression cigar smoke is still rising up into them, and pulls his chin toward his neck as if to stifle a belch. “Name’s Urnamy Gault, but you fellas can call me Mayor.” He doesn’t introduce the brittle-looking woman behind him who has a child on her hip, four in tow, and one on the way, though she appears to be a good deal past childbearing age.

Massey is in the process of stating their business when the mayor cuts him off. “You boys saved?”

Massey doesn’t skip a beat. “I went to Methodist camp meetings in my youth.”

“I’ll take that as a no,” Urnamy Gault says. “Never met a Northerner who was saved, have you, Reverend? Well, you boys couldn’t have picked a better time to worship with us than Baptism Sunday.”

Massey tries to make an ally of the mayor, following him to his pew; Reverend Tuttle takes a seat in the chair beside the pulpit and Havens slips outside, passing Sarah Tuttle, chewing her nails and eyeing him from the corner. He strolls the grounds to take in more of the surroundings. Along the slopes of the hunching hills are clusters of cabins, each with a rough field of corn, wheat, or tobacco, while the main river bullies its way through the valley below. Pastures give way to woodlands, which rise up to form an endless parade of mountains, the effect of which makes it hard to believe that elsewhere in the nation ships are leaving port, skyscrapers are being erected, and automobiles are rolling off factory lines.

After a while, he returns to the church and positions his tripod and camera thirty feet from the building. He has in mind a straight-forward picture, one depicting the only well-maintained, if unadorned, structure in the area, standing resolute as if to keep at bay the primitive forces of both man and nature. For scenics, he prefers to shoot with his Graflex Speed Graphic rather than the smaller and more convenient Contax. He sets the f-stop at F6 and the shutter speed at 1/125 and assesses the church first through the prism range finder and then through the lens used to correct for parallax error. Just as he is about to press the shutter, the doors spring open and a phalanx of congregants files out behind Reverend Tuttle, who holds his Bible as if it were a lantern.

Breaking ranks, Massey runs up to Havens. “Everyone’s going down to the river to get baptized. Come on, this is going to be something else.”

Havens closes up his Graflex, unscrews it from the tripod, and hurries to catch up to Massey, who has merged again with the crowd, now singing and clapping and marching along a narrow spit of dirt into the forest. They thread around mulberry trees and yews and oaks, and their song is no longer swept away by the hillside breeze but swells beneath the humid leafy canopy and takes on an adhesive quality. After skidding down a treacherous embankment and clamoring over boulders, the congregation bunches at a stream. Sarah stands beside her father, and, at his cue, begins to sing “His Eye Is on the Sparrow” loud enough to be heard on the other side of the forest. Massey jostles Havens through the throng for a position closer to the action. With her hands resting on the back of her hips and her eyes locked ahead, Sarah Tuttle’s voice slides up to a note and holds it a long time in a high lonesome vibrato at the end of the phrase “I sing because I’m free.” Havens has never heard anything like it.

Reverend Tuttle strolls into the water, makes an appeal to the heavens and an invitation to those assembled, and gestures to Sarah to start fitting white robes on those who come forward.

Amidst “hallelujahs” and “amens,” the mayor is first to be yanked underwater. One after another, people make their way into the shallows, dressed as though for bed or surgery, each with a somnolent expression, and it does seem that some transformation takes place in the process of submersion, because each one returns to shore bright-eyed and smiling and a little shy, readying for an embrace as though having returned from a long trip.

Havens sets up his tripod and notices Massey pull loose his tie and kick off his shoes.

“What are you doing?”

Massey peels off his socks. “I’m going in.”

“You can’t do that.” Havens tries apprehending him, but Massey elbows his way to the front of the crowd and presents himself in front of a deacon, lifting his arms in the air for a robe. Shooting pictures is pointless now, so Havens retreats to a boulder, where, a moment later, he feels a tap on his shoulder.

Sarah Tuttle looks grave. “Can I talk to you?” She faces the baptism, indicating for Havens to do the same, and gives the impression of clapping along with the congregation as she speaks to Havens under her breath. “What else did Ronny tell you? Did he say he was planning something?”

“You mean, blue coon—”

She cuts him off by raising her hand. “Don’t call them that.”

So they are people. “Was Ronny referring to Negroes?”

She shakes her head. “You work for President Roosevelt?” Sarah asks.

Havens clarifies, “We report to a department that collects information about people so that other government agencies can help those people. For example, if a town needs better schools or new roads—”

“You seem like a nice man. Are you?”

Havens hesitates. “Yes?”

Bedraggled and grinning, Massey has waded to the shore and is shaking hands with people.

“So, if I told you innocent people get hurt in this town and nobody does anything about it, could you help? Or your department?”

“Does this have to do with what Ronny and his friends said?”

Havens follows Sarah’s gaze—Gault is talking to Massey. “Forget I said anything,” she says, slipping away.

“Gault’s just invited us to lunch,” Massey reports, returning to Havens. He tips his head to one side and thumps his ear.

“I’m surprised he fell for it.”

Massey rakes his fingers through his wet hair. “Do you think I just pulled a stunt to get in with folks?”

“So what, you’re a convert?”

“Remember that time we went out to cover the mill workers’ strike, the one that turned into a riot?”

“You threw a rock at a policeman, as I recall.”

“I picked up a sign.” Massey rolls his eyes. “The point is, going into the water felt like that. Don’t you ever want to give yourself to something larger than just yourself? Be part of some bigger transaction, whatever it is?”

Havens changes the subject. “The preacher’s daughter wants our help.”

“With what?”

“ ‘Blue coons’ refers to people, but I don’t think Negroes, and my guess is the mayor’s son is involved in some kind of feud with them.” Havens explains that Sarah’s afraid for them, whoever they are, but that she clammed up as soon as she saw Gault approach Massey.

“Just when I was saying I didn’t want to write about stereotypes, and I get the Hatfields and the McCoys.”

“I think we must be very careful who we ask what,” Havens says, watching Sarah Tuttle dart through the trees.
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Havens and Massey take their seats on either side of Urnamy Gault’s dining table, along with four scrubbed boys, the older of which has the infant on his lap. Likening baptism to spring cleaning, Gault is advising Massey to get dunked in the waters of salvation once a year. The mayor doesn’t so much talk as proclaim, and Havens and Massey have already been subjected to his opinions on everything from national politics to local economics, and how big corporations lure from small towns young able-bodied men who fall for hopes of an easier life rather than taking up the honest one waiting in their own backyard.

During Gault’s protracted blessing, Havens helps Estil Gault carry dishes to the table. She is a small-boned woman who appears to hold her breath much of the time, as though she ought not to take more than her share of anything, least of all air. When she is asked by her husband as to their son’s whereabouts, each word she speaks comes out pinched. “Gone to call on Sarah Tuttle, I expect.”

Gault scoffs and explains that Sarah Tuttle is giving Ronny the runaround.

Havens returns to the kitchen for another dish, and finds Estil doubled over with pain. Pressing her hand against her belly, she eases into the chair Havens hurries to retrieve for her.

Havens pours her a glass of water. “Shall I call your husband?”

“It’ll pass.”

Havens is still deciding how long he should let it go before sounding the alarm when Ronny comes in through the back door and rushes to his mother’s side. “Mama, you’re ill.”

“I’m fine.” She scoots to the edge of the chair and raises her hand so he can help her stand.

“The doctor told you no more, and that was two babies ago, and now here’s another one on the way.”

Havens fills the pitcher with water while Estil tells her son not to fret.

“What’s taking you so long, Estil?” Gault calls.

“You go on and start without me,” she hollers back, stifling a moan.

Ronny’s face darkens. “Why can’t he lay off?”

“Please don’t go in there and make an issue of it again.”

As Havens is leaving the kitchen, Ronny is bending so his mother can hug him. “You’re all I’ve got, Mama. I can’t have anything happen to you.”

Instead of greeting his son when he comes in from the kitchen, Gault keeps his eyes on his plate. “You arrive late and expect to eat at my table without washing up?”

“I’m not eating,” Ronny grumbles.

“Your mother’s gone to the trouble of cooking a meal that I went to the trouble of paying for that the Good Lord went to the trouble of providing, and it’s too much trouble for you to eat it?”

Estil Gault gives her son a beseeching look, so he slumps into the empty chair, clipping the ear of the boy beside him before picking up his fork and stabbing at the food his mother puts in front of him.

“Your mother says I’m to loan you money for an engagement ring, but I wonder what kind of courtship it is if a suitor can’t be bothered to escort his girl to church, especially when her daddy’s the preacher and it’s Baptism Sunday.”

“Young people do things different than how we did them, Urnamy,” Estil Gault inserts.

“I don’t need your money,” Ronny fires back.

Gault puts down his fork, daubs his mouth with his napkin, and takes a long sip of water. He turns to Massey. “Would you call it a particular kind of pride that makes a boy turn down a man’s charity even though he’s got no employment prospects, or would you call it just plain old mule-headedness?”

“Urnamy, please,” says his wife.

“We Kentuckians are a proud people—that’s one thing you boys can write in that report of yours.”

Uncharacteristically quiet until now, Massey says suddenly, “Actually, I was hoping you could tell me what you know about blue coon hunting.”

Gault does not break eye contact with Massey, not even with his wife gasping. “Now, I don’t know where you would hear a thing like that, but I’ll say this, if you’ve come here to depict us as ignorant snake-handlers, moonshiners, and superstitious hillbillies who’ve got nothing better to do than be at daggers with one another, you’d best get on the next train.”

Havens glares at Massey, who must piss pure vinegar because he says, “Actually, it was Ronny and his pals who raised the subject.”

“I said no such thing!” Ronny bellows, rising to his feet so fast his chair tips backward.

“We’ve been given to understand that coons don’t refer to colored folk,” Massey presses on. “So who are we talking about here?”

Estil Gault snaps at Massey, “The devil himself, that’s who!”

Rising, the mayor demands an immediate end to the subject by saying, “Take the children upstairs, Estil.” But she is fired up on the subject and turns to her husband.

“Why don’t you tell them how the devil about burned down this town? Why don’t you tell them how they make it miserable for everyone else?” She faces Massey, the only one still seated, still, in fact, eating. “Unless you want your life to become a living hell, you best steer clear of Spooklight Holler.”

“Shut up about Blues! I’m sick of hearing about them!” Ronny thunders out of the room, with his mother in close pursuit.

Havens picks up his camera equipment and signals Massey to keep his mouth shut. “We are sorry for raising a subject that has caused Mrs. Gault such distress.”

The mayor escorts them to the front door. “I don’t know what all Ronny and Faro told you or what you’ve heard from anyone else, but I’ll have you keep in mind that those folk quarantined themselves. Nobody forced them up that holler. My wife’s prone to excitability, but she’s right—best keep clear of that lot.”

Havens shakes hands with him. “We sure will.”

“Appreciate the warning,” adds Massey.

As they cross the street, Havens checks over his shoulder—Estil Gault and Ronny are watching them from the upstairs window.

“Who the hell is quarantined these days except lepers?”

A block down Main Street, Havens waves over a kid on a bicycle and fishes out a quarter from his pocket. “Can you show us the way to Spooklight Holler?”

The kid shakes his head, so Havens offers another coin. Still the kid refuses, so Havens peels a dollar from his billfold. “Come on now, that’s enough to replace those worn tires.”

The kid snatches the money and pedals to the end of the street.

As soon as they catch up to him, he pedals a bit farther. The next time they catch up to him, Massey asks, “The people up the holler, are they sick?”

The boy shakes his head.

“Are you afraid of them?” Havens asks.

Again, he shakes his head, but half a mile later, he pulls off to the side of the dirt road and points to a path that leads into the woods, then pedals like crazy back to town.



Havens hears the sound again. Some kind of birdcall, perhaps. He’s already identified several species—mockingbirds, cardinals, chickadees, towhee, and two summer residents come early, the Kentucky warbler and yellow warbler. Massey has grown impatient with him for stopping every few minutes. “You’re not on assignment for Audubon, for god’s sake.”

He and Massey have clocked several miles. As instructed by a tenant farmer, they followed the dirt path until it came to a stand of cottonwoods, and just as they’d been told, another footpath lay beyond, but less than two hundred yards into the holler, the path curved to the right and became unnavigable. When they had to crash through dense underbrush, Havens, sweaty, itchy, and irritable, suggested they might have strayed from the path, but now he isn’t even sure they are in the right holler. Proposing they turn back only makes Massey more insistent on soldiering through the tangle.

Havens’s sleeve rips on a thorny branch and he feels a gash open up on his forearm. Small bushy twigs keep reaching into his hair and roots knot instantly at his feet to form tripwires. Much of this environment is unfamiliar to him. The trees seem unnaturally tall, and apart from bluebells, bloodroot, and pink lady’s-slipper, he’s never seen the other flowering shrubs. Even the spiky odor in the air is foreign to him. Vines drape down from tree branches like nooses.

When they began their hike, the air was cool, but now it is thick and cloying. They’ve been at it more than two hours, and the stream that gave them fresh hope ten minutes ago seems to have given them the slip. He can’t imagine anyone living up here, and yet they push on, Massey as if he is tracking some lost tribe, and Havens tussling with branches that seem to want to dispossess him of his camera.

Massey suddenly points to the ground, claiming to have found the path, but it seems too narrow to be anything but an animal trail. Havens tries not to think what kind of animal. He is about to insist they turn back when he hears the noise again. It is closer this time, but too brief and too indistinct for him to identify.

“Do you hear that?” Massey asks, cocking his head.

Rounding a collection of boulders, they come up alongside the stream again. Massey takes this as a good sign. “See, I told you we weren’t lost.”

Havens wets his handkerchief and applies it to the back of his neck, and then hears the sound again. Not a birdcall; rather, the unmistakable melody of human song.

Massey gestures upstream, where their view is obscured by trees. He puts a finger to his lips before flapping his hand in the direction they are to proceed, and they keep to the edge of the stream, where the spongy moss absorbs the sound of their footsteps. Distracted by the call of a whip-poor-will, Havens does not see the branch that Massey bent out of his way come flying back, and it strikes Havens on the side of the head, causing him to gasp. Massey swings around and fires him a stern look as though Havens has just driven off their prey. He sets a brisk pace while Havens stumbles and trips and does a poor job of keeping up. As they duck beneath low branches, the melody drifts toward them like a tease. Havens has to stop to free his tripod from another errant creeper, and Massey, having seen something, beckons him to hurry.

Havens pulls up next to him and peeks through the gap in the brush. Beside the stream, a young woman is struggling to wedge her heel into her shoe while using a glistening rock as ballast. Obscuring her face is a sheet of wet dark-red hair, and even though she is deep in the shadow, what Havens sees stuns him. It can’t be. His body freezes the way a lesser animal’s might do in the presence of a predator. Rigor mortis notwithstanding, his senses do not yield: her skin color is an unambiguous blue.

Havens thinks they should make themselves known with a greeting, and yet he keeps silent. He watches the water drip from the ends of her hair, allows his eyes to follow her exposed lithe arms to the curvature of her hips, where her damp dress clings to her. She twists her hair over one shoulder to wring out the water, and he wills her to move into the sunlight. It feels like a violation of her, this watching, but still Havens fails to do the decent thing. At the intersection of shadow and curve and color is his bewitching, and there arises in him an intense desire both to approach her and to turn back and forget he ever saw her.

Massey is jabbing him in the ribs, mouthing something. Havens has no idea what is required of him. He goes back to watching her. She’s petite, slight, sylphlike, and she is about to step into the light. He wants to see her face. Massey hits him on the arm, frowns fiercely, and makes the sign for him to take a photograph. Havens raises the Contax. Step into the sunlight, he urges her silently. Step and turn. Let me see you.

A bundle is wedged in the fork of a nearby tree, and this is where she heads, where the shadow of the forest is pulled back like a curtain and the sunlight reveals her blue skin, silky and as luminescent as the speculum of a mallard. She turns just enough that he can make out her pensive expression. Her mouth is large for so delicate a face, and her full lips are the color of midnight during a full moon. Havens might as well be socked in the gut. Something inside him is turning. Some loosening is taking place, something that makes him aware that till now he has been a constricted man, a man with limbs and gut and mind screwed too tightly in place. This great unwinding is stripping the threads of all those bolts that hold him together, so magnificent a sight is she.

“Take it!” Massey hisses in his ear.
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