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  Praise for Adriana Trigiani’s new novel Home to Big Stone Gap

  ‘Trigiani’s novels, set in small-town Virginia, are about family and friends, love and loss as well as daily dilemmas we all face – and they are utterly addictive’ Glamour

  ‘Must Read – Home to Big Stone Gap is as quirky and charming as her first novel. If you are not a fan already, you will be after this’ Company

  ‘If you love curling up with charming tales of small towns and quirky characters, switch off with this. Four stars.’ Cosmopolitan

  Praise for the Big Stone Gap Trilogy

  ‘Hilarious and romantic. I couldn’t put it down – a real page turner’ Sarah Jessica Parker

  ‘It’s one of my all-time favourite novels . . . unforgettable’ Whoopi Goldberg

  ‘Back-country America at its best, full of bizarre characters too strange to be fictional . . . Sarah Jessica Parker “couldn’t put it down”. Which is our recommendation exactly’ Glamour

  ‘A Southern novel that has the ring of truth, by which I mean its characters are bizarre, its story is hilarious, and it hooked me on page one’ John Berendt, author of Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil

  ‘A charming, moving and beautifully observed tale’ Daily Mirror

  ‘Honest, wholesome entertainment with a spicy Deep South kick’ Daily Mail

  ‘As warm and sweet as Southern Comfort’ Elle

  ‘As comforting as a mug of camomile tea on a rainy Sunday’ The New York Times

  ‘Funny, charming and original’ Fannie Flagg, author of Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe
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  The rain is coming down on this old stone house so hard, it seems there are a hundred tap dancers on the roof. When Etta left for school this morning, it was drizzling, and now, at two o’clock, it’s a storm. I can barely see Powell Mountain out my kitchen window; just yesterday it was a shimmering gold pyramid of autumn leaves at their peak. I hope the downpour won’t beat the color off the trees too soon. We have all winter for Cracker’s Neck Holler to wear gray. How I love these mountains in October: the leaves are turning—layers of burgundy and yellow crinolines that change color in the light—the apples are in, the air smells like sweet smoke, and I get to build big fires in Mrs. Mac’s deep hearths. As I kneel and slip a log into the stove, I think of my mother-in-law, who had fires going after the first chill in the air. “I love me a farr,” she’d say.

  There’s a note on the blackboard over the sink in Jack Mac’s hand­writing: Red pepper sandwiches? The message is at least three months old; no one should have to wait that long for their favorite sandwich, least of all my husband. Why does it take me so long to fulfill a simple request? There was a time when he came first, when I would drop everything and invent ways to make my husband happy. I wonder if he notices that life has put him in second place. If he doesn’t, my magazine subscriptions sure do. Redbook came with a cover exploding in hot pink letters: PUT TIIE SIZZLE BACK IN YOUR MARRIAGE! WE SHOW YOU HOW! Step #4 is Make His Favorite Food. (Don’t ask about the other nine steps.) So, with equal measures of guilt and determination to do better, I’m roasting peppers in the oven, turning them while they char as dark as the sky.

  I baked the bread for the sandwiches this morning. I pull the cookie sheet off the deep windowsill, brush the squares of puffy dough with olive oil, and put them aside. Then I take the tray out of the oven and commence peeling the peppers. (This is a sit-down job.) My mother used to lift off the charred part in one piece; I’ve yet to master her technique. The vivid red pepper underneath is smooth as the velvet lining of an old jewelry box. I lay the thin red strips on the soft bread. The mix of olive oil and sweet hot bread smells fresh and buttery. I sprinkle coarse salt on the open sandwiches; the faceted crystals glisten on the red peppers. I’m glad I made a huge batch. There will be lots of us in the van tonight.

  There’s big news around here. Etta is going to be on television. She and two of her classmates are going on Kiddie Kollege, the WCYB quiz show for third-graders. Etta, who loves to read, has been chosen for her general knowledge. Her fellow teammates are Jane Herd and Billy Skeens. Jane, a math whiz who has the round cheeks of a monarch, has been selected for her keen ability to divide in her head. Billy, a small but mighty Melungeon boy, was chosen for his bravery. He recently helped evacuate the Big Stone Gap Elementary School cafeteria when one of the steam tables caught fire. No one could come up with a prize big enough to honor him (an assembly and a medal seemed silly), so the school decided to put him on the show. I guess the teachers feel that fame is its own reward.

  Jack Mac borrowed the van from Sacred Heart Church because we’re transporting the team and I’ve promised rides to our friends. The television studio is about an hour and a half from the Gap, right past Kingsport over in Bristol, Tennessee. The show is live at six P.M. sharp, so we’ll leave right after school. Etta planned her outfit carefully: a navy blue skirt and pink sweater (her grandfather Mario sent it to her from Italy, so Etta thinks it’s the best sweater she owns, if not the luckiest). She is wearing her black patent-leather Mary Janes, though I pointed out that you rarely see anyone’s shoes on TV.

  I make one final pass through the downstairs, locking up as I go. With its simple, square rooms and lots of floor space, this old house is perfect for raising kids. Of course, when Mrs. Mac was alive, I never dreamed I’d live here. For a few years, this was just another delivery stop for me in the Medicine Dropper. I remember how I loved to drive up the bumpy dirt road and see this stone house sitting in a clearing against the mountain like a painting. If I had known that Mrs. Mac would one day be my mother-in-law, I might have tried to impress her. But I didn’t. I’d drop off her pills, have a cup of coffee, and go. I never thought I would fall in love with her only son. And I never thought I would be looking at my face in these mottled antique mirrors, or building fires for heat, or raising her granddaughter in these rooms. If you had told me that I would make my home in this holler on this mountain, I would have laughed. I grew up down in town; no one ever moves out of Big Stone Gap and up into the hills. How strange life is.

  I check myself in the mirror. Etta is forever begging me to wear more makeup. She wants me to be a young mom, like her friends have; in these parts, the women my age are grandmothers! So I stop in the hallway for a moment and dig for the lipstick in the bottom of my purse. My youthful appeal will have to come from a tube. You would think that someone who has worked in a pharmacy all her life would have one of those snazzy makeup bags. We have a whole spin rack of them at the Mutual’s. Maybe Etta’s right, I should pay more attention to the way I look. (Covering up my undereye circles is just not a priority.) Folks tell me that I haven’t changed since I was a girl. Is that a good thing? I lean into the tea-stained glass and take a closer look. Eight years with Jack MacChesney have come and gone. It seems once I fell in love with him, time began flying.

  Someone is hanging on the front door. The thunder is so loud, I didn’t hear a car come up the road. With one hand, Doris Bentrup from the flower shop juggles an umbrella in the wind and with the other, a stack of white boxes festooned with lavender ribbons. Two pairs of reading glasses dangle from her neck. Beads of rain cover the clear plastic cap she wears on her head.

  “Come on in!”

  “Can’t. Got a wagon full of flowers. Got a funeral over in Pound. I’m gonna kill myself if this rain done ruined my hair.”

  “It looks good.” I’m about a foot taller than Doris, so I look down on her tiny curls, each one a perfect rosette of blue icing under a saran-wrap tent.

  “It’d better. I suffered for this look. I sat under that dryer over to Ethel’s for two hours on Saturdee ’cause of the humidity. She sprayed my head so bad these curls is like tee-niney rocks. Feel.”

  “They’re perfect,” I tell Doris without touching her head.

  “Etta all ready for the big show?”

  “Yes ma’am.”

  “We hope they win this year, on account of no one from Big Stone ever wins.”

  “Didn’t the Dogwood Garden Club win on Club Quiz?”

  “Yes’m. But that was a good ten year’ ago. And they was grown-ups, so I don’t think you can count ’at. Wait till you see who these is from. I nearly done dropped my teeth, and you know that ain’t easy, ’cause I glue ’em in good.”

  I pull the tiny white card bordered in crisp pink daisies out of the envelope. It reads: Knock ’em dead, Etta. And remember, the cardinal is the state bird of Virginia. Love, Uncle Theodore.

  “That there Tipton is a class act. He ain’t never gonna be replaced in these parts,” Doris announces as she tips her head back to let the rain drain off her cap. “Sometimes we git a ferriner in here that makes us set up and take notice. How’s he doin’ at U.T.?”

  “He says he’s got the best marching band in the nation.”

  “Now if they’d only start winning them some ball games.”

  As Doris makes a break for her station wagon, I open a box. There, crisp and perfect, is a wrist corsage of white carnations. Nestled in the cold petals are three small gold-foil letters: WIN. I inhale the fresh, cold flowers. The letters tickle my nose and remind me of the homecoming mums that Theodore bought me every year during football season. For nearly ten years, Theodore was band director and Junior Class Sponsor at Powell Valley High School. He chaperoned every dance, and I was always his date. (Parents appreciated that an experienced member of the Rescue Squad chaperoned school dances.) Theodore always made a big deal of slipping the corsage onto my wrist before the game. Win or lose, the dance was a celebration because Theodore’s halftime shows were always spectacular. Besides his unforgettable salute to Elizabeth Taylor prior to her choking on the chicken bone, my favorite was his salute to the Great American Musical, honoring the creations of Rodgers and Hammerstein. Each of the majorettes was dressed as a different lead character, including Maria from The Sound of Music and Julie Jordan from Carousel. Romalinda Miranda, daughter of the Filipino Doctor Who Was on the Team That Saved Liz Taylor, was the ingenue from Flower Drum Song. Theodore pulled her from the Flag Girls; there was a bit of a drama around that, as folks didn’t think that a majorette should be drafted out of thin air for one show just because she looked like she was from the original cast. Once the controversy died down, the Miranda family basked in the glory of the celebration of their Asian heritage. (Extra points for my fellow ferriners.)

  I gently place the boxes on top of my tote bag full of things we might need for the television appearance. Extra kneesocks. Chap Stick. Comb. Ribbons. My life is all about collecting things for my family and then putting them back. Lists. Hauling. And I’d better never forget anything. Even Jack relies on me for tissues when he sneezes and quarters for the paper. Sometimes I wonder if all these small details add up to anything.

  ____

Big Stone Gap Elementary is a regal collection of four beautifully appointed beige sandstone buildings, built in 1908. In mining towns, the first place the boom money goes is to the schools; Big Stone Gap was no different. There is at least an extra acre of field for the kids to play in, a glorious old auditorium (with footlights), and a newly refurbished cafeteria (since Billy the Hero). I wait at the entry fence as my own mother did for so many years.

  As the bell sounds and the green double doors swing open the kids our out onto the wet playground like beads from a sack. Etta stands at the top of the stairs, surveying the fence line. When she sees me, she hops down the steps two at a time and runs toward me. She has a hard time holding on to her red plaid umbrella in the fierce wind. Her rain slicker flaps about. I give her a quick kiss as she jumps into the Jeep.

  “Did you remember my socks?”

  “Are you nervous?”

  Etta peels off her mud-splattered white kneesocks and pulls on the fresh ones. “Very.”

  “Uncle Theodore sent you a present.”

  Etta rips into the box. Her light brown hair hangs limp and straight (I’m glad Fleeta can put it up in a braid tonight.) Her little hands are just like mine, made for work. Her face is her fathers, the straight nose, the lips that match top and bottom, and the hazel eyes, bright and round. Etta has freckles—we don’t know where those came from. Jack told Etta a bedtime story about freckles when she was very little, which she believed for the longest time: God has a bucketful of freckles, and when he’s done making babies in heaven, he lines them up right before they’re born and sprinkles freckles on them for good luck. The more freckles, the better your luck. Let’s hope the freckles do their job tonight. Etta holds up the corsage. “I shouldn’t wear it if Jane doesn’t have one.”

  “Not to worry. He sent one for Jane and a boutonniere for Billy.”

  “Just like a wedding,” Etta says “But I ain’t never gonna marry Billy Skeens. No way. He’s too short.”

  “He’s probably gonna grow,” I tell my daughter, sounding like someone else’s annoying mother. “And we don’t say ‘ain’t never.’ Do we?”

  A horn blasts next to us. “Daddy!” Etta shouts, off the hook for her bad grammar. The van from Sacred Heart Church careens into a parking spot. My husband smiles and waves to us. Etta climbs out of the Jeep and runs to the van, where Jack has thrown open the door. She shows him her corsage, which he admires. I watch the two of them through the window as they laugh. They look like an old photograph, black and white and silver where the emulsion has turned.

  Jack must feel me staring through the rain and motions for me to join them. He shoves the van door open, and I jump in and climb into the seat behind him.

  “How was your day?” I ask.

  “Fine.”

  “Daddy, kiss Mama.” Jack kisses me on the cheek. “Why do they misspell ‘college’ in Kiddie Kollege?”

  “I don’t know.” Jack defers to me.

  “Maybe because it matches the ‘K’ in ‘Kiddie,’” I tell her.

  “That’s a dumb reason. If you’re smart enough to go on a show called Kiddie Kollege, you’re smart enough to know that college starts with a ‘C.’”

  Jack looks at me in the rearview mirror. The comers of his hazel eyes crinkle up as he smiles. He finds Etta’s know-it-all tone funny; I think her loud opinions are just nerves before competition. Or maybe it’s confidence. I’m not sure.

  My family cheers when I announce I’ve brought along red pepper sandwiches. As I cross to the Jeep to get the cooler, Jack gets out to help me. He looks beautiful to me, fresh-scrubbed from the mine. He’s gotten better-looking as he’s aged. (Men are so lucky that way, and in others—don’t get me started.) His hair, which receded in his late thirties and looked like it might fall out, stayed in. It’s all gray now, but with his hazel eyes, it looks elegant. He lost some weight determined not to be Fat and Forty. I smooth down my hair, which has frizzed in the rain.

  “I’ve got it,” Jack says as he lifts the cooler over my head.

  “What’s wrong?” I ask him.

  “Nothing.”

  “Something is wrong. I can tell.”

  “Ave. Nothing’s wrong.

  “Are you sure?

  “I can’t talk about it right now. I’ll tell you later.”

  “Tell me now.”

  “No. Later.” Jack looks at me and then through the window at Etta. She looks out at us. “I don’t want to get Etta all riled up.”

  “Okay,” I say impatiently. “But you can tell me.” Why won’t he tell me what’s wrong? What is he protecting me from?

  “The mines closed.”

  “No!”

  “Yeah,” he says under his breath angrily.

  “I’m sorry.” That’s all I can say? I don’t throw my arms around him? I don’t comfort him? I just stand here in the rain.

  “I am too.” Jack turns toward the van.

  “Let’s not ruin Etta’s night, I say to his back. Jack turns around and looks at me as though I’m a stranger; it sends a chill through me. He straightens his shoulders and says, “Let’s not.”

  The day we have dreaded has come. My husband is out of work. But it’s worse than that; Jack’s identity and heritage is tied to the coal in these hills in a deeply personal way. The MacChesneys have been coal miners for as far back as anyone can remember. My husband is a proud miner: a union man who worked his way up from a pumper to chief roof bolter. Some say it’s the most dangerous job in the mine. Now what will he do? What kind of work can my husband find at his age? He has no degree. How are we going to make it? I only work three days a week at the Pharmacy. We count on his benefits. Sure, we own the house, but it doesn’t run on air. I wish we didn’t have this show tonight, or all these people coming. Why do I always have to make an event out of everything? I had to arrange the van, fill it with friends, make sandwiches. I couldn’t let it be just the three of us.

  Iva Lou Wade Makin pulls up and parks across the street. Her glorious blond bouffant is protected by a white polka-dot rain cap with a peak so pointy, it makes her seem medieval. Actually, Iva Lou looks more like the state bird as she puddle-hops across Shawnee Avenue. Her lips, her shoes, and her raincoat are ruby red. She hoists herself into the van (hips first) with a Jean Harlow grin. Her gold bangle bracelets jingle as she lifts the rain cap off her head.

  “Whoo. That storm is a bitch.” Iva Lou turns to Etta. “Now, don’t use that word ‘bitch,’ hon. It’s a grown-up word.”

  ‘Thanks for the clarification.” I give Iva Lou a look.

  “Nellie Goodloe ain’t coming. She’s gonna watch the show with the Methodist Sewing Circle at the Carry-Out.”

  “Is Aunt Fleeta coming?’ Etta asks.

  “I saw her at the Pharmacy. I got the last rain bonnet. She’ll be along presently.”

  Etta’s teacher (and mine way back when), Grace White, a petite lady of almost seventy, holds an umbrella over Jane and Billy, dressed for television in their Sunday finest. Jack gets out and helps them into the van.

  “Jane, we got corsages!” Etta squeals. “Billy, you got a carnation.”

  “Okay; Billy says, less than enthused.

  Fleeta Mullins’s old gray Cadillac with one bashed fin pulls up next to the Jeep. She barrels out of it quickly, tossing off the butt of a cigarette. Fleeta is small, and she’s shrinking; smoking has ruined her bones. I try to get her to take calcium; I’m sure she has osteoporosis. She’s still a nimble thing, though. Fleeta leaps up into the van after Iva Lou pulls open the door for her, then wedges into the middle seat next to Mrs. White, bringing a waft of tobacco and Windsong cologne with her. I had me a line at the register, and folks was surly. Pearl Grimes needs to hire more help over to the Pharmacy,” she announces over her foggy reading glasses. I shrug. I am not the boss, haven’t been for almost ten years. But old habits die hard with Fleeta.

  “No problem. We’re right on schedule,” Mrs. White promises.

  “Pearl made peanut-butter balls.” Fleeta gives me the tin. The kids beg for them, but I tell them, “After the show. Okay? We don’t need your winning answers sticking to the roofs of your mouths.”

  As the kids chatter, Fleeta sticks her head between Jack and me. “I done heard. Westmoreland’s out.”

  “Don’t say anything. Fleets. The kids,” Jack says to her quietly.

  “Right. Right. I got me half a mind to get on the bus to Pittsburgh and go meet them company men myself and tell ‘em to go straight to hell. After all we done for ‘em. Sixty years of profit on the backs of our men, and now they’re just gonna pack up and clear out.” Fleeta grunts and sits back in her seat.

  As we drive out of our mountains and into the hills of East Tennessee, Billy regales us with the capitals of all fifty states in alphabetical order. Jane divides fractions aloud. Etta squeezes into my seat with me and faces her father.

  “Are y’all mad?”

  “No,” Jack and I say together, looking straight ahead.

  “Then what’s wrong?”

  “Nothing,” Jack tells her as she shuffles through her homemade flash cards.

  “Daddy, the coal of Southwest Virginia is . . .”

  “Bituminous.”

  “That’s right!” Etta smiles. “I hope they don’t make me spell it.”

  “If they do, you just stay calm and sound it out,” I tell her.

  “And if you can’t, we love you anyway, darlin’,” her father tells her.

  “I want to win.” Etta’s eyes narrow.

  “Etta, do you know how much coal there is in our mountains?”

  “How much, Daddy?”

  “Enough to mine for the next seven hundred years.”

  “That much?”

  “That much.”

  “If they ask me that, I’ll know,” Etta says proudly.

  “I don’t think they’ll ask you that,” Jack tells her.

  “You never know.” Etta hugs his neck and returns to her seat.

  I look over at Jack, who keeps his eyes on the road. I wish I could fill up the silence between us with something, anything, a joke maybe. I used to know what to say to my husband; I used to be able to comfort him or cut to the center of a problem and dissect it. I could always make him feel better. But something is wrong. Something has shifted, and the change was so subtle and so quiet, we hardly noticed it. We pull against each other now.

  “Jack?”

  “Yeah?”

  “Is there really seven hundred years of coal in our mountains?”

  “At least,” he tells me without taking his eyes off the road.

  ____

The WCYB television station is a small, square, brown-brick building nestled in the hillside outside of Bristol, just off the highway.

  “Is that it?” Etta asks as she wedges between us and looks through the windshield.

  “That’s it?” Jane echoes.

  The building does look lonesome sitting there on the side of the road. It’s hard to believe that it’s the center of communications for the Appalachian Mountains. The kids were expecting WCYB to be a comic-book skyscraper with mirrored windows and an oscillating satellite dish shooting menacing green waves into the sky.

  “Now, see, that’s not so scary, Jack Mac says to the team.

  “That ain’t scary at all. It looks like a garage,” Billy adds, disappointed.

  “It ain’t how big it is. It’s if they got cameras. All you need is a camera and some wires and some electricity. That’s what makes TV,” little Jane says definitively. (I hope Jane doesn’t get any questions about modern appliances. If she does, we’re in big trouble.) Mrs. White leads the kids into the studio.

  Fleeta needs a smoke. Iva Lou is so tense from the trip, she bums a cigarette. The rain has stopped in Bristol, but it’s still damp, and the fresh smell of the surrounding woods makes the place feel like home.

  “I don’t know how you people with kids do it. Iva Lou lights up, folds an arm across her waist, and perches her other arm with the cigarette in midair. I’ve always liked how she leans in to smoke, sort of like the cigarette might be safe to smoke if it’s off in the distance a bit.

  “It weren’t easy, let me tell ye. That’s how I started with these.” Fleeta holds up her cigarette like a number one. “My nerves was so bad from the day-in-day-out with my younguns, I turned to tobacky and it’s been my friend ever since. Thank you Jesus and keep the crop pure.”

  “Our kids are well prepared for the show. Sounded like, Iva Lou says hopefully.

  “I want ‘em to whoop the asses off Kingsport,” Fleeta says as she stomps her cigarette butt. “I been watching every week, scopin’ out the competition. I had Ten to Two Metcalf run some stats for me.” Fleeta exhales. (Ten to Two is a bookie out of Jonesville. He got his name because he has a permanent tilt to his head, forcing his neck to crick over his shoulder at the ten-till mark.) “I got twenty bucks ridin’ on our team. And I don’t like to lose.”

  If the exterior of WCYB is a big fat disappointment, the interior doesn’t do much to impress the kids either. The check-in desk is an old wooden table with a backless stool on wheels. A fancy plastic NBC peacock sign spreads over the back wall. A wide electrical cord dangles down from it like a hanging noose (it must light up).I peek in the small rectangular window of a door marked STUDIO. The familiar Kiddie Kollege set, an old-fashioned schoolroom with six desks for the contestants, is positioned in front of the camera. The portable bleachers for the audience full into shadow. The host’s desk, complete with a large spinning wheel full of tiny folded question cards, is bathed in a bright white light.

  A perky young redhead with a small, flat nose meets us at the studio door. “I’m Kim Stallard. Welcome to the WCYB studio.”

  “We can read, lady. Billy Skeens points to the sign.

  “Aren’t you smart?” Kim says sincerely. “You must be from Big Stone Gap. Would you like to see the studio?”

  “You better do something with them damn kids. They’re squirrelly as hell, cooped up in that van for pert’ near two hours, Fleeta tells Kim, popping a mint.

  “Right. Okay. Follow me.” Kim motions us into the dark studio. There is a small path to the set; on either side are painted flats, which serve as backdrops for the news shows.

  “Isn’t this interesting, kids?” Jack asks.

  “It’s a mess,” Etta decides.

  “These are sets fur the shows,” I tell her in a tone to remind her that we are guests in TV Land.

  “We’re what you call an affiliate. We are a multipurpose studio. Is it smaller than you thought?” Kim asks.

  “Much,” Jane Herd tells her as she cranes her neck to look up at the rafters rigged with lights.

  “Well, TV isn’t all glamorous.” Kim smiles.

  “Look, a bike.” Etta points to an off-camera bike.

  “That’s mine,” says the familiar deep voice of Dan DeBoard, the debonair fiftyish game-show host/weatherman/anchor of the six o’clock news (he shares these responsibilities with Johnny “Snow Day” Wood). He doesn’t seem one bit nervous as he reviews his notes. He is tall and slim; his black hair is parted neatly and slicked back. The Bristol Herald Courier once proclaimed him “East Tennessee’s Burt Reynolds.” The resemblance is definitely there, and so are the Smokey and the Bandit sideburns.

  “You look thinner in real life,” Fleeta says as she sizes him up.

  “So do you,” Mr. DeBoard replies. (I guess he hears that plenty.)

  “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Iva Lou extends her hand and right hip in one smooth move.

  “And you must be a former Miss Virginia?” Dan’s eyes travel over Iva Lou as though he’s starving and perusing the fresh pie rack at Stringer’s Cafeteria.

  “No, just plain old Miss Iva Lou.” She tightens her grip as her eyes travel all over Dan DeBoard.

  “She’s murried,” Fleeta growls.

  “Aren’t we all?” Dan winks.

  Our kids swarm the stage. “It’s good to let the children get comfortable on the set. It makes for a better show,” Kim tells us as she checks a list on a clipboard. They catch sight of themselves on the television monitor on the floor in front of them. “Look-ee! We’re on the TV!” Jane shrieks. Etta and Billy squeeze into the seat with Jane and wave to their images on the monitor.

  Then the enemy arrives. Kingsport Elementary is represented by three stem boys with identical crew cuts and creases in their little navy slacks. Their matching green plaid jackets are so stiff, they look like they were pressed while the boys were wearing them.

  “Lordy mercy,” Jade Mac whispers.

  “They look like triplets,” Fleeta announces.

  Mrs. White surveys the competition, then gathers our team in a huddle. The group breaks. Jane slips into her seat and folds her hands neatly on the desk. Etta smooths her hair and adjusts her nameplate so it is square on camera. Billy sits down at his desk and removes his boutonniere. The girls follow suit with their corsages. The mountain kids get it. This is for real. If they want to win, no flowers, no shenanigans.

  As the theme music plays (a swing version of the alphabet song), Dan DeBoard takes a sip of coffee and spins gently on a high stool. He nibbles on the rim of the Styrofoam cup as his eyes search the bleachers for Iva Lou. When he finds her, he smiles and double-blinks (very flirty).Then he stands and casually hooks the heel of his shiny tasseled oxblood loafer on the chrome rung of the stool. He is so calm, he might as well be playing charades at home in his living room. I grip Jack’s hand so tightly, I could crush a Coke can.

  “Let’s welcome the challengers from Big Stone Gap, Virginia.” Fleeta, Iva Lou, and I applaud, and Fleeta whistles long and low, like she’s calling a cow. He continues: “This is the team captain, Etta MacChesney. Etta, tell me about your family.”

  “My daddy’s a coal miner, and my mama sells pills.”

  “What kind of pills?”

  “It depends. What’s wrong with you?”

  The host stifles a laugh. “I understand you’re an avid reader.”

  “Yes sir.”

  “What are you reading now?”

  “The Ancient Art of Chinese Face-Reading. My Aunt Iva Lou gave it to me. She works at the li-barry.” Etta points to Iva Lou, who straightens her spine and beams as though she’s on camera.

  “How interesting. What is the Art of Chinese Face-Reading, exactly?”

  “Well. It’s all about how your face can tell you what kind of person you are and what the future holds for you.”

  “A little hocus-pocus, eh?” Dan looks into the camera, raising one eyebrow.

  “Not really. Like you. Your top lip is thin, and your bottom lip is thick.”

  “Does that mean something?” Dan rubs his chin.

  “You’re cheap.”

  “Somebody’s been talking to my wife,” Dan deadpans.

  “I’m sorry,” Etta says, realizing that she may have said something unkind.

  “I’d like to crawl in a hole and die,” I whisper to Iva Lou.

  “I’d like to crawl into a hole with Dan DeBoard,” she whispers back.

  Dan tells our team that, as the challengers, they go first. He asks Etta for a number.

  “Five for my cat, Shoo, who is five,” Etta says.

  “If you have two baskets of peaches and in one basket there are three hundred fifty-six peaches and in the other there are two hundred ninety-eight, how many peaches do you have?”

  Etta squeezes her eyes shut and tries to add in her head. Jane Herd’s little blue eyeballs roll back in her head and click up and down like the digits on an adding machine. Jane starts to shake; she has the answer. Etta’s expression of pure panic and desperation tells me she does not.

  “Five hundred fifty-four?” Etta says weakly.

  “Sorry. It’s six hundred fifty-four. Let’s go to the Kingsport team,”

  Etta’s cheeks puff as though she may cry. Jane is so disappointed, her head hits the top of the desk like a bowl of cold mashed potatoes. The champions look over to see what clunked. Etta pulls Jane’s head off her desk by the scruff of the neck; there’s no blood, thank God, so Dan throws the next question to the opposition.

  The Kingsport boys take the next three questions, answering each of them correctly, including one about the state capital of Vermont “Look at the Skeens boy. He ain’t right,” Fleeta whispers. “He ain’t blinking.” Something is wrong with Billy. He is frozen, staring into the distance, his eyes round and vacant like pitted black olives. Our team has totally lost focus. Jane is obsessed with the monitor. She makes circles with her head, studying her face from all angles. She is sweating so profusely in the hot lights that the barrette is slipping from her side part. Etta obsessively twists the third button on her cardigan like a radio knob; it looks to snap off any second.

  By halftime, we have managed to scrape up zero points, while the Kingsport boys have fifteen. “Turr-ible. Turr-ible,” Fleeta mumbles, and she goes outside to smoke. She paces in the hallway, alternately puffing and scratching her head with a pencil she found lodged in her upsweep. Mrs. White spends the break trying to thaw Billy.

  As round two begins, we hope for a miracle.

  “When water flows out a drain, does it drain clockwise or counter­clockwise?” Dan asks Billy. Billy’s forehead folds into one deep wrinkle.

  “Oh, for cripe’s sake,” Fleeta says loud enough that everyone in the studio turns and looks at her. Dan drops his chin and rolls his head, encouraging Billy to answer. Finally, Billy opens his mouth and says, “Uhhhh,” without forming words. His mouth hangs open like an unbuttoned pocket. Then his “uhhh” turns into a strange hum. “What the hell is wrong with that boy?” Fleeta whispers

  Dan looks at the cameraman, who shrugs. Jane turns to her teammate. “ Dang it, Billy. Say somethin’!” He says nothing, so she turns to him and shakes him. “Guess! Take a guess, Bill-eeee!”Billy slips out of his seat like a wet noodle. Jane lunges to yank him back into the seat, but instead he latches on to her and pulls her out of her seat. Jane’s desk turns over on top of Billy’s. The clanging and banging sound like a four-car pileup. As Jane tries to free Billy, her foot gets caught in the metal bottom of her desk and she flips it over again. The Kingsport boys are standing now, confused by the melee. Dan runs across the set and lifts Jane off the scrap heap, and her skirt flips up like an inside-out umbrella. He yanks her skirt down, then unpins Billy and helps him back into his seat. Etta sits with a clenched smile so creepy, her upper and lower teeth form one wall of fear (I have not seen the likes of it since we watched Mr. Sardonicus on the Million-Dollar Movie). I look down at Mrs. White, who is dabbing her forehead with a hanky. How thrilled we are when the buzzer goes off and the game is over.

  As team captain, Etta must collect the consolation prize: a case of Pepsi for their next school party and a check for ten dollars.

  “Etta, what is your class going to do with the check?”

  “Well, if we won the twenty-five dollars, we were going to buy a set of Nancy Drews. Since we only got the ten, we’ll probably just get a Weekly Reader magazine or something. The Pepsi’s nice, though.”

  “Well, good luck with all that,” Dan says, and winks at the camera. The theme music plays through. “Let’s do the Good-bye Wave from Kiddie Kollege! See ya next week!” our host says in the same professional tone he uses when he’s signing off the six o’clock news or starring on a commercial for Morgan Legg’s Autoworld. He places a giant yellow cardboard dunce cap on Etta’s head, as she is captain of the losers, a tradition that began when the first Kiddie Kollege aired. The giant dunce cap is so big it covers Etta’s eyes. Billy, pressure off, has revived. He jumps in front of Dan and the kids and puts his face in the camera, barking out greetings to his kin—every Skeens and Size­more in the Cumberland Gap gets a personalized greeting. He and Jane flail their arms so hard, it looks like they’re washing a car. The three automatons from Kingsport stand in front of the question wheel (which I believe should be set on fire and destroyed) and wave like movie stars. We are all relieved when the cameraman makes a slashing motion across his throat to stop this nightmare (at least he knows how we feel).

  “You guys did great!” I tell them peppily.

  “We lost real bad,” Jane says, looking at the ground.

  “I can’t add in my head,” Etta says sadly.

  “Mrs. Mac, do you have them peanut-butter balls?” Billy asks. Finally, a child that can shake off catatonia and defeat with his sweet tooth. We know our way out of the studio, and it’s a good thing. Perky Kim has disappeared. Even a television producer out of Bristol, Tennessee, knows when to remove herself from the stink of failure.

  Even though we lost, the tension is gone, so the ride home is more fun than the ride over. The blue hills of Tennessee give way to our familiar black mountains as we curl through the darkness in our big green van with the Sacred Heart of Jesus painted on the side. A lot of good the religious shield did us. And what about the Saint Anthony medal that Father Schmidt gave to Etta for good luck? Did he forget to bless it? Where was Saint Anthony, the patron saint of lost things, when my daughter forgot how to add?

  The kids are gathered around Fleeta in the back of the van while she tells them a ghost story. Etta has already forgotten all about Kiddie Kollege, and that makes me happy. Preparing for that stupid show was an ordeal, anyway. No more cramming for questions tacked on that godforsaken wheel. No more flash cards. No more watching the show every week and taking notes. Etta’s moment in the sun came and went in the same night. The kids eat pepper sandwiches, chewing slowly; Fleeta cackles like a witch. Occasional passing headlights cast weird shadows on her and make her even more scary. Mrs. White has tucked her raincoat into a neat square pillow and sleeps against the window. Iva Lou hums to a Janie Fricke song playing softly on the radio. I lean across and rub my husband’s neck as he drives.

  “That’s okay,” he says.

  “No. I want to,” I tell him.

  “Really. It’s okay.”

  I remove my hand from my husband’s neck and place it on my lap. I look out the window. I’m afraid I might cry. He puts his hand on mine. This time, I pull away.

  “I’m sorry,” he says softly.

  “It’s not my fault,” I tell him without looking at him. But I don’t believe it I think everything is my fault, including the demise of the coal industry in Southwest Virginia. I am the woman in this family; I’m supposed to make everything work. What I can’t seem to say aloud is that I’m failing.

  “Well be all right,” Jack says, which upsets me even more. I hate when he downplays important things, the most important things! I’m furious with him, yet I’m also angry at myself. I saw this coming. I tried to talk to him about this many times, and he wouldn’t discuss it Why didn’t I beg Jack to quit the mines when the layoffs became routine and the coal companies shrank their staffs and the train whistles carrying coal out of these hills became less and less frequent? I want to turn to him and say, “I told you this was going to happen!,” but I can’t. We have a van full of kids and Etta’s teacher and my friends. So instead of shouting, I bury my rage. I turn to him and tell him calmly, “I can work more days at the Pharmacy.”

  Jack doesn’t say anything. He looks at me quickly and then focuses his eyes back on the road. “Well. What do you think?” I say, realizing it sounds more like an accusation than a show of support. He does not answer me. As he drives into the dark valley, he checks the rearview a lot. But there is nothing behind us. We’re the only vehicle on the road. Thank goodness the shrieks and giggles of the kids fill up the quiet.

  ____

The road to our house is so bumpy it wakes Etta, who has been sleeping since we hit the hill into town. She slept through dropping off her teammates at their houses and our guests at their cars outside the elementary school.

  “We have to fix this road,” I tell my husband.

  “Put it on the list.”

  Jack lifts Etta out of the van and carries her up to the house as I clear the sandwich basket, the tote bag, and Etta’s book bag. Jack takes Etta to her room, and I go to the kitchen. As I flip the light switch, I hear a thump. Shoo the Cat has jumped from his perch and is looking up at me.

  “I forgot your food!” I fill the dish, pet him, and apologize over and over. There was too much to think about today. Jack comes into the kitchen and opens the refrigerator.

  “There’s leftover macaroni and cheese,” I tell him. Jack pulls out the casserole and puts it in the oven. “We need to talk,” I tell him.

  “Not now. I’m tired.” Jack uncaps a beer and looks out the kitchen window. I don’t know what he’s looking at, the field is pitch black, and tonight there’s no moon.

  “We need to talk about the mines.” I try not to sound impatient.

  “What do you want me to say?”

  “Well, what’s your plan?”

  “My plan?”

  “Yeah. What are you going to do?”

  “Well, I’m going to be out of work.”

  “I know that. Have you thought about something else to do? Some other job?”

  “No.”

  “Jack, maybe it’s time to come up with something.”

  “Maybe it is.” Jack shrugs. He is not listening to me.

  “I know this is hard for you—”

  “You have no idea.”

  “Yes I do.”

  “No you don’t.”

  “Yes I do. I know mining is in your blood.”

  “Ave. Stop. Let’s just forget it.”

  “Forget it? Why are you mad at me? What did I do?”

  “You think I get up at dawn and disappear into a mountain, and ten hours later I come out and wash it off of me and come home to you. I don’t tell you the half of it.”

  “Whose fault is that? You have to talk to me. I’m tired of pulling information out of you. I’ve worried every day you’ve left this house. Especially lately.” As the bigger companies pulled out, safety became less important I would panic every time I heard a wildcat company was coming in to reopen old mines for quick access to more coal I knew they weren’t following codes; it was common knowledge around here. I look at my husband, who is studying the label on his beer. I hear myself raising my voice; he looks at me. At least I have his attention now. “I worried myself sick. Of course, you have no idea what I’m thinking because you never ask me.”

  “Maybe that’s because I know what you’re thinking.” He takes a swig.

  “Look, I’ve had a very—” I begin to say “tough day” but stop myself. I look at my husband, and he is wounded down to his bones.

  “Ave, you don’t come from coal.” Jack says this matter-of-factly. He’s right. I’m not a descendant of these folks, even though I was born and raised here. I am a ferriner. I do have a different point of view. I don’t accept the power of a big company over a community. I don’t believe in waiting until the last drop of coal is pulled from these mountains before having a plan. I don’t rely on anybody for anything. If I can’t work for it myself, I won’t have it.

  “That’s not fair.” This is all I can come up with?

  “When my grandpap took me down in the mine the very first time, he wanted me to hate it. But I got into the transport car with him, and from the first second daylight was gone and we were inside the mountain, I loved it. I loved the smell of the earth, the white dust on the walls where the coal was taken from, and the men all together in there, figuring out how to beat the mountain. How to outfox it. How to get that coal out without anybody getting hurt.”

  “Jack,” I start to say, but he’s turned away to pull the casserole out of the oven and doesn’t hear me.

  “When they talk to us like we’re idiots, it takes a piece out of me. I saw simple men in there solve complex problems and prevail. And that’s what I wanted my work life to be.” Jack sits down. I sit down too and reach for him across the table.

  “You can still have that. You can go back to school and become an engineer. Whatever you want.”

  Jack throws back his head and laughs.

  “Do you have any idea who you’re married to?” He tilts the kitchen chair, balancing on the back legs, and looks at me, challenging me to answer. Why do men do this? Why do they pretend to be strong when they’re hurting? And why am I angry when he’s hurting? I resist the urge to push him off the chair.

  “I guess I don’t.”

  “See there? We agree on something.” Jack picks up his fork and eats.

  I give up. I leave the kitchen and stop when I get halfway up the stairs. I didn’t want to walk out of the room, I wanted to stay and work things through. Why did I leave? Why do I always leave the moment things get really hard? I sit down in the dark to think.

  The storm is back, and the rain hits the house in gusts as thunder breaks over us in loud crashes. Lightning pierces the darkness, sending jagged shadows across me like sharp fingers. I pull myself up by a dowel of the old banister and take one step down to go back into the kitchen. I am determined to fix this tonight. I am going to tell him that I trust him to take care of us. But something stops me. I go up the stairs, choosing to go to my daughter instead of comforting my husband. I have the feeling it’s a decision I will regret, but I do it anyway.

  “Hey. You’re supposed to be asleep,” I tell Etta. She’s looking out the window and watching the storm.

  “The thunder woke me up.” Etta crawls into her bed.

  “It sure is loud,” I tell my daughter as I tuck the blanket in; I hope it was loud enough to drown out the fight between her father and me.

  “I’m glad Mr. DeBoard didn’t ask me if I had any brothers and sisters. He does that sometimes, you know.”

  “Yeah, he does.” I sit down on the bed. “Joe would’ve been very proud of you tonight.”

  “No, he wouldn’t. We lost.”

  “Okay. Right. He probably would have teased you and called you a big loser all the way home.”

  Etta smiles as she turns over and looks at me. “He would have loved it when the desks flipped over.” She lies back on her pillow. “Joe’s been gone so long, sometimes I forget about him.”

  In Etta’s life, three years is a long time. For me, it’s a heartbeat. Joe was only four years old when he died. He and Etta were so close in age, folks often thought they were twins, even though they could not have been more different. I got pregnant with him three months after I had Etta. You should’ve heard the jokes in town. “Honey, must’ve been nice to get wet after that drought o’ yorn!” one of Jack’s coal mining buddies said to me at a football game. Oh yeah. They had a good old time talking about the Former Spinster turned Baby-Making Machine. I guess they thought I got myself a little taste of the honey and had to have the whole hive.

  When Joe was born, Jack took one look at him and said, “The Eyetalian genes have landed!” And it was true. Joe had curly black hair and chocolate-chip eyes. He had my father’s regal nose and slight overbite. His chin was square and prominent, but it curved at the bottom as though a cleft should form there. He had a deep dimple near his eye when he smiled (we don’t know where that came from). He was so different from Etta. Joe was loud, funny, and exasperating. Once he even pulled down the Christmas tree. He drove me crazy. And I would give everything I own to have him back, driving me crazy.

  “Don’t worry. You’ll never forget your brother.”

  “Are you sure?”

  “I promise. I know.”

  “How do you know?”

  “Because you loved your brother. And love never dies.” I say this to my daughter as plainly as I might tell her to carry her umbrella when it’s raining. Now if only I believed it I turn off her bedside lamp and switch on the nightlight.

  “Ma, stay till I’m asleep.”

  I lie down with my daughter and wrap my arms around her. She is warm and safe. I hope that, wherever my son is, someone is holding him. I have prayed to my mother to find him and take care of him. I have to trust that my prayers have been answered, but every night, even as I say them, I am not so sure.
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  The headline on the front page of the Big Stone Gap Post says WESTMORELAND PULLS OUT, which causes a round of jokes in town that do not bear repeating. In the week since the announcement, The Post has been printing helpful articles for the miners about their benefits, insurance, and black-lung programs.

  On the Almost Fame and No Fortune front: AREA KIDS TAKE SECOND PLACE ON KIDDIE KOLLEGE is the delicately worded headline on page two. Perhaps the editor, Bill Hendrick, placed it under PRAYERS REQUESTED FOR MAXIE BELCHER AND PEBBLE FIG so that folks could get a little perspective. We hate to lose, even at the elementary school level. The picture of our team is sweet; thank God they took it before the show, in happier times. It’s taken a full week to shake defeat. Etta had almost forgotten about the loss, until she heard an old man point at her in a Buckles Supermarket, “Right’ere’s one of ’em kids that lost for us on the Kiddie Kollege show!” I fold the newspaper neatly into a basket filled with canned goods, fresh eggs, and milk.

  It’s my turn to leave staples for the Tuckett twins. Edna and Ledna are somewhere in their eighties and don’t get out much. I leave the basket inside their screen door. When I get back to my Jeep, I hear the creak of their front door, letting me know that they got the basket. All these years, the sisters made pies and cakes for all the families in town: from birth to death and in between, you could count on the Tuckett twins and their cobblers. Now they find it hard to take what they consider “charity.” But it isn’t charity; as far as the folks in town are concerned, it’s payback time.

  Town is busier than usual. The first thing that happens when bad news comes out of the mines is that folks come into town to talk to the businesses where they have credit. Everyone from Zackie Wakin to Gilley’s Jewelers renegotiates their terms in a time of crisis. Barney Gilley often tells his customers that without coal, there would be no diamonds; and without the coal miners, he’d be out of business, so he’s happy to refinance.

  My boss, Pearl Grimes, is sweeping the front walk when I pull into the parking lot of the Mutual Pharmacy. Pearl is a very mature twenty­four years old; if you just met her, you’d swear she was older. She looks polished and slim in a simple taupe A-line skirt and white blouse. Her smock is pressed and tied at the sides in small bows. Fleeta and I also wear the smocks, which Pearl designed, white with an embroidered pine tree on front (a salute to John Fox, Jr.’s The Trail of the Lonesome Pine). Pearl has permed her brown hair into a curly ‘do, and she uses lob of spray on it She has grown into her face, once round and girlish, now more chiseled, and she has mastered the art of well-placed rouge, which gives her cheekbones. Her soft brown eyes still have a sadness, but there is also a determination now, which is very attractive.

  As Pearl has transformed, so has the Pharmacy. With Pearl’s cum laude degree in business administration from the University of Virginia at Wise, she has transformed Mulligan’s Mutual from a pharmacy that sold beauty aids to a full-service personal-needs department store. She began by talking to our customers and asking them how she could improve business. Then she goosed the staff (Fleeta permanent, and me part-time since Etta went to school) and set out to make the place more professional. We wear smocks (even though Fleeta rebels by keeping hers untied so it flaps like a vest on a construction worker). No more smoking behind the counter or eating lunch on packing boxes. No more Fleeta chugging back peanuts and Coke while sizing up a customer. No more putting the WE’LL BE RIGHT BACK sign on the door to hit a yard sale.

  Pearl considered every aspect of the business before she made her changes, including ambience. She removed the garish fluorescent tubes installed by Fred Mulligan (the original owner and the father who raised me). “Soft light and music draw business,” Pearl promised. And she was right Some days we can’t get rid of the browsers. Pearl even thought to stock Estée Lauder cosmetics, which attracted new clients who used to have to drive all the way over to Kingsport for that sort of high-end specialty item.

  Pearl outdid herself with the window dressing this month. In her homage to autumn, she built a papier-mâché tree festooned with leaves spray-painted gold. A mannequin dressed like a farmer (he’ll be Santa Claus come Christmas) holds a rake next to the tree. It’s a simple concept, but Pearl put it over the top by burying a fan in a fake mound of dirt to blow the autumn leaves around. What a scene. It looks so real that Reverend Edmonds, in awe of the artistry, rear ended Nellie Goodloe as he drove past one morning.
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