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      Beth Azen leaned back in the squeaky office chair, rubbing her burning eyes. The desk itself wasn’t much more than a countertop wedged in between overcrowded shelves and rows of filing cabinets. The town hall’s scanner was old enough to give off a sharp, hot plastic smell after a couple of hours.

      She’d worked in more than one musty archives room over twenty years as a writer, but this one in her native Hartstown, Virginia, had to be the most compact. Access to over a century of Boun County’s history was worth a bit of discomfort.

      Worse than her sinus rebellion against the aromatic space, Beth’s fingertips were raw from handing dozens of glass plate negatives. The plates were a bit larger than a paperback and  about a quarter of an inch thick, but heavier than they looked. The greenish edges were straight but wavy, like they’d been melted out instead of cut. Even through the sweaty blue gloves, she felt like she’d been rubbing sandpaper all day long.

      Her nerves were just as frazzled. Beth wasn’t sure if it would be worse to break one of the negatives, break the glass of the scanner trying to place one of them, or cut herself with who knows what had been on the razor-sharp edges for over a hundred years.

      Most of the negatives didn’t look like much, with one side smooth and the other rough with varying shades of black and gray. The images Beth extracted from the persnickety things were gorgeous, though, more sharp and clear than almost any other medium. Photographers willing to lug chunks of glass though the mountains back then had her full respect.

      Beth wondered if the to-be-scanned pile would ever be smaller than the finished stack in the box beside her on the gray carpeted floor. She always got to this point in a long project, when she felt like she was never going to get to the end. Knowing she’d get over that helpless feeling eventually didn’t make any difference. Beth took a sip of cold coffee, at least two cups past too much, and got back to work, taking out another of the delicate slides.

      The town manager didn’t want anyone to bring in music or even use earbuds like most places did, but Beth didn’t mind. She constantly had a song in her head, from the time she woke up until she fell asleep, and probably all night long, too. She’d heard it described as some kind of brain disorder on the radio a while back, but that didn’t make sense to her. She couldn’t imagine how bored people got if they didn’t have something to listen to.

      She lined the rectangular piece of glass up against the side of the scanner, put a blank sheet of paper over it, and lowered a huge square light to a couple of inches above everything. The lamp was bigger than what her dentist used, and the heat added to the closed in feeling in the tiny room. Nothing else she’d tried would bring out the old images.

      Putting together a massive book of images with the town historical society wasn’t one of Beth’s typical non-fiction writing projects, but she enjoyed her side trips into book design and publishing. Her parents and her hound mutt Janie certainly appreciated her staying home for a few months instead of traveling for research. And she enjoyed the chance to wear her most comfortable faded jeans, old flannel shirts, and sneakers without asking about anybody’s dress code. She flipped through the other photos on her screen while the scanner whined and clicked.

      This corner in the Virginia coalfields struggled even now, but the poverty a hundred years ago was horrifying. The rudimentary houses and muddy roads didn’t bother Beth nearly as much as the faces of the men, women, and children.

      So many of them seemed much older than they could have been, understandable with a hard way of life and dangerous work logging or coal mining. The kids in particular looked as old as the photographs. Seeing that era coming to an end didn’t disturb Beth at all.

      A chirpy Minnesota-nice voice from right behind her did.

      “Hey Beth! How’s it goin’ today?”

      “Doing fine, Tina. You?”

      “Great! Just checkin’ to see if you need anything.”

      Tina had moved with her husband a year ago when he started teaching at the new optometry school in town, and she clearly loved everything about the change of pace from northern city life. Beth appreciated the interest, especially compared to being isolated in a cold, dank basement like she’d been on past jobs, but sometimes Tina was a little too eager to help. And today her strong, flowery perfume was one too many aromas in the tiny space.

      “I’m good, thank you,” Beth said.

      “Just let me know, then.”

      Tina grinned and spun on her heel, her long blonde hair and pink gauze skirt throwing up a bit more of that thick aroma. Beth tasted the scent on the back of her throat, even over the strong coffee, and her head was swimming. She rubbed her temples, trying to fend off a headache. When the scanner clicked again and stopped, Beth froze.
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      Silence. Not only the lack of grinding mechanical noise, but complete silence. For the first time since she’d been old enough to notice, her own mind was eerily quiet. Beth shook her head. She heard her short brown hair shifting, the low voices of other people in the conference room behind her, the tick of the cooling scanner, but nothing else. She even heard her own heart beating faster with every second.

      Beth pulled off the gloves and grabbed her jacket, then darted out the side door before Tina or anyone else could stop her. She had to get some fresh air, even if it was well below freezing. She’d been working too long, as usual. Being stuck in a closet-sized room full of dusty and moldy boxes was getting to her.

      She leaned against the red brick building, staring past the fire hall next door at the gray mountains dotted with dark green pine trees soaring all around the town. The only sounds in this sheltered alley were a few cars passing on the street and tree limbs creaking in the bitterly cold wind. Her hearing was fine, even sharper than normal.

      In fact, Beth heard a low hum now, like an amplifier turned up too loud. That had almost drowned out the music before, but only when she was too tired or getting sick. Maybe it was time to knock off for the day. One of the best parts of freelancing in her hometown for a change was being able to go home at three if she needed to.

      As she got closer to the archives room back inside, meaning to put everything away, shut down, and get out of there, Beth slowed. She turned her head from side to side, trying to figure out where the sound was coming from. A woman’s voice, low and sorrowful, getting louder with every step she took. That didn’t make sense with the strict policy about radios or music players, but Beth heard it all the same.

      She glanced around the empty meeting room. All the office doors were closed and the metal folding chairs were stacked up against the walls. Beth shook her head and stepped into the archives room.

      The voice split into many, all singing a dirge Beth had never heard before. She didn’t recognize the language either. Some sort of European, maybe, hard to place. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, but it was set to silent. The computer didn’t have speakers, and she didn’t see any kind of intercom.

      The singing shifted to an old-time funeral, clear even without hearing the words.

      “That’s enough for you today,” Beth said under her breath. She picked up the last negative she’d scanned without bothering with the gloves, not worried about fingerprints for the moment.

      Beth almost dropped the piece of glass when the singing got much louder. She carefully put it back down, and the noise level decreased. Beth raised the huge scanning lamp and held the image under it. A group of people sat and stood on a small hillside, all staring solemnly at the unseen camera. Long gowns for women and dark suits for men, hair in braids or buns, and elaborate hats, all from around the turn of the last century. Exactly like all the other photos she’d seen over the past few weeks. The freshly filled grave in the middle explained why everyone wore their Sunday best.

      The singing died down for a few seconds, then they launched into one Beth did recognize. “Rock of Ages,” but the words were oddly accented, hard to pick out. She caught herself trying to figure out where the singers had come from. The nationality of the mourners was the least of Beth’s problems.

      She packed up and shut down, relieved when putting the slide in the box on the floor muffled the singing. Beth would have felt a lot better if it had stopped altogether. She tapped her fingernails on the metal doorframe, contemplating asking Tina if she heard anything. Trying to imagine the response whichever way it went put an end to that idea. Beth closed the door and walked away slowly, the song getting fainter with every step. Even when she got in her car and turned on her own music, the strange voices never did disappear.
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      Two days later, Beth was feeling more rough and sharp around the edges, just like those chunks of greenish glass, than she wanted to admit. The singing had only gotten louder, and now she heard people talking low and soft in between the songs. The sensation that she’d be able to make out the words if she only tried a little bit harder felt like grit inside her brain.

      Walking into the archives room at the town hall made it worse. Handling the slides was almost deafening, but at least the music changed depending on what she was looking at. Sprightly, joyful fiddles, funeral dirges and hymns, schoolhouse learning chants, and even a bit of early bluegrass. Beth could change the tunes with different slides almost like a radio.

      None of the other archived materials, whether postcards, printed photos, or newer plastic negatives, had an effect. Only the pieces of glass. The constant undercurrent was as maddening as her own music had been comforting.

      Rather than go across the street for lunch, Beth got a fresh notebook and closed the door. No matter how stuffy it got, the last thing she needed was Tina or anyone else wandering in while she was talking to herself. She pulled out the funeral picture, the one that started all this strangeness. Murmuring voices replaced the singing, but she couldn’t quite make out any words. A few more songs went by with no more success.

      “Can you hear me?” she whispered, her cheeks turning red. She tried again, a bit louder. “Hello? I hear you talking. Is anyone there?”

      The song continued without even a pause. Beth scrubbed her fingers through her hair, then got as close to shouting as she dared in the closed space with people right outside the door.

      “Either tell me what you want or leave me alone!”

      The voices stopped.

      Beth tried to hold perfectly still, not sure if she wanted an answer or for the whole thing to be over. She could probably adjust to not having music anymore, but not to the constant noise.

      The low, empty circuit hum in her ears intensified, and a voice floated up like a distant station on her great-uncle’s old tube radio.

      “Been wonderin’ if anyone was thar.” The woman spoke with a thick dialect that was hard to understand, but Beth thought it had to be from close by. “Been tryin’ to get through for a powerful long time.”

      Beth opened her mouth twice before any words made it out.

      “Trying to get through from where?”

      “Well, from right here,” the woman said. It sounded like rii-chyer. “Bountyfield. Ain’t that where you are?”

      “This is Hartstown, but I’m in Boun County,” Beth said, leaning over to grab the computer mouse. She followed a hunch and scrolled through the manuscript file to the section about county origins. “This used to be called Bountyfield a long time ago, so I guess that’s where I am.”

      “Well then, you aready know what I want.”

      Beth let out a short laugh, shaking her head. The list of what she knew sat pretty much at zero.

      “No, ma’am. I’m afraid I don’t know anything. Maybe we can start with why on earth I can hear you at all?”

      “That question only you can answer. I been called a wise woman, a seer, sometimes even a witch, among my people. You anything like that?”

      Beth shook herself and sat forward, scribbling as much as she remembered about the conversation so far. If nothing else, she wanted a record of such a vivid break from reality. Assuming she recovered, this would make a great story someday.

      “I don’t think anyone’s ever called me wise,” she said, smiling. “Not even close.”

      “It don’t have to be you, now. If you hear me at all, some of your folks had an ear for such.”

      Beth tapped the pen on the nearly full page, trying to imagine what this mystery woman meant. Her concerns about having some kind of breakdown led her to the answer.

      “I had, well, not exactly a wise woman,” she said. “One of my great-grandmothers was supposed to have a little trouble with reality. I don’t remember her very well.”

      Beth stopped, chills running down her arms and legs. Granny Johnson hadn’t just had trouble. She’d heard voices. Voices no one else could hear. When the woman spoke again, Beth jumped hard enough to leave a mark on the page.

      “Reality depends a lot on who’s seein’ it and who’s callin’ it, you ask me. What’s your name? If we’re gonna talk like this and get anything done, I need to know who I’m talkin’ with.”

      “I’m Beth. Beth Azen. I guess I should have asked sooner, but what’s your name? And what do you mean, get anything done?”

      “I’m Clina Jane. What I mean is fix this pizen down deep in our mountains. I reckon more than enough lives been lost to it, certainly from where you’re sittin’.”
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      Beth knew what Clina meant by pizen, but she hadn’t heard it for a long, long time. She thought that dialect had just about died out around the time her family’s reunions stopped. Her mind seemed to focus on the strangest of details today. A disembodied voice was telling her about poison in the mountains, and she was worried about the pronunciation?

      “I’m glad to meet you, Clina, but I don’t understand any of this. What poison? You mean the water?”

      “Same as before, you got to tell me. Could be in water by now, sure. Do a lot of folks still die right around there, Beth? More than you can count for?”

      For the first time since she’d heard the strange singing in her head, Beth wasn’t confused. Digging into this book project showed her all too clearly how many mine disasters were in the county’s past, with quite a few killed in timber and railroad operations as well. It did seem far too many for such a small town.

      “Well, yeah, I suppose they do.” Beth’s mind kept searching through her internal files, more crowded but better organized than the tiny room she was in. A lot of people died in automotive accidents close by, too. And she knew of more drownings than made sense with the small number of creeks and one river. “I hadn’t really thought about it, but Hartstown seems to be unlucky in a lot of ways.”

      “Unlucky may have been the trouble way back at the start, but things have gone a ways past luck by now. A bad wrong’s been lodged down under the ground here, one that has to be made right. I been tryin’ to get through to someone on your side for so long I like to give up. Now that I found you, Beth, we got to get busy.”

      “Hang on, I’m not even sure this is real,” Beth said. “Any of this. Even if I had any reason to believe you, why would I believe some poison was down in the mountains causing trouble?”

      “Look around and answer that second part for yourself,” Clina said, her voice sharp and testy. “Might be able to help with the first part, though. Why’d you hear me in the first place?”

      “Why… How the hell should I know?”

      “Good girl, good girl.” Beth was sure she heard chuckling in her mind, raspy and satisfied. “Got some backbone after all. Jes tell me what you was doing when it started.”

      “I was scanning these old slides,” Beth said, wishing she had something to scowl at. “Old photographs, pictures.”

      “Now you’re on to it. Like as not I’m in one of those pitchurs.”

      “Well, it’s a whole group of people. We couldn’t find any names for this one.”

      “That don’t matter. Listen to me, now. We never did pitchurs less it was something big like a wedding or a funeral, maybe a baptizin’. What kind you got there?”

      “A funeral,” Beth said, her heart pounding. “For a coal miner.”

      “Makes sense. That’s who we mostly had em for, and way too many a those. Can you tell the name on the stone?”

      Beth picked up the slide in shaking hands, making sure she had a firm grip on the sharp edges. This was one of the batch the historical society had rescued from someone’s basement. The years of damp hadn’t done the glass any favors.

      “I’m sorry, that part’s too dirty and smudged.”

      “Then why don’t you clean it?” Clina sounded like she was talking to a small child. “What’s the point of having a thing if you leave it too dirty to use?”

      Beth snorted, feeling like her mother was lecturing her about keeping her room clean. The reason she’d accepted a few weeks ago when starting research for the book sounded pitifully thin to her ears. Some part of her knew Clina wouldn’t be happy with her explanation.

      “For these I’m not supposed to. We have to leave the slides as they are so they won’t get damaged any further.”

      “I never heered of such nonsense. If you’re wantin’ some kind of proof, you just have to get you some soap and break that little rule right now.”

      Beth sat back in her chair, shaking her head. She didn’t want to lose access to the archives, but not doing simple cleaning had been driving her crazy. Probably not as crazy as never figuring out what was going on inside her own head would.

      “Okay, Clina. I can’t use soap on these,” Beth said, laughing at the surreal argument. “Hang on, I’ve got some water right here.”

      She picked up her water bottle and pulled out one of the tissues she always carried in such a dusty environment. Turning the slide over first to make sure she had the smooth side, not the coated side that held the photo, Beth tilted the bottle into the tissue for a second. She rubbed the slide in a circle big enough to include the tombstone, trying to make the edges uneven enough to look natural.

      “I see…looks like Fekete.”

      Clina was silent long enough that Beth started to wonder if the whole strange episode was over. Maybe she’d backed the delusion into a corner asking for proof she could only provide with her own eyes. She was glad she’d put the slide down when the voice spoke.

      “That’d be Gez Fekete, died in 1908. I know the very pitchur you have there. Look to the left side of his stone, where the trees are, then count three people from the end. You’re lookin’ at Clina Jane wearin’ my finest.”

      Beth leaned closer, then turned to the computer. She found the image in a few seconds and zoomed in on the mourners more than her eyes ever could have. The women and children stood together in a group behind dark-suited men. The third one in was a slender woman wearing a long white dress with a dark belt, standing with one hand on her hip. Beth saw pale skin and dark hair under a huge, white hat.

      “I see you just fine, but that doesn’t really prove anything,” Beth said, feeling a little guilty, even if she was talking to herself. “I can see this for myself.”

      “Sounds to me like I did good when I got through to you, Beth. You might have enough smarts to get this thang done. Tell you what, go look in whatever records you got there under Gez Fekete. He was from way off over the ocean, Hungary, I think. Even printed his last name before his first like they did over there. He married a girl from Bountyfield, and his five kids was born here. The last ‘un just a few weeks before he met his end under the ground. You’ll find his missus changed their name over to Black once he was gone.”

      “Records,” Beth said to herself, closing her eyes. “They have census records next door at the courthouse, marriage records too. Anything else you think I’ll find while we’re at this?”

      “Now I don’t mind one little bit that you don’t believe me. That’s why you’re the right one for a tough job like this. Go on and look up a thang or two on me, then.”

      Beth leaned forward and wrote the dates, names, and places Clina gave her. She didn’t know whether verifying everything would make her feel better or worse.

      “I’ll go check this out.” Beth put all the equipment on standby and picked up her bag and jacket. “I’m assuming I’ll still be able to hear you over there, so you’ll know how it’s going.”

      “You have right many questions only you can answer. Seems to me you can hear me best when you’re with those pitchurs, but I reckon we’ll find out.”
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      Beth walked back into the archives room two hours later, nose running terribly from the midewy records room at the courthouse. The floodwaters from a hundred years ago might never have receded by the way the huge old record books destroyed her sinuses. Under her discomfort, she was dazed and more than a little afraid.

      “Clina? I’m back. Can you hear me better?”

      “Clear as a bell, Beth. Find that proof you was lookin’ for?”

      Beth sat down hard in the creaky old chair, not sure how to answer. She picked up the glass image of the long ago funeral scene, her fingertip touching Clina’s white hat. Might as well start talking.

      “Everything you said checked out, down to the dates when they had them. I don’t understand how or why, but you’re telling me the truth. How do you remember things so clearly?”

      “It’s the only way I know to remember. I kindly think I’m still back here, when all this is going on. At least some part of me is. Reckon we can work together and clear out that pizen I told you about?”

      Beth laughed louder than she meant to, but it felt too good to stop. At least until she started sneezing out the mildew. Five in a row took care of most of it, not very neatly.

      “And exactly how do you propose we do that?” she said, trying to catch her breath. “I still don’t know what poison you’re talking about.”

      “Now that you decided to believe in me, maybe you’ll believe in this. Thar’s a tiny little mine pit, operated before I was born, and all the big ones around it claimed many a life. More than their fair share, some say. The trouble all goes right back to one of the first men to go under the ground after coal for his house. First one to die, too.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Rock fall far as I know, same as killed more than’s ever been counted. The way it happened ain’t the problem. Fact is this man was so far off away from home when he passed. His bones rest there still, deep in that pit where he died.”

      Beth rubbed her arms, trying to soothe the hairs standing on end. Her grandfather had spoken of going down in the mine and never knowing if even his bones would make the trip back up. No one knew for certain how many met that fate long before anyone kept good records.

      “That happened a lot, certainly with all the disasters here,” she said. “How could one man make the land poison?”

      “That one man came from across the water, too, a place where the dead was buried together back to the beginning of time. Great, long graves, where even poor folk was kept from being alone after they drew their last.”

      “How can you possibly know this, Clina?”

      Beth didn’t want to say it, but she couldn’t imagine the education of a woman born in these mountains so long ago went far enough to cover burial mounds in Britain and Europe.

      “I hear him is how. He’s been singing, crying his lonesome heart out for all this time. Folks still livin’ and breathin’ catch his song in their bones, on the backs of their necks, in the goose walkin’ over their graves. Once you pass on like I have, you hear his cry so loud and clear you can’t ignore it no more.”

      “What’s he crying for?” Beth whispered.

      “I reckon what he wants is company. And he’s done all he can to make that happen. I know a touch from when my husband died years before I did. A body so lonesome pulls others to him any way he can. Out of the rock, out of the air, out of the water. That’s the pizen that’s filled this land full of so much blood and sorrow.”

      Beth jumped so hard she grunted when someone knocked on the metal door. Damn, she’d forgotten to close it when she came back in. She knew her face was bright red before she turned around, but there was no help for it.

      “Hi Beth, how’s it goin’?”

      “I’m just fine, Tina. You startled me is all.”

      “I’m sorry!” Tina said, putting a ring-laden hand over her heart. “I just wanted to remind you we’re closin’ a little early for the community forum. You can stay as long as you like, but it’s gonna be noisy. Big crowd tonight.”

      Something tickled at the back of Beth’s mind. An alert from her investigator’s instinct that she knew better than to ignore, but she couldn’t catch it.

      “Great, thanks for the warning.”

      When Tina walked away, Beth finally heard people gathering in the conference room. Chatter and movement were loud in the normally quiet space.

      “Sorry, Clina. I think we might be done for the night,” she said, keeping her voice low. “I can’t sit in here and talk to myself with the whole town outside the door. Half of them thought I was crazy for going away to college and again every time I leave to work on a story. The other half think I’m crazy for coming back.”

      “Sounds to me like you hit it just about right. You in a hurry to get home to your own man?”

      “Not at the moment,” Beth said. She didn’t want to respond the same way she did when some of her relatives asked about her single status over and over again. “Just me and my dog.”

      “Dog’s company, but you should have you someone to talk to in the middle of the night. That’s some powerful lonely time.”

      “You’re right.” Beth started to put the slide back in the protective box, then paused. “Listen, I’m still not sure what you think I can do for this miner. I don’t even know where to start. How could I possibly find him?”

      “I might could point you in the right direction, then I reckon it’s up to you,” Clina said. “You’d likely find him easier than you think. This thing in your head that lets you hear me might not be so easy to turn off. It might well work for him and a bunch more folks besides.”

      “Perfect. That’s just what I need,” Beth said as she shut everything down. “A bunch of grouchy oldtimers carrying on inside my mind all the time.”

      “Might find you learn a thang or two,” Clina said, and Beth was sure she heard laughter. “No way to know til we get there.”
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