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Dedication

 

First and foremost, to the three loves of my life:  Donny, Caleb, and Isaac.

 

And to my grandpa, with a new appreciation for and understanding of the sacrifice he made in the mines.

 

And to my mother, who explained what it was like to wait by the side of the road, praying her daddy would make it home safely.

 

 


“Ain’t nobody got the power to destroy you but you. Don’t you never forget that.”

 ~ Billy May Platte
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Prologue:  Cedar Hollow, West Virginia, 2010

 

THE STAIRWAY was much steeper than she remembered, dark and narrow, and the railings were not secure. Some of the anchoring bolts were missing, and the banisters wobbled under the slight pressure of her hands. In the stifling humidity, paint was peeling off the walls, the same dark green paint she remembered from seventy years ago, the first and last time she had climbed the bell tower. 

She was a slight woman, stooped gently by age, fine wrinkles mapping out a face that was still pretty in spite of the passage of time. One trembling hand gripped the unsteady rail, and she paused to catch her breath, faintly dizzy from the exertion. She felt claustrophobic in the tower, as if the surrounding mountains were closing in, pressing down on the little hamlet, squeezing the very air out of the narrow access. From a distance, she could hear disembodied voices floating outside in the late spring evening. The funeral was over, but people still mingled, reluctant to leave.

Leaning against the rail, she smoothed flyaway strands of silver hair away from her face, tucked the wayward tresses back into the low bun she had worn nearly the whole of her adult life. In her memory, the locks were blonde, and it was pigtails into which she tucked them.

She had just placed her foot on the next step, preparing to resume her climb in spite of her misgivings, when she heard movement below.

“Good God almighty, woman. Have you gone plumb crazy?” The voice echoed in the narrow stairwell. “What in the hell are you doin’ up there?”

Recognizing the voice, she glanced down to see the worried faces of two old men peering up at her through the shadows, their expressions nearly comical in exaggerated concern, what was left of their remaining hair mirrored in identical shades of gray. Seventy years ago, one had had hair as black as the coal that was mined throughout the mountains, while the other had been shaved bald, a consequence of a recent lice infestation in the village. She smiled to herself as she remembered that even then, both had been afraid of the bell tower. 

Facing forward again, she surveyed the steep climb ahead before responding. “I have to ring the bell,” she answered finally, irritated that they hadn’t known. “It’s the right way to end it.” Resolute, she tightened her grip on the rail and coaxed her stiff knee joints to advance another step.

At the bottom of the rickety staircase, the two old men looked at each other. One shrugged and the other sighed, adjusting the straps of his oxygen tank. Without a word they, too, began to climb, muscles quivering with the unexpected exercise. They paused often to rest; after a lifetime of mining, the coal dust made breathing difficult. Slowly but steadily they followed her up the precarious passageway, praying the steps would hold all the way to the cupola. In spite of the difficulty of the climb, they were determined to make it to the top.

She was right, of course. It was the only way to end the story. 

 

 


Chapter One:  The beginning

Crutcher Mountain, West Virginia, 1975

 

IN THE CHILL of the encroaching evening the girl ran, heart pounding with the effort, lungs gasping for air. Her bare feet, cut and bruised, left bloody smears across the rocky outcrop, but she didn’t notice, intent only on escape. Panting and gasping, chest heaving, scrawny limbs pumping, she ran down the treacherous wall of the briar-choked gully, tripping over the uneven ground. Clumps of her dark, knotted hair caught and remained on branches that seemed, in her terrified state, to reach towards her, conspiring against her, using their gnarled wooden fingers to hold her hostage.

She was young, certainly no older than twelve, balanced somewhere on the precipice between childhood and adolescence, and painfully thin for her age. The threadbare t-shirt she wore did little to camouflage the xylophone of her ribcage, the knobs of her spine a fragile zipper down her back. She was filthy, too, her battered feet nearly black from the coal dust soil of the mountains. Under normal circumstances, she would have been pretty, her almond shaped eyes a stormy shade of green, her limbs long and supple. But the girl didn’t live in normal circumstances, and as such, any prettiness she might have possessed was eclipsed by the ravages of fear and despair. 

It was dusk in the mountains, the last warm rays of the sun shining upon the girl’s chestnut-colored hair and creating momentary sparkles of light among the tangles as she crashed downward through the gully. Ahead of her, squirrels raced for trees, scrambling for higher ground, abandoning the nuts and berries for which they had so determinedly foraged. Snakes raced away from her path, slithering through the impenetrable brush before taking refuge in the cool recesses of the damp rock walls. Even the songbirds fell silent, blue jays and mockingbirds halting their neverending arguments in the wake of the girl’s flight. 

The girl, however, noticed none of this. Her sensory perceptions having condensed into little more than animal instinct, she knew only that she had to run. 

[image: Image]

From the top of my mountain, I seen that girl runnin’. It was them hawks that told me to look. I was just finishin’ my chores for the evenin’ when I heard ’em squawkin’ the way they do when somethin’ worries ’em. Broad-winged, they was, and there was a passel of ’em, all spiralin’ up in the currents over them mountains. They wasn’t happy; somethin’ had their attention and I remember hopin’ it wasn’t nothin’ serious. A fox maybe, or even a bear would be fine. I didn’t pay no mind to the animals; it was the people I feared. Give me a bear any day over a man. Bears is predictable; men ain’t. 

More than anythin’ else, I was just curious about whatever was botherin’ ’em. There must have been ten or twelve of ’em, all gathered together for their winter’s flight south. Smart birds, I remember thinkin’. The cold on these mountains can kill a person quick, if they ain’t careful. The cold and any number of other things. 

I gave the axe a final swing and planted it securely in the choppin’ block. Last thing I needed was to trip over my own axe on my way to feedin’ the animals. If it didn’t kill me right away, I’d be dead of exposure soon enough. It wasn’t like nobody was goin’ to come lookin’ for me, and even if they did, they wouldn’t know where to look. I bent down to gather the last piece of firewood and headed towards the cabin, wipin’ the sweat off my brow with my shirtsleeve. Fall was comin’ but the evenin’ was a warm one, and I was a forty-four-year-old woman swingin’ an axe. 

I was filthy, soaked through with sweat, but who was to know? I lived alone, had for years, and that was the way I planned on keepin’ it. I had no illusions about myself and never had. My thick, black hair was cut short for ease, and thirty years on a West Virginia mountain summit had taken its toll on whatever good looks I may have once enjoyed. I was as brown as my Cherokee momma, my skin as creased as old leather. 

With the sweat out of my eyes, I looked up to see the reddish-brown underbellies of all them little hawks, flyin’ up high above the range and hollerin’ to beat the band. I dropped the split wood into the wood box by the front door with a clatter and shaded my eyes against the lowerin’ sun, gazin’ out over the gully and tryin’ to see what had caused the commotion. And that’s when I seen her. There she was, Roy Campbell’s girl, it had to be, headed for the creek and runnin’ as if her life depended on it. I hadn’t never met the girl, but there wasn’t no one else livin’ this high on the range. Keepin’ my eye on her, I took off my work gloves, shoved ’em into the back pocket of my dungarees, and felt in my shirt pocket for a cigarette. 

Findin’ what I was lookin’ for, I struck a match along the front of my little cabin and, usin’ my hands, sheltered the timid flame while I lit up, sighin’ with pleasure as the nicotine went to work. I don’t like to admit to vices, but nicotine has been mine, nevertheless. I reckon we all got some sort of weakness, and nicotine was it for me, at least after I took up residence on the mountain. My lungs full of smoke and the cravin’ thus satisfied, I leaned forward over the splintered railin’ of the cabin’s west facin’ porch, proppin’ my elbows on the weathered wood, danglin’ my hands over the edge. This was how I spent nearly all of my evenin’s after a hard day’s work, but this was the first time I’d ever seen another person so close to my mountain. I drug hard on the cigarette and squinted through the smoke, watchin’ the girl’s frantic flight down the neighborin’ hill. 

The sheer desperation of the girl’s flight troubled me. I hadn’t seen Roy Campbell in nearly thirty years, but I doubted he had changed much. Judgin’ by the frightened, filthy state of the girl, he hadn’t changed at all. I watched the girl until she cut left around a boulder and disappeared from my view. 

Takin’ a final drag, I flicked the last of the butt over the rail and into the dust, scatterin’ the chickens and causin’ a flurry of agitated cluckin’. The sun was just beginnin’ to dip below the summit of the mountain, spreadin’ rosy streaks across the western sky the way it does on clear mountain evenin’s. A cool breeze kicked up sudden like from the north, causin’ the dust to dance in miniature tornados and sendin’ an involuntary shiver down my spine. The universe has a lot to tell us, if we’re listenin’. For thirty years, my survival had depended on listenin’, so listen I did.

I still had work to do. First and foremost, I needed to gather them chickens into their coop before the spiralin’ hawks decided they’d make for an easy dinner. But I found myself drawn to the girl, unwillin’ to leave my perch. Distracted from my chores, I raked my hand through my hair, the calluses catchin’ and pullin’ as they always did, and gazed down the holler. Truth be told, I was afraid; I ain’t ashamed to say it now, and I wasn’t ashamed then, neither. The universe was talkin’, and I didn’t much like what it was sayin’.

 

 


Chapter Two:  The old woman

Huntington, West Virginia, 2010

 

I WAKE UP to the beep and hiss of the profusion of medical equipment that holds me hostage. I’m confused at first, the bright lights blindin’ me. In my mind, I’m still on the mountain, and they is comin’ after me again, pinnin’ me down. I fight against the tubes snakin’ into my arms, pull at the adhesives holdin’ them to my chest. I cain’t breathe, and they won’t let me go; I panic.

A warm, brown hand stills my own, preventin’ me from unpluggin’ myself from the machines that monitor my body, and then I know. I ain’t on the mountain, and it ain’t 1975. It’s 2010. I’m an old woman, and I’m dyin’. Funny how in my last days my mind keeps takin’ me back up to that mountain.

“It won’t be long now until she comes, Ms. Platte,” says the young nurse, and her voice is too loud, as if the very act of becomin’ old has automatically rendered me either dimwitted or deaf. “You just relax.”

I’m annoyed by the patronizin’ tone of her voice, but I stop fightin’ and tamp down my irritation. The nurse don’t mean no harm; she’s a sweet girl, really, and I’m just a crotchety old woman she’s paid to put up with. She cain’t possibly know how I hate bein’ restrained, could never understand the fear I have upon wakin’ and rediscoverin’ that I am, in essence, tied to this bed, held in place by the various tubes and monitors that is supposed to provide me comfort and relief. The irony of it all is astoundin’. 

It ain’t the nurse’s fault that she cain’t comprehend; after all, she don’t know nothin’ of my past. My chart don’t have nothin’ in it but what’s needed:  my address and phone number, the nature of my illness, copies of my medical insurance card. That’s all they need from me, and that’s all they is goin’ to get. 

I look over at the nurse. She’s young and pretty, a black girl with smooth skin and a sweet smile. That poor girl don’t need me givin’ her a hard time; I’ll be more patient. After all, she’s surely better than that other one, the mornin’ nurse, with her beady eyes and sharp nose, forever snappin’ on the lights and announcin’ at the top of her lungs, “Up and at ’em!” Lord knows, I ain’t gettin’ up and gettin’ at nothin’ these days, and she oughta be glad for it, because that may just be what’s savin’ her life. At least this one here is always cheerful, always makin’ sure I’m comfortable with fresh water and a fluffed pillow. What’s her name? I forget. 

One thing that perplexes me is how when you get old you cain’t remember what happened three minutes ago but you cain’t stop rememberin’ what happened three decades ago. Plumb crazy is what that is. Now, what is her name? Somethin’ cute and perky. Oh, yes, I remember now. Starlette. Lord, that woman can talk. I’m too tired to respond to all the jabberin’ but I smile to let her know I appreciate her kindness. 

Starlette has evidently taken my smile as a sign to continue, because she keeps prattlin’ on. “How long has it been since you’ve seen her, Ms. Platte? My goodness, you must miss her. And how did you say you know her? Is she an old family friend? Isn’t that nice. You must be so excited.”

In her chatty exuberance, the blamed woman has rearranged my body into a position that is sure enough guaranteed to result in leg cramps as soon as she leaves the room, but I won’t complain; it ain’t in my nature. I’ll work my legs around later; move ’em into a more comfortable position. It might take a while, but I can do it. After all, I ain’t dead yet.

“And do you have any children, Ms. Platte? Will they be coming, too? That will be so much fun.”

I close my eyes, plumb exhausted. Starlette don’t really expect no reply, and I’m too tired to give her one. If only she would hush; I don’t want to talk. Hell, I cain’t talk. I’m so tired I cain’t hardly even breathe. Besides, some things is just impossible to explain and it don’t pay to even try. Seem like when you try to explain somethin’ important to somebody else, somethin’ you hold close to your heart, they don’t always right away understand the importance, and that is a frustratin’ thing. The answers to them questions she keeps askin’ me is important; they is my whole life, and I ain’t goin’ to take the chance of tellin’ someone who cain’t understand that. 

I keep my mouth shut and breathe deep, prayin’ that the nurse will hurry up and finish fluffin’ and soothin’ and talkin’ and move on to the next dyin’ patient, leavin’ me in peace. My mind is already back up on that summit, whether I want it to go there or not. I will tell you my story if you want to know it, but some parts of it ain’t pretty. Then again, some parts of it is just plain beautiful. Ain’t that always the way of it? Just know that it is important, my story. It truly is.

 

 


Chapter Three:  The hiding place

Crutcher Mountain, West Virginia, 1975

 

THAT NEXT MORNIN’, the one after I first seen the girl, I was up before sunrise hit the mountain, buildin’ a small fire in the stove to ward off the early mornin’ chill. It would warm up later, but in the mornins there was already a nip in the air, particularly in the hours just before dawn, a sign of things to come in the winter ahead. Takin’ note of the activity around me, I was anticipatin’ a hard one. The migratory birds was already takin’ flight and the four-legged critters of the woods was in a flurry of activity, hoardin’, storin’, or eatin’ as their species required. I watched these things. I had learned long ago that the animals knew more than I did, and it behooved me to pay attention.

While the water boiled for coffee I dressed in the same flannel shirt and dungarees I’d worn the day before, pullin’ my work boots on over wool socks and lacin’ them with stiff fingers. Rummagin’ through the steamer trunk at the foot of the cabin’s only bed, I pulled out an old flour sack into which I threw some bread and cheese, a quilt and a box of matches. My preparations completed, I stood at the cabin’s lone window in the cabin’s single room, warmin’ my hands on my coffee mug, takin’ turns blowin’ on and drinkin’ the strong, black drink, tryin’ to get a handle on my thoughts. 

Mall sios, beag amhain, I heard my daddy’s laughin’ voice in my head. Slow down, little one, he would say to me, his Irish accent so different from the mountain twang around us. Smaoinigh sula gniomhu tu. Think before you act, Billy May. I’m tryin’ Daddy, I thought right back at him. But you know I ain’t never been good at waitin’. I sipped my coffee and pushed my daddy out of my head. If he wanted me to think, I needed room to do it.

 I knew where the girl had gone. I had seen the signs a week before while I was down at the creek fishin’ for trout. By then, I had been livin’ on that mountain for thirty years and I knew every crook and cranny to be found. I also knew how to track, but I was certain I wouldn’t need the skill that mornin’. The girl hadn’t been interested in coverin’ her trail; she had been runnin’ for her life, crashin’ through them wild blackberry thorns and honeysuckle vines like they wasn’t nothin’ but dandelion fluff.

I finished my coffee and set the cup in the washbasin, rubbin’ my hands together for warmth. I remember bein’ anxious to get started, not because I thought I’d see the girl—I didn’t want to see the girl—but because when I was on the move my thoughts was quieter. Gatherin’ up the flour sack, I got my rifle down from the rack over my bed. The city folk thought West Virginia mountain lions was all gone by the 1970s, but I still occasionally stumbled across tracks, and more than once I’d heard their spine-tinglin’ screams in the wee hours of the mornin’. If you ain’t never heard one, believe me, you don’t want to; it’ll make your hair stand on end. I didn’t think I’d run across one that close to sunrise, but I didn’t want to be caught unprepared. 

I don’t like to kill things, never have, and I wouldn’t have never killed a mountain lion anyway, not even to save myself. Momma always said they was sacred, one of the only two animals that didn’t fall asleep durin’ the creation. I don’t know as I believed that, but I respected that Momma did. No, I wouldn’t kill one, but I would shoot in the air to scare one off if I needed to. Besides, mountain lions wasn’t the only danger up on that range. Black bears was all over them mountains back then, and though more than likely they’d head the other way as soon as they captured my scent, I had learned to be cautious, especially when them bears was preparin’ for hibernation. If it came down to it, I wouldn’t have no problem shootin’ a bear to save myself. 

What I knew but refused to admit to myself that long ago mornin’ was that out of all the livin’ creatures on the range, Roy Campbell was by far the biggest threat. I reckon I couldn’t admit it because I was scared to. At any rate, I doubted he’d followed the girl; whatever he had wanted from her, he’d already took. Roy was like that. Nevertheless, I shoved some extra ammunition into my shirt pocket. More than anybody, I knew exactly what Roy was capable of. The gun was for him. If it came down to it, I remember thinkin’ to myself that mornin’, I might actually enjoy shootin’ Roy. 

Shoulderin’ my rifle and the sack, I pulled the heavy planked door shut behind me and stepped off the porch and into the dirt yard, enjoyin’ my cigarette and listenin’ for a minute to the sounds of the mountain. It was cold; my breath steamed in the night air. The eerie call of a screech owl took over the woods for a bit, echoin’ off the mountains and frightenin’ the crickets into a momentary silence. Momma always said the call of an owl was a good omen, and I believed it. Owls is known for bein’ wise and helpful, and this one was tellin’ me to get goin’.

Takin’ her advice, I crushed the remains of my cigarette under my boot and set off, headin’ south around the side of the cabin and into the hush of the thick woods. The sun still hadn’t reached that part of the mountain and the woods was shrouded in mist, heavy with the wet smell of decay. I have always loved the smell of the mountains, and I breathed in deep, inhalin’ the sweet fragrance, enjoyin’ the expectation that was always a part of the world just before dawn. Nocturnal critters rustled in the brush, preparin’ their beds, while others began stirrin’ to greet the sun.

I set a steady pace, headin’ down in the gray light of the comin’ dawn, as familiar with the trail as I was with the floor plan of my one room cabin. After all, I was the one who had blazed that trail. No one ever went up that high on the range, which was exactly why I lived there. The way was steep, but decades of clamberin’ around the mountain had made my legs strong, as rock solid as any man’s, and my breathin’ was unlabored and peaceful as I maneuvered my way past tree roots and rocks, thistles and briars. 

My mountain wasn’t particularly high as mountains go, only 4,700 feet or so, less than a mile, as are most of the mountains makin’ up the Appalachian range. But the goin’ was rough, windin’ around boulders and gullies, through untamed thickets and brambles, and a mile by the crow was closer to three for me. As the sun worked its way up into the sky, I continued my way slowly downward, makin’ good time in the dense woods.

Midway down the mountain I caught a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye, but it was a familiar movement, and I smiled. The old mongrel was back, and just in time. He’d show up at my door the first hard freeze, tail waggin’, as he had done for the last dozen years, beggin’ to be let in, unaware of how rude he was bein’. For now, though, he tracked me from behind, not yet ready to be noticed. I let him be, confident that he’d come to me in his own good time, happy with the knowledge. The old mongrel and me went way back, and I had come to rely on his company durin’ the long winters on the summit. I remember thinkin’ it was interestin’ that he found me that particular mornin’. The universe was talkin’ to me again, gettin’ me ready for what was to come. The signs was all around me.

The sun was fully on the mountain by the time I came out of the canopy of trees into a large clearin’. Purple snapdragons and blue lobelia was just greetin’ the mornin’, their pretty little petals reachin’ towards the sky. Before long they’d be covered by snow, gone until the next summer, but that mornin’ they was pretty enough to make me stop for a minute in appreciation before continuin’ forward toward the rushin’ sound of the creek. Kneelin’ on the marshy ground, I cupped my hands and scooped up some water, splashin’ my face before drinkin’ deep. Nothin’ is as good as a drink of cold, clear, creek water. 

Standin’, shadin’ my eyes against the now risen sun, I paused and took in my surroundin’s. On the far side of the creek a loon, already changin’ into his gray winter coat, torpedoed under the water in search of breakfast. He wouldn’t stay long; this creek wasn’t deep enough for him. He was just passin’ through on his way to a larger body of water. In the distance, a mournin’ dove called out soulfully and another answered from a nearby tree. Guledisgonihi, Billy May. A good sign. Doves bring peace. This time it was my momma’s voice in my head, and I listened for more, but she’d said all she had to say. The only sound was the rushin’ of the creek on its forever journey down the mountain. The girl was gone now. I felt it in the stillness of the air. 

Turnin’, I hiked farther up the creek, headin’ west, until I came to a rocky outpost. Sometime in the history of the mountain, decades or maybe even centuries before, an avalanche of boulders had created a rough pyramid of sorts, roarin’ down the mountainside before crashin’ onto the creek bank and becomin’ a permanent part of the landscape. It was here that I stopped, bendin’ to prop my sack and rifle against an elm whose leaves was just beginnin’ to turn. Straightenin’ again I stretched, loosenin’ my muscles in the warmth of the sun; then I stood still. I knew, of course, exactly where the girl had been headed, had seen the prints and broken vegetation the week before, but I found myself hesitant to continue. 

I understood even then that my decisions that day might literally be the end of me. Thirty years I had survived on that mountain top, most of them years alone. I’d been little more than a girl when I had first sought respite in the little cabin. In the years since then I’d stayed far away from other people and demanded the same from them in return. It had been the only way I’d known to survive and put the shattered pieces of my life back together. Now I found myself on the verge of riskin’ it all, for a little girl I didn’t even know. 

I drew a deep breath and tilted my head back, hands propped on my hips, face turned up at the sky. I suppose to anyone lookin’ it might have appeared that I was prayin’, but I wasn’t. Back then, I was at a time in my life where I didn’t believe in prayer and hadn’t for years. The counsel I sought that day didn’t come from God; I was reachin’ for Polly. Pauline Henley Crutcher, my adawehi, my angel, the one who brought me back to life when I’d rather she had let me die. I knew what Polly would say, what her answers would be, but I needed to ask the questions anyway, so I did. Lord knew, all my other loved ones was in my head that mornin’; I felt sure Polly would be there, too, and she wasn’t never one to hold back her opinions.

Finally, havin’ come to a truce with Polly, I gave my head a quick shake to clear out my thoughts and forced myself to move. My actions scared me, but truly I didn’t have no choice. Whatever happened was meant to be. Good was done to me through Polly; it was a debt I needed to repay. Besides, I reckoned that more than anybody, I alone knew what that girl must be sufferin’.

Behind the boulders I found, like I had known I would, a small openin’ in the stone face of the mountain wall, nearly level with the ground and slopin’ downward. I dropped to my knees and pressed the side of my face close to the cool ground, allowin’ me to peer into the rocky openin’. Seein’ no sign of current occupants, I sat on the ground, dangled my legs through the hole, and pushed myself up over the lower rock lip of the entrance. I landed feet first, the thump of my boots echoin’ in the little chamber.

Nothin’ much had changed over the years. The cave, such as it was, was made of a dirt floor and four uneven rock walls; a very high and narrow openin’ in the fourth wall had served as my point of entry. At the highest point, where I had entered, the cave was maybe five feet high, slopin’ to a height of only three feet at the back wall, about six feet in. Just enough room for a young girl to hide. I had hidden there myself sometimes after comin’ to the mountain, not because I was scared—I wasn’t, with Polly—but because I needed a place to be alone with my thoughts, especially on them days when they was chasin’ each other around in my head. 

Surveyin’ the cave, crouchin’ under the rock ceilin’, I seen where the girl had tried to make a bed out of branches. On the pallet was a blanket, worn nearly to threads, and a book, damp and tattered. Steppin’ closer, I read the title, Jonathan Livingston Seagull. I wasn’t familiar with either the book or the author, a man named Richard Bach. As a young girl, I had loved to read, but that was such a long time ago. It had been decades since I’d touched a book. 

I wondered briefly just how long the girl had been hidin’ there. Long enough, at least, to have tried to make it more comfortable. It was then that my eyes was suddenly drawn to a shadow on the makeshift bed, so I moved closer and squatted for a better look. Dried blood, not too much, smeared across the boughs and soaked into the blanket. Well, of course. Although I had fully expected it, the reality of that blood squeezed my chest, makin’ it hard for me to breathe.

I stood up quick-like, bendin’ at the waist and takin’ care not to collide with the low ceilin’. All I wanted to do right then was to get the hell out of that cave and head back up the mountain, to the safety of my cabin. But I couldn’t yet. Instead, I rolled the flour sack up real tight and placed it on the little pallet. I shimmied back up out of the narrow openin’ and began searchin’ for stones, then for twigs and dried grasses, for bigger branches, and finally for small, dried logs. Throwin’ my finds into the hole, I followed them down and pulled my huntin’ knife free of my belt, squattin’ again to scrape out a shallow indention in the packed dirt of the cavern’s floor. I ringed the indentation with the stones I’d gathered, and then laid out the makin’s of a small but efficient campfire, makin’ sure it was close enough to the entrance that the smoke would flow out. Finally, there was nothin’ else I could do, at least not yet, though I knew in my heart that the day was comin’.

After a minute I wriggled my way back out and stood, breathin’ hard in the cool, late mornin’ mountain air, pretendin’ my hands wasn’t shakin’ when I lit a cigarette and took a deep drag. 

 

 


Chapter Four: The old woman

Huntington, West Virginia, 2010

 

I NOTICE I don’t wake up no more so much as I float up. It ain’t a fast process; it feels like I’m movin’ my way up through somethin’ thick and dark, like the molasses Momma used to put on my toast for a special treat. Mr. Smith used to give us that molasses. I just remembered that. He was a good man, way down into his soul. He owned the general store in Cedar Hollow before he passed, and Lord knows he gave more of it away than he sold. The store, I mean, not the molasses, though probably that, too. I feel a sting of sadness rememberin’ Mr. Smith, until I realize I’ll see him soon, God willin’. 

When I’m floatin’ up, first I hear the sounds, the steady hum of equipment, and under that, the hurried footsteps of angels in white as they rush down tiled hallways, answerin’ to that ever-present call of “stat.” When I finally float all the way to the top of the darkness, I open my eyes to the mid-afternoon gloom of an overcast West Virginia evenin’. The glare from the clouds reflects through the uncovered window and causes me to squint in the dim room. I ain’t used to such inactivity and it makes me restless, anxious from the quiet atmosphere and the suffocatin’ feelin’of doom. They is all just waitin’ on us to die here, and that’s the truth. They pretend they ain’t, of course, but I know. 

My throat is parched; I reach a tremblin’ hand towards the water glass on my bedside table, prayin’ I don’t knock it over before I at least get a drink. Dyin’, I have discovered, is hard work; even harder is the waitin’. Graspin’ the straw between my cracked lips, I drink. It ain’t creek water, but it’ll do. My thirst finally quenched, I replace the glass and lean my head back against the pillow, closin’ my eyes, my energy spent. It’s hard even now for me to accept my weakened state. I was always so strong; even as a young girl I could whup half the boys my age. Could, and did, quite frequently. You could ask ’em. Some of ’em has outlasted me. Now, though, now I’m done in by a glass of water and instead of tryin’ to beat me at arm wrastlin’, Darryl Lane was in here just yesterday bawlin’ like a baby over my bedside, bless his heart. He always was a sensitive one.

Encounterin’ somethin’ hard in the scratchy softness of my pillow, I remember:  the book. It arrived yesterday and I tucked it under my pillow for safekeepin’. It ain’t that I don’t trust the nurses; it’s more that things have a way of gettin’ misplaced, especially with the crowd of people travelin’ in and out of my room all day and night checkin’ on the mess of cords and tubes that is supposed to be keepin’ me alive. More than that, though, I want the book near me, so I can get to it when I need it. 

I twist around the best I can, reachin’ behind my head for it, not to read it—Lord, no, I cain’t possibly see it in this glarin’ light—but as a source of comfort. There ain’t no point in readin’ it; I done memorized them passages decades ago, could probably recite the entire book by heart. Gropin’ awkwardly under the pillow, takin’ care not to loosen any of the tubes (I done learned the hard way that pullin’ them tubes out means more of them hurtful needle pricks), I find the tattered volume and grasp it in a gnarled, arthritic hand, my fingers still calloused and stained yellow with the damned nicotine I never could shake. I hold on tight. 

In my memory, I hear her little girl voice, as crystal clear as it was the day I met her, and it makes my eyes well up. We always enjoyed readin’ aloud to each other; we began that ritual early on. Those nights when she couldn’t sleep, tortured by them monsters in her dreams, readin’ was the only way to keep her fears at bay. On them nights I comforted her the best I could. I’d heat us up some herbal tea and stroke her hair as she read to me, rub her back as I read
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