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For my grandmother Colleen Riggleman Moran, a true miner’s daughter.

And in memory of my grandfather Bruce Moran, taken too soon by black lung.
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Chapter One

Willa lingered around the water spigot as long as she could, wishing she had somewhere else to go but back home. Normally she would have been ashamed to be seen wearing her old green dress; the top was so tight that she couldn’t even lift her arms. Along the bottom a bright band of color showed where the hem had once been, before Mama had let it out as far as it would go. Even so, the limp, faded skirt just covered Willa’s bare knees. If they hadn’t needed the rinse water in order to finish the last of the chores, Mama never would have allowed Willa to come down the hillside and into town. But today, with most of the men and boys working in the mine, Riley was almost deserted. The women were taking advantage of the bright October day to get a few loads of washing done, and almost everyone waiting for water was dressed as shabbily as she.

She didn’t escape notice altogether. Mrs. Hamden came up, peering over her long, thin nose. “Must be wash day up at the Lowell place,” she said, her eyes taking in every last threadbare spot of Willa’s dress. “You been down here often enough this morning.” Her own empty pails clattered in her hand.

“Yes, ma’am,” Willa answered. She couldn’t stand Mrs. Hamden—even Mama didn’t like her. “Her nose is always in your business,” Mama would say, moving her head just like a sniffing dog. And somehow, although Mama, tiny as she was, didn’t look anything like scrawny Mrs. Hamden, she could change her whole face, almost convincing Willa and her brothers and sister that it wasn’t their mother at all, but their neighbor who was now standing in the room with them. Mama could always make them all laugh by imitating the people around them.

“Bet your daddy, he’s glad to have both him and your brother working right now,” Mrs. Hamden continued. “You can be making good money with two, though not as good as with four.” If Mrs. Hamden started bragging about her three sons, there would be no stopping her. Willa almost stepped out of the line—any moment now the sharp words she was thinking would spring forth from her tongue. But leaving itself would be almost as rude, and Mama wouldn’t like hearing that about her daughter. Willa sighed. Mama would be sure to hear, too; it was impossible to keep anything a secret in a coal camp as small as Riley Mines.

(And Willa was most anxious right now to keep her mother from hearing anything that might worry her.)

“Yes, ma’am,” she said again, as politely as she could, but she allowed herself the pleasure of turning from the woman. She heard Mrs. Hamden sniff.

Someone called Willa’s name, and she turned to see her friend Roselia running over to her. “Guess what happened over at the school today,” she burst out. Everyone in the line turned to the girl with the hair so black it looked almost blue, her voice so eager it came out in bursts. “Little Milo Smizak took the teacher’s colored chalk—the whole boxful—and when the teacher was out at recess, he came back and Milo had drawn this picture of him yelling at the whole class on the blackboard!”

All around them, there were whispered comments. “He’s old enough to know better,” one woman muttered.

“About what you’d expect, from a bit of foreign trash,” Mrs. Hamden said, not bothering to lower her voice.

Willa froze, waiting to see if Roselia would pay her any mind. But her friend didn’t even bother to look up, although Willa saw her cheeks get red. The Olivettis had come from Italy years ago, yet they were still treated as outsiders by many. Willa couldn’t stand it; she hated knowing there was nothing she could say aloud that wouldn’t get back to Mama. “Reminds me of the time I wrote on my own house,” Willa said, trying to sound casual, but she made sure that Mrs. Hamden heard.

“I wish I’d seen it,” Roselia said sighing, as though Willa was describing a beautiful dress or a fancy dinner party. “You always were one for scribbling things down any chance you got. But using your house for a tablet!”

“Well, I was barely six years old. About the same age as Milo, I guess.” Willa had taken a piece of partly burned coal, as soft and sooty as any pencil, and used it to write her newly learned letters on the front wall of the cabin.

Although it had been ten years since she’d done it, Willa still took a peculiar pride in the neat way the letters had looked: the inky black against the bright whitewash. But the coal company had been furious; their man had come up the hill that same day, demanding that Daddy redo the entire house. With no cash money on hand, the family would have to pay for the whitewash and brushes out of Daddy’s future earnings, and that meant they had to go into debt down at the company store. Mama had insisted that Willa help with the painting, and she’d spent three long days working in the sun. Even today, the smell of lime brought back the memory so clearly Willa’s arm would ache in sympathy. In the end, Mama had been pleased, because it meant they had the cleanest, whitest cabin on the hillside—at least for a little while. Until the black coal dust settled once again over everything.

Now the coal companies didn’t bother with the houses. Nothing in Riley Mines had been painted or whitewashed in over three years. “It’s the Depression,” the company man told them. That was his answer to everything: from why they didn’t bother with the houses, to why there wasn’t much work. Weeks went by when the men didn’t work at all, although sometimes the little boys were allowed in the mines because the company could pay them less and off the books. Everyone had been surprised and pleased that there’d been work these past few weeks, but Willa’s older brother, Ves, insisted it was only because the election was coming up—the coal company was afraid of Roosevelt besting Hoover.

Willa didn’t care why the men were working; she was just glad they were. She found it hard to concentrate on elections. What did they matter when Mama was so poorly? She turned back to her friend.

“Who told you about the picture?” Willa couldn’t help but wish that she were still a student. She’d loved school, the few years she’d been able to go. But sixteen-year-old girls didn’t do such things, especially if you were the oldest girl with a younger brother and sister to help care for. More than anything, Willa loved to read and write; that hadn’t changed since she’d made those scrawls on the cabin walls. She was the best reader in the family, not that there was much call for it. The only things to read in the Lowell family were a book of Psalms Mama had won as a child and the few pamphlets and notices the coal company put out.

“You know Theresa,” Roselia said. “She comes home every day, filled with news.” Eleven-year-old Theresa Olivetti was a lot like her sister—both were great storytellers: life was one endless drama, to hear them tell it. “She said the teacher was going to whip him, but Milo high-tailed it out of there.”

“Wonder if they’ll let him back in,” Willa said. The line moved and it was her turn at the spigot. Willa carefully filled her first bucket to the brim. She’d spill some on the walk up, so she liked to make them as full as possible at the start.

Roselia stepped back, as the water gushed out. “You think you can come down to our place this afternoon? Seems like I haven’t talked to you in years.”

“If Mama will let me,” Willa answered. She knew that was unlikely, but she couldn’t bring herself to admit it. Willa was too worried about Mama right now to tell even her best friend.

Just then, Mrs. Olivetti called out from her cabin door, “Roselia, come home … ,” the words rising and rolling like music notes all the way to the women in line.

“Mama thinks I’m Theresa’s age,” Roselia muttered, but she went home willingly enough, after giving her friend a quick hug. Willa watched her go, seeing how happy and healthy Mrs. Olivetti looked. A lost, lonely feeling crept around Willa.

She didn’t hurry, filling her second bucket.

“Must not be much work to be done, if Roselia can gad about, carrying tales,” Mrs. Hamden said.

Willa spoke before she thought. “Roselia’s the fastest worker I know,” she said. “No one scrubs a floor quicker than she does.” The Olivetti cabin was one of the cleanest in the camp; Mrs. Olivetti was as particular about hers as Mama was about theirs. Willa couldn’t seem to go more than a minute without remembering her mother, who had awakened that morning with hands and feet swollen nearly twice their normal size. She’d hardly been able to move them.

The sniffing sound again. “You wouldn’t catch me in one of their cabins,” Mrs. Hamden said. “Foreigners is all dirty on the inside, no matter what they look like out. Wouldn’t let my girl hang around them; lie down with dogs get up with fleas, as my granny used to say.”

Turning back to the spigot, her bucket nearly full, Willa put her left foot behind the pail she’d already filled. As she turned around, the foot seemed to slip, dumping water all over the lower part of Mrs. Hamden’s dress and feet.

“You clumsy girl!” the woman shrieked.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Hamden,” Willa said, trying to make her voice match her words. But it was hard; for the first time all day, she felt a beat of laughter. Wait until she told Mama! She might scold, but she’d smile too. Roselia wasn’t the only one who could tell a good story. Turning on the spigot full blast, Willa refilled her bucket and headed up the hill.

Mama was sitting on the steps, playing finger games with Kyle. “A rabbit has two long ears,” Willa heard her say. “They hop around like this.” She moved her hands and the five-year-old boy laughed.

When she saw Willa, Mama turned to her. “Did you know that your brother has never seen a rabbit?” She sounded outraged. “Or even a squirrel? And his mother a farm girl!” Mama’s long, silvery hair sparkled in the sun.

Willa thought about it. “I couldn’t tell you the last time I saw one,” she admitted. She set the water inside the house and joined them on the steps. “Not all that many animals in Riley, other than a few dogs and cats roaming about.”

“Not a good place for animals. Plants neither.” For years, Mama had tried to put in a garden, but less grew every year in the hard, gritty ground. Willa could remember when there had been a few trees scattered about, left over from when they built the town, but over the years the men had cut them down, using the timber to brace the mine when the company would not. During the boom years, when the coke ovens were going full blast, the air had been so heavy with soot that not even birds flew over then.

“Well, I don’t mind telling you,” Mama said, standing up and pulling her hair into a loose knot that meant it was time they were all getting back to work, “that if I saw a rabbit today, I’d take off chasing it. Rabbit stew would be a welcome change. Even a groundhog would look pretty good to me, and that’s saying something.” Laughing, Mama went over to the clothesline and ran her hands over the overalls and shirts to test for dryness.

But Willa didn’t feel like laughing at all. Mama’s usual brisk walk was now only a lumbering jerk. There was no way she’d be chasing rabbits, even if one were so foolish as to come into the coal camp. Her heavy, pregnant belly showed between the open buttons of her dress, the skin firm and pink.

“Here, Mama,” Willa said. “Let me finish the laundry. You go in and have a rest.”

For a long moment, Mama looked at Willa. Though her Mama’s face frightened her, Willa did not look away. The skin around Mama’s eyes was so swollen and tight; Willa had once seen her brother Kyle lovingly stroke his mother’s face, the marks of his fingers lingering in the flesh long after he’d turned away.

“You doing all right?” Willa asked. She kept her voice even, when she really wanted to start shrieking or crying. Just last night her ten-year-old sister Seraphina had come home upset, throwing herself into Mama’s arms for comfort. But at sixteen, Willa was too old for that, and the hug itself would only make Willa all the more aware of Mama’s stretched body and baby waiting to be born; a pregnancy that seemed to grow more dangerous with every passing day.

Mama hesitated. “A rest might do me some good,” she said at last, reaching out and tucking a tangle of Willa’s hair behind her ear. “Thank you.”

As Willa pulled dresses from the line, gathering them against her so they wouldn’t drop into the dust, her ear still remembered her mother’s touch. Perhaps, she thought, there is always a mark, when another person touches you, an invisible thread connecting you to them. Even when she walked back to the cabin with all the clothes in her arms, so little, it seemed, for a family of six with another on the way, Willa could still feel where her mother’s gentle hand had been.


Chapter Two

The weeks leading up to election day were busier than Willa had ever remembered. The men worked round the clock, sometimes doing double shifts after months of being idle. Women walked tentatively around the company store, making choices over shoes and foodstuffs they had denied themselves until they had all but forgotten they were ever desired. Despite the Depression, prices were still high—the coal company could charge whatever it wished and often did. “Not like we able to go anywhere else,” Mrs. Olivetti had once pointed out, when someone complained. She was holding some scrip in her hand, which was only good at Riley. All too often the company would print these slips of papers and give them to the workers instead of cash money they could spend anywhere.

Still, the overall feeling in the town was good. Mama was pleased too. “There’s talk that they’re going to whitewash the cabins,” she told them one night at supper. They were eating fried potatoes and onions, with biscuits covered with red-eyed gravy, all food Willa had made without assistance. She was particularly proud of her biscuits—this batch had come out just as light and fluffy as Mama’s. Daddy had commented on how good they were, with his first bite.

Though she’d never said anything, Willa had taken over much of the household work. She woke every morning at dawn to fix breakfast for her father and brother and pack their dinner buckets. Then she saw to the tasks of the day—whether laundry, ironing, scrubbing the little cabin, or making sure Kyle and Seraphina were cared for. Just making sure there was enough hot water to wash twelve hands was a huge chore. And then, as the sun was setting and Willa thought she’d never be able to move another step, there was still supper to prepare, and the dishes to wash.

Only the feeling of pride she felt in doing for Mama and the family kept her going. Willa knew that Mama needed her. Instead of putting up a fuss, Mama had simply let Willa do a little more, a little more. But she’d taken to putting her swollen hand on her oldest girl’s arm every so often, as though giving Willa what little strength she had.

“They won’t whitewash nothing. This working we’re all doing, it’s nothing more than a trick,” Ves insisted. He banged his hand on the table so hard the tin plates jumped. “The minute Roosevelt’s elected, they’ll shut this place down tighter than a drum.”

“You know that for a fact?” Daddy asked. He reached for another biscuit, smiling at Willa.

“I know that they’re emptying the mountains as fast as we can dig it out, but the coal’s just sitting there, down along the river. They ain’t running any more barges than they have the last few years.”

“Still might mean things are changing for the better,” Mama said. “I can’t remember the last time you had work steady like this.”

“Four years ago, likely,” Ves said angrily. “When they was trying to get Hoover in the first time. And the men are falling for it. Tell them it’s an election year and they just stare back at you like a herd of sheep.” In the dim light, Ves’s dark eyes burned and his thin face looked almost hollow. Willa put some more potatoes on his plate, glad there was some extra to offer.

“I think you and Mr. Roosevelt can rely on people’s memories,” Daddy said. “We all know what it’s been like, these past years.”

“Well, I just wish I could get out there and do something about it,” Ves muttered.

“I know, son. But right now, let’s enjoy the plenty and eat in peace.” Daddy glanced over at Mama, who was sitting in the only chair they had—the rest of them stood while they ate. Mama picked up a piece of potato, then put it down again. Ves’s eyebrows went up, but he didn’t say anything.

Willa knew that she wasn’t the only one worried about Mama. Ves’s head might be filled with politics—he wished more than anything that he could vote—but her eighteen-year-old brother had, as she had, taken to doing what he could. He kept the coal bin full. Also, he was a good scout for things others missed—like the week before when he’d come home with a fistful of bent, rusty nails that he scoured with sand and straightened with an old hammerhead scavenged a few months before. Then he’d pounded the nails into the thin walls of the cabin, trying to keep it together as the fall winds picked up. Willa often woke in the morning to see two fresh pails of water sitting by the stove. She wasn’t surprised that he went out while it was still dark; everyone in Riley knew that water toting was women’s work. The other boys would laugh at Ves if they saw him carting pails up the hill.

And just today he’d come back from the mines with two apples in his pocket. He’d cut them leisurely, pretending to be nonchalant, but Willa noticed that Mama received the biggest piece. When he offered a slice to Willa, she shook her head. “Let Mama have it,” she said. “I’m not hungry.” Which wasn’t true at all, especially when she looked at the apples—so sweet that a trickle of juice ran down Ves’s hand.

“If Willa don’t want it, I sure do,” Seraphina said.

“You had plenty,” Ves told her, and handed the piece to Mama. She’d thanked him, broken it in two, and shared it with the smaller girl.

As much as she was needed at home, Willa couldn’t help but be jealous of her brother. He could waltz in with an apple, and everyone made over him as though he’d handed them the moon, while Willa often felt invisible. Oh, Ves worked hard, sometimes as hard as Daddy, but he was able to help the family without being stuck inside a hot house, away from the hustle of town with all its bits of news and juicy gossip. Willa couldn’t quite figure out how she never seemed to see anyone—she hadn’t visited with Roselia in days—but she never had a moment to herself, surrounded as she was with endless, boring housework that came undone the moment you’d finished it. How did Mama stand the monotony of patching Kyle’s breeches over and over, or keeping the stove going without letting it flare out of control? This day-in-day-out keeping a family together without more than a few pennies at a time was harder than she’d expected. It wearied her in spirit, although she was certainly strong enough in body.

Willa even missed going for the water, and the chance to hear who might be getting married or having a baby. Seraphina skipped school as often as she went, and even on the best days wasn’t one anyway for bringing home stories. Maybe that was why, when Ves said he was going to take a walk after Mama and the little ones had gone to bed, Willa announced that she was coming too. She knew that women didn’t wander about Riley at night, but she felt trapped in the little house; her feelings went so deep that she often imagined herself exploding, taking the walls down with her.

“Please, Daddy?” she wheedled.

“Well,” he said, running his hand over his head. “With all this election talk, there might be trouble.”

“We’ll head up the mountain, instead of down,” Ves said. Daddy looked relieved and nodded, but Willa was disappointed. She’d wanted to go into town. Still, she was determined to enjoy every bit of this unexpected freedom—even if it was only a taste—of walking around when she usually would have been going to sleep.

“Where are we going?” she asked her brother, as she followed him past the last row of miners’ cabins perched against the hillside. She and Roselia had often walked all the way down the coal camp road to the blacktop, two miles away, but they’d never hiked up and over the mountain.

“Just a place I know,” Ves told her. “An old pioneer cabin that’s practically fallen down, but it’s as good a place to sit and think as any.”

“You sit and think a lot?” she asked him, surprised. His whole life seemed one of action and movement to her. It was hard to imagine him being still. She wondered what he thought about.

“Sometimes,” he answered. They had left the town behind them, and the Harvest moon shone so brightly that Willa could make out the valley on the other side. “It’s so beautiful,” she said, stopping to stare out over the trees that lined the next mountain over; the tops of them stretched as delicate and lovely as a piece of lace run about a hem. Here, the earth had been left as it had always been. There was no smoldering slag pile; no houses stacked one on top of the other like ladder rungs. The stream below ran like a silver pencil line.

“You should see it in daylight, especially in early spring. The green is so bright it hurts your eyes. Right now, it’s all just black and white.”

Willa didn’t care. She was used to a world of ashy grays, the brightness bleached from the town as thoroughly as the colors had faded from the clothing on their backs. “To think it’s been here, this whole time,” she marveled. “No wonder the old settlers built a cabin up here. Would be worth the walk, just to look out over this every morning.” They sat down on a large flat rock that had once been the cabin’s front step. Only the piled stones around the foundation and a few barren Rose of Sharon bushes remained to show that anyone had ever been here.

“Would be an awfully far hike from the spigot every morning,” Ves said, with a chuckle.

She joined in. “You should know.” Now that they were alone together, Willa wasn’t sure where to begin. As close as she and Ves were in age, they had so often seemed more apart than even she and Seraphina; they’d never sat down and talked like this. “I appreciate it, you know. The water you’ve been hauling.”

“That’s nothing,” Ves said. “I see how hard you’re working. When you turned down that apple today, I wished I could run down to the store and pick you up one all for yourself.”

“Thanks,” she said, pleased that he’d noticed. Perhaps they weren’t so different after all. “Are you as scared as I am?” Even as she spoke, she felt a curious easing; she felt lighter, as though she’d taken off a heavy coat, one that had been drenched in water and weighed her down.

She felt, rather than saw, her brother’s body relax, as though he felt the same. “Probably,” he said. “You remember how my own mother died?”

Willa caught her breath. “I’d forgotten,” she admitted. Ves had been a baby when Daddy and Mama married after his mother had died giving birth to him. “I married Waitman for his baby’s eyes,” Mama used to tease. “They were the most solemn eyes I’d ever seen and I wanted the challenge of making them laugh.” But she hadn’t made that joke in an awfully long time.

“Daddy tried to get her to see a doctor, but she won’t hear of it,” Ves said.

Willa nodded. “I asked her about it, but she acted like she hadn’t heard me.”

“She heard you,” Ves said, yawning, and Willa remembered how early he rose every morning. “But like all of us, she’s a brick. I can tell by looking that she’s proud of you.”

Willa felt her cheeks warm. “She’s never said anything.”

Ves shrugged. “You know that’s not their way. But they mean it, all the same.”

“I know,” Willa said, thinking of her mother’s hand touching her arm. A fierce rush of love ran through her. “I’ve been doing more, but I’ll do better,” she vowed. She wasn’t sure if she was speaking to Ves or the night sky; Daddy was the son of a preacher, and he sometimes talked about God living out beyond the stars.

“You’re doing great, kid,” Ves told her. He stood up and stretched. “You about ready to head back?” His voice sounded happier, not bitter as it had been back at the table.

“I guess,” she said, giving the valley another look before she turned away. Like her brother, she felt better than she had in weeks. And why? Nothing had really changed; Mama was still poorly and the election day tension was thick in the air. But just seeing the beautiful valley had helped. Knowing it was there, even if she couldn’t see it every day, made her heart beat faster.

“He’s right,” Willa burst out.

“Who is?” Ves asked. They had come over the ridge, and the electric lights of the town formed a thin string of yellow glare below. All along the hills, the houses sprouted like mushrooms, dark and squat.

“I was just thinking about what Daddy always says, when something goes his way—how it ‘puts heart in a man.’ That’s how I feel.”

Ves smiled, and Willa could see his white, even teeth. “I’m glad you asked to come with me,” he told her. “I live too much in my own head sometimes. Talking to you helped.”

Willa stopped so quickly that Ves almost ran into her. “What now?” he asked.

“What you just said. About talking.” She started walking again, keeping her voice low as they approached the Lowell cabin. “That’s what did it. Words matter. People act like they don’t—even Mama and Daddy forget sometimes. But they do. At least they matter to me.”

“You’re a strange one sometimes,” Ves told her, “even if you are my sister.” Together they tiptoed up the steps and went inside.


Chapter Three

Willa and Mama were walking back up the hill from Riley when Mama stopped and put her hand to her back. “You all right?” Willa asked, letting go of Kyle’s hand to take her mother’s arm.

“I think so,” Mama said, but she sounded out of breath. “Just a twinge. I’ll be glad enough to be home.”

“You shouldn’t have been out today,” Willa scolded. “I don’t care what Ves said. One less vote for Roosevelt wouldn’t matter none.”

Mama’s eyebrows shot up. “You brave enough to say that to your brother?” She started walking again, though slower, and Willa knew every move took great effort. Kyle had run on ahead, and now sat on their front step, his bare feet kicking at the wood. He grinned at them. “Besides,” Mama spoke between footfalls, “it’s good to vote. Not often a woman like me gets to be a part of history itself.”

Willa kept fussing. “This air can’t be good for you.” The day was sunny, but cold and windy. “And you’re likely overtired. The way Ves was carrying on this morning at the crack of dawn, you’d think that he was personally responsible for making sure it didn’t rain.”

Mama wobbled, but stayed on her feet. “I don’t think it’s the wind, giving me trouble,” she said in a voice that sounded very far away, as though it had been blown out of her.

For a long minute—a lifetime of minutes, it seemed just then—Willa didn’t understand. But when Mama smiled faintly, everything fell into place. “It’s your time,” Willa said. It was not a question.

“Seems to be,” Mama agreed.

“Do you want the doctor?”

Mama shook her head. “No,” she said firmly. “After all the babies I’ve borne, I know well enough what to do.”

But Willa didn’t—her mother had never told her much of anything about babies and how they were born.
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