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 Chapter 1
The Phone Call
The phone rang at fourteen minutes past three on a Friday afternoon in late September, and Hadassah Brock-Akinola registered the time before she registered the ring, because she had been watching the clock for almost an hour. The Fall 2025 issue of Black Mountain Quarterly had gone to press two weeks earlier, and the second Friday after press week was traditionally the day she allowed herself to leave the office at four instead of six. Forty-six minutes left. She had been reading the same paragraph of Petronella's draft caption for the Letcher County folk-festival photograph for what felt like an hour. The paragraph was fine. She was the one who was tired.

The office was one room above the True Value hardware store on Main Street Whitesburg, with a south-facing window onto the street and a pressed-tin ceiling that had been painted cream sometime in the 1970s and had not been painted again. Two desks. Four metal filing cabinets the color of old typewriters. A small white refrigerator that hummed in a low B-flat. A Keurig coffee maker on a metal cart. A corkboard above the cart with the issue calendar pinned to it: Fall 2025 marked PRESS in red marker, Winter 2025-26 marked PLANNING in green, and a smaller third card, Spring 2026, blank for now.

Petronella Brock-Halverson sat at the other desk under the window, a light box angled across her layout pad, an array of seven photographs from the Pine Mountain regional folk festival arranged in three different sequences while she decided which one she liked. Petronella was thirty-eight, stocky, with a long brown braid down her back and a habit of laying out a spread three different ways before she chose. She had been with the magazine since 2019. She was the second hire Hadassah had ever made. Brendan Pemberton-Brandbury, the ad-and-circulation manager, had been the first; he worked from his home in Jenkins three days a week and came into the office on Mondays.

The phone was the office landline, a beige push-button receiver from the late 1990s that Hadassah had bought for forty dollars at the True Value going-out-of-business sale of the Whitesburg Office Supply in 2018. It rang in a low double-pulse that seemed to come from inside the wall. Hadassah let it ring twice, the way she always did, then picked up.

“Black Mountain Quarterly. This is Hadassah.”

A pause on the other end. The pause was long enough that Hadassah heard, in the background, the low rasp of a man's breath, an oxygen concentrator's faint mechanical pulse, and behind that the small domestic noise of a kettle.

“Mrs. Brock-Akinola.” The voice was a man's, slow, careful, eastern-Kentucky-old, with the rounded vowels of a Harlan County upbringing. “My name is Ezekiel Brandbury-Mullins. I live in Lynch.”

She wrote his name on the yellow legal pad on her desk in her small, slanted handwriting. Ezekiel Brandbury-Mullins. Lynch. She underlined Lynch.

“Mr. Brandbury-Mullins. Yes, sir. What can I do for you?”

“I read your magazine.” He paused again. The breath came again. “I read the piece you wrote about the Hazard medical clinic last fall. The one about the diabetic outreach. My wife reads it to me. I have a hard time reading the small print.”

“Thank you for reading. Vesta Brandbury-Mullins, is that your wife?”

A small surprised silence. “Yes. How did you know?”

“I keep a card file of subscribers. I went and checked. I have you both at a Lynch Main Street address.”

He laughed, once, a dry small laugh that turned into a soft three-second cough. The cough ended in a long careful intake. “You are a thorough woman.”

“I try.”

“I have a story I want to tell you,” he said. “It is not a story I want to tell you on the telephone. I would like for you to come to my house. I would like for you to bring a tape recorder and a notebook. I would like for you to set aside an afternoon.”

She set down the pen and listened. The Keurig clicked off behind her. Petronella, without looking up, slid the seven festival photographs into a fourth arrangement. The traffic light at the corner of Main and Hazard cycled to red and the small green Subaru that had been waiting at the line moved forward into the intersection. Hadassah heard it all the way she heard everything when she was paying full attention to a phone call: as a kind of layered atmosphere behind the only voice that mattered.

“I can do that, Mr. Brandbury-Mullins. Can you tell me at all what the story is about, so I can come prepared?”

“It is about my health,” he said. He did not say it the way a person says something private. He said it the way a person says something that has already been documented. “It is about the medical care I have received for my health. It is about the reasons my federal Black Lung Benefits claim was denied. And it is about two other men I know who have similar stories. That is all I want to say on this telephone.”

She wrote it down. Health. BL claim denied. Two other men. Pattern question.

“I understand,” she said. “I will come prepared. When would suit you?”

“Tuesday, if you can. Two o'clock in the afternoon. My wife will have coffee on. I have an oxygen concentrator and I tire by the late afternoon, so two would be best for me.”

“Tuesday at two. I will be there. Can I have your address please?”

He gave it to her, slowly, the house number and the street name and then the small additional direction: pale yellow house, four rooms, front porch with two metal chairs, second house past the old US Steel commissary building if she was coming up Main from the south. She wrote it all down.

“Mr. Brandbury-Mullins.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“Thank you for calling me.”

“Thank you for picking up the telephone.” Another pause. The breath. The kettle behind him whistled, low, and she heard a woman's voice from a further room call out something gentle she could not make out. “I will see you Tuesday.”

He hung up first. Hadassah held the receiver for another beat before she set it back in its cradle. Then she sat for a moment with her hand still on the beige plastic.

Petronella looked up from the light box. Her eyes were the gray-green of river water in October. “Story?”

“Maybe.”

“The face you are making is your story face.”

“I am not making a face.”

“You are making a face.”

Hadassah did not answer. She turned the legal pad ninety degrees so she could see the notes from above. Health. BL claim denied. Two other men. Pattern question. She drew a small careful box around the words Pattern question.

Outside the south-facing window, a flatbed truck loaded with hay was idling at the corner, the driver leaning his elbow out the window in a green flannel shirt, his face turned upward toward the second-story windows above the True Value, looking at nothing in particular. The afternoon light was the specific late-September light of the Cumberland Plateau: not yet the gold of October, still the white of summer thinning toward fall, but with a softness in the way it landed on the brick storefronts across the street. The poplar at the end of the block was just beginning to turn at the very tips.

“Petronella.”

“Mm.”

“Do me a favor. Pull the master subscriber file and tell me what we have on a Vesta or Ezekiel Brandbury-Mullins in Lynch.”

Petronella swung her chair to her own desk and opened the file box on its top. She thumbed through the B section with the fast practiced motion of a woman who had touched these cards a thousand times. “Brandbury-Mullins, Vesta and Ezekiel. Lynch, Kentucky. Subscriber since November 2018. Renewed every year. Mailed in their renewal check this past August on time. Forty-eight dollars. Annotated in your handwriting on the back: thank-you note sent.”

“Did I send them a thank-you note?”

“You sent everyone a thank-you note in 2018. You used to do that the first three years.”

“I forgot I used to do that.”

“You sent two hundred and twelve thank-you notes in the first three years. I have all the carbon copies in the file cabinet. You should know.”

Hadassah laughed, once, in spite of herself. “Petronella.”

“What.”

“Do not catalog my old enthusiasms back to me. They make me feel like a person who was once young.”

“You are still young.”

“I am fifty.”

“That is still young, where I come from.”

“Where you come from is the same place I come from.”

“Then we agree.”

Hadassah looked back at the phone. Then she opened the bottom drawer of her desk and took out the small black canvas bag she kept her field kit in: a Sony PCM digital recorder, two AA batteries still in their plastic, a Steno pad, three Pilot V5 pens in black ink, a small Pentax point-and-shoot from 2014 that she still preferred for situations where pulling out a phone would be wrong. She set the bag on the desk and zipped it open and checked the recorder's batteries and zipped it shut again.

“Tuesday,” Petronella said. It was not a question.

“Tuesday afternoon. Lynch.”

“Drive safe down 119. There is a state police cruiser that sits at the Cumberland turnoff most Tuesday afternoons.”

“I always drive safe.”

“You drove sixty-eight on the way back from Hazard last time.”

“That was once.”

“That was twice in two months that I know of.”

“Petronella.”

“I am only looking out for the magazine's insurance.”

Hadassah smiled. She did not look up.

She finished the four pages of caption copy by ten of four, marked them in her green editing pencil, set them on Petronella's desk on her way past, took her keys and her bag from the hook by the door, and went down the narrow wooden staircase that led to the alley behind True Value. The staircase smelled the way it always smelled: old varnish, a little dust, the faintly sweet smell of the hardware store's seed bins three doors down through the wall. She came out into the alley at four-oh-two. The sun had moved enough that the back of the building was already in shade.

Her car was a 2017 Honda CR-V the color of wet slate. She unlocked it, set her bag on the passenger seat, and sat for a moment with the door open and her hands on the steering wheel, looking at the brick wall of the building across the alley, where someone in 1962 had painted an advertisement for Mail Pouch Tobacco and the paint had faded to the color of an old bruise. She thought about Ezekiel Brandbury-Mullins. She thought about the careful way he had said the words federal Black Lung Benefits claim. She thought about the breath behind his voice.

She had covered the eastern Kentucky coalfields for nineteen years, eight at the Charleston Gazette-Mail across the line in West Virginia, three as the metro editor at the Bristol Herald Courier, eight now at her own magazine. She had written about black lung in 2007 and again in 2012 and again in 2016 and twice more since launching Black Mountain Quarterly. She knew the disease the way an editor knows the recurring features of her own beat: the slow progression, the ILO categorization on chest imaging, the federal claims process, the appeals, the way a denial letter could land in a man's mailbox and reorganize the rest of his life around the question of whether he would have insurance for the oxygen he needed to breathe. She had interviewed perhaps forty retired miners about their lung disease in the course of her career. She had attended six funerals.

She closed the door and started the car and drove home to Caudill Road.

The drive was eleven minutes. Out of town past the old Letcher County courthouse, across the bridge over the North Fork of the Kentucky River where the water in late September was the brown of weak coffee and three feet lower than it had been in May, up the long curve of Caudill Road past the Methodist church and the small grass airstrip and the Holstein cows of the Pemberton dairy. Her house was a two-story farmhouse painted the color of buttermilk with a green metal roof and a wraparound front porch and four white-pine rocking chairs that her father had built for her wedding in 1999. The chairs were twenty-six years old now and had been painted twice and the cushions had been replaced four times.

Sevon's car was already in the gravel drive: the dusty white Ford Escape he drove back and forth to Letcher County Central. The school day ended at three-fifteen and on Fridays he was usually home by three-forty. She parked behind him and sat for another beat. The poplar on the corner of the yard was further along than the one downtown; its top quarter had turned the soft yellow that always preceded the deeper gold of mid-October.

When she came in through the kitchen door he was at the stove, sleeves rolled up over his forearms, stirring something in the deep cast-iron pot he had brought back from Lagos in 2003 and which had outlasted three sets of nesting bowls. The kitchen smelled of palm oil and ground melon seed and the bright peppery green of bitter leaf. He looked up and smiled the slow private smile that he reserved for the first sight of her after a workday.

“Egusi,” he said.

“I smelled it from the porch.”

“Imari is at debate. Ekene is upstairs. I told him no screens until he finishes the algebra.”

“How was your day.”

“Three sophomores melted a beaker. Otherwise standard.” He tasted from the wooden spoon and made a small adjustment with the salt. “How was yours.”

“I got a phone call from a man in Lynch. Retired miner. He wants to talk to me on Tuesday.”

Sevon set the spoon down across the top of the pot. He did not turn yet. He did the thing he always did when he was paying real attention, which was to slow his hands. “About.”

“His health. His denied federal Black Lung Benefits claim. Two other men he knows with similar stories. He would not say more on the phone.”

He turned then. His eyes were the deep brown of well-oiled walnut and they were direct on hers across the kitchen. “Pattern story.”

“Maybe. He thinks so. I will know more on Tuesday.”

He nodded once. He did not say anything else about it. He turned back to the pot.

She kissed him on the back of the neck on her way past, set her bag on the bench by the back stairs, and went up to look in on Ekene. The afternoon light was already starting to lengthen across the upstairs hallway. The Pattern question, she thought, in the small careful box she had drawn around the words on her legal pad, was what would keep her awake tonight.

Ekene was at his desk with his algebra textbook open and his laptop closed, which was the configuration she had asked him to maintain on weekday afternoons until the last problem was on the page. He looked up. He was fourteen. He had inherited Sevon's deep brown eyes and her mother's wide forehead and his own quiet stubborn focus that came, she had decided years ago, from neither of them. He was building a science fair entry on the kinetics of household-vinegar-and-baking-soda reactions in containers of varying interior surface area, which Sevon had been gently encouraging him to think of as a real piece of work and not a project. He had finished problem twenty-one of twenty-five.

“Four left.”

“Four left.”

“Dinner in twenty minutes. Egusi.”

“Did Baba use the fresh bitter leaf or the dried.”

“Fresh. The dried is gone until your aunt sends another package.”

“Good.”

She rested her hand briefly on the top of his head. He did not look up. She went down the back stairs.

She set her bag on the bench. She washed her hands at the kitchen sink. She set the table. The afternoon moved into the early evening without her noticing the line being crossed.

Imari came home at seven, after the egusi was already half eaten and Sevon and Hadassah had been talking in the slow easy talk of a Friday that had become a Friday evening. Imari was in her dark blue debate-team blazer over a white blouse and jeans, her hair in two thick braids pulled back, her cheeks bright from the cold and from whatever round she had just won or lost. She was seventeen. She had Sevon's height and Hadassah's mouth and a way of entering a room that made the room aware of her without her trying. She set her binder on the bench. She sat down at the table. Sevon got up and brought her a fresh bowl from the warmer. She picked up her spoon.

“Round was 3-0,” she said. “Cumberland, Hazard, Pikeville. Cumberland was easy. Hazard was harder. Pikeville thinks they invented oral argument.”

“How was the Pikeville bench.”

“Two of the three voted for me. The third said I did not adequately address standing. He was wrong, but I did not adequately address it either, so he gets to think he was right.”

“That is the right framing.”

“Coach said the same thing.”

Imari ate the egusi the way she had been eating the egusi since she was four, in slow careful spoonfuls, the bitter leaf first, then the broth, then the meat at the end. She talked about the round. She did not ask about the magazine. She had stopped asking about the magazine in detail two years earlier, around the time she had begun to recognize that the magazine was work that ran in her mother's mind whether or not the day was technically over, and that asking about it on a Friday evening meant her mother would be back inside it for the next twenty minutes instead of present at the table. Imari had a quiet practical understanding of how to keep her mother present at the table.

After dinner Imari took her plate to the sink and went up to her room. Ekene came down for seconds and ate them standing at the counter, then took his glass of milk back upstairs. Sevon and Hadassah did the dishes. He washed. She dried. They had done it this way for sixteen years.

“Pattern story,” Sevon said.

“I think so.”

“Tell me when you know.”

“I will.”

She lay awake that night for almost an hour after Sevon had fallen asleep. The window in the bedroom was open three inches and the late September air was cool enough to be welcome under the quilt. The poplar at the corner of the yard was visible through the window, a darker silhouette against a slightly lighter sky. The moon was a thin waxing crescent low on the eastern horizon. She thought about the man's voice on the telephone. She thought about the careful way he had said the words federal Black Lung Benefits claim. She thought about the sound of the kettle behind him and the woman's voice from the further room. She thought about the fact that he had read the Hazard pediatric clinic piece. She thought about Carl Mullins-Pemberton, the lay representative, whose name she had not heard yet but whom she would meet eventually, who had filed and lost two appeals on Ezekiel's behalf. She thought about the names of the clinic and the physician she did not yet know. She thought about her own father.

Cassius had come home from the underground every evening of his working life smelling of coal dust. The coal dust had been on his clothes and in his hair and under his fingernails and in the small fine crease at the back of his neck that she had loved as a small child. He had bathed every evening before dinner. The coal dust had come off his skin in the tub. It had not come off his lungs. The lungs had held it. The lungs of every man who had worked underground in eastern Kentucky in the second half of the twentieth century had held some quantity of it. The federal regulation that had followed the 1968 Farmington disaster had reduced the quantity. The reduction had been unevenly enforced and had been unevenly observed and had varied from operator to operator. The result, six decades later, was that some of the men who had worked in the better-managed mines were healthy in their seventies and some of the men who had worked in the more poorly managed mines were on continuous oxygen and were dying.

The Black Lake Mine was one of the mines she had read about in the Mine Safety and Health Administration enforcement records. It had not been one of the worst. It had not been one of the best. It had been somewhere in the middle of the Harlan County operations of its era. She would pull the MSHA records on Black Lake on Monday at the office. She knew how to do it. She had pulled them in 2011 and again in 2016. The interface had not changed.

She rolled onto her side. Sevon was breathing evenly next to her. She closed her eyes. She did not sleep for another twenty minutes. When sleep came it came without dreams.



 Chapter 2
Lynch
Saturday and Sunday she did not work on the story. She did groceries with Sevon on Saturday morning at the Whitesburg IGA. She read the Charleston Gazette-Mail in the back porch chair on Saturday afternoon while Imari studied at the kitchen table and Ekene built the early scaffolding of his science fair display board on the kitchen floor. She made a pot of red beans and rice on Sunday for dinner. She thought about Ezekiel Brandbury-Mullins on Sunday evening while she was washing the dishes and on Monday morning while she was making her own coffee in the kitchen and on Monday afternoon at the office while Petronella was working on a third pass of the folk-festival spread, but she did not let herself begin any of the actual work of the story until she had been to Lynch.

Tuesday came in with a low fog along the river bottoms that did not fully burn off until after ten. She was on the road at twelve thirty-five with the recorder bag, the Steno pad, a thermos of coffee that Sevon had filled for her at six, and a printed Google map of Lynch with Ezekiel's house circled in red ink on the south end of Main Street. She had not driven this exact route in eighteen months. The last time had been a short profile of a Cumberland fiddler for the Spring 2024 issue.

US-119 south out of Whitesburg climbed and fell and climbed again through the long ridges of Pine Mountain. The road was a two-lane in most places and a four-lane in a few short stretches that the state had widened in the early 2000s when there had still been enough coal-truck traffic to justify the engineering. There were almost no coal trucks now. She passed a single empty tipple on the right, three miles out of Whitesburg, the old conveyor belts hanging slack, the structure rust-colored and quiet against the green-and-yellowing hill behind it. The Black Lake Mine, where Ezekiel had worked for thirty-eight years, had closed in 2010. She knew that without checking. She had filed two stories about the closure for the Gazette-Mail.

The light on the ridges that day was the specific October light that came earliest in late September on the south-facing slopes: a thin gold across the higher elevations, a still-summer green along the bottoms, the line between the two moving down the mountain a few hundred feet a week. She knew the line. She had been watching it move every fall of her adult life.

She passed through Cumberland at one-thirty. The town was small, four blocks of storefronts along US-119 with a bank, a Dollar General, a small diner with a hand-painted sign, two churches, and the consolidated regional high school on the east end. She slowed for the school zone even though school had let out twenty minutes earlier and the buses had already dispersed. Halsen Pemberton-Brock lived here, somewhere off the south side of the road. She would be back here next Monday. She did not stop today.

The county road into Lynch broke off US-119 about three miles past Cumberland and climbed for a mile and a half through a stand of poplar and red oak before opening into the valley where Lynch sat. She had read about Lynch in the same way most journalists who covered the coalfield had read about Lynch: it had been built by US Steel in 1917 as a model coal-camp town, designed for ten thousand residents at its peak, with a planned commercial district and a hospital and a school and four churches. By the late 1960s the mines had begun to wind down. By 1990 the town had been depopulated by ninety percent. The 2020 census put the population at five hundred and eighty.

She drove down Main Street at fifteen miles per hour. Most of the original commissary block was still standing, brick three-story buildings with the upper floors clearly empty. A small grocery had reopened in the corner storefront in 2021, she remembered; its hand-lettered sign said LYNCH FRESH MARKET in green paint. Three pickup trucks were parked in front. She passed a small Methodist church and then a long open lot where the old company bath house had been, and then she counted houses.

The pale yellow house was the second past the old commissary, exactly as he had said. Four rooms, frame construction, a small front porch with two metal chairs, a green-metal roof, a low chain-link fence around the front yard with a gate that stood open. A maple in the side yard had begun to turn at the upper branches. The oxygen concentrator was visible through the front window, a small white machine on a wheeled cart, just inside the curtain.

She parked at the curb and sat for a moment. Two minutes to two. She did not like to ring a doorbell early. She watched a woman in a dark green windbreaker walk a small brown dog past the house on the opposite side of the street. The woman raised a hand in a small acknowledging wave. Hadassah waved back.

At two o'clock exactly she got out, took her recorder bag, walked up the short concrete path, climbed the three porch steps, and knocked on the screen door's wooden frame.

He came to the door slowly. She heard him before she saw him: the rubber tip of a cane on the wood floor, the soft hiss of the cannula tubing, the slow careful breath. He opened the inner door and stood behind the screen for a moment before he pushed it outward. He was thin. He was perhaps five feet eight. His skin was the pale gray-tan of a man who had spent forty years underground and the last fifteen years mostly indoors. He wore a clean blue cotton work shirt buttoned at the collar and pressed gray trousers and slippers. The cannula curved up over his ears and across his cheekbones to his nose. The clear plastic tubing trailed behind him into the front room toward the small white machine.

“Mrs. Brock-Akinola.”

“Mr. Brandbury-Mullins. Thank you for having me.”

“Come in, please. Vesta is in the kitchen. We will sit at the kitchen table. The light is better there.”

She stepped through into the small front room. A worn brown corduroy couch against one wall. An armchair that matched. A coffee table with a stack of three magazines, the top one a Black Mountain Quarterly Summer 2025 issue with a sticky note marking a page. A small television on a low stand. A framed photograph above the couch of a much younger Ezekiel and Vesta, perhaps in 1975, standing in front of a small Christmas tree, both of them grinning, his hand on her shoulder. Another framed photograph of three grown children and what looked like five grandchildren. A small wooden cross on the wall above the television.

He led her through the front room and down a short hallway and into the kitchen. The kitchen was small and clean. A round wooden table with four chairs sat in the middle. A gas stove on the back wall with a kettle on the right back burner just beginning to whistle. Vesta Brandbury-Mullins stood at the counter in a navy cardigan over a flowered cotton blouse, her gray hair pulled back, pouring coffee from a glass carafe into a heavy white mug. She turned and smiled. Her smile was warm and a little tired.

“Mrs. Brock-Akinola. I am so glad you could come. We take cream and sugar. I did not know how you take yours. I have both.”

“Black, please. And please call me Hadassah.”

“Hadassah, then. I am Vesta. Sit, sit. Ezekiel, sit.”

Hadassah sat. Ezekiel lowered himself into the chair across from her with the slow precise care of a man who had done it ten thousand times. Vesta set the mug in front of Hadassah and a second mug in front of Ezekiel and then a small plate with a sliced piece of pound cake on a white napkin.

“My mother's pound cake recipe,” Vesta said. “It is the only thing he eats most days now.”

“Thank you.”

Vesta sat down at the third chair and folded her hands in her lap. She looked at her husband. She did not interrupt him. Hadassah understood, in the small motion of her sitting and folding, that Vesta had been to every doctor's appointment, every appeal hearing, every hospital admission, and that this conversation was going to be told by Ezekiel because Ezekiel had asked for it to be told that way, but that Vesta knew everything in it.

Hadassah set the recorder on the table between them. “Mr. Brandbury-Mullins. May I record this conversation? I will not quote anything you say without your permission.”

“Yes, ma'am. You should record it. My memory is good but I would like for it to be on a tape so that you have the words exactly.”

She switched it on. She spoke the small standard preamble: date, time, location, names of those present, his consent on the record. He nodded once. She set down the recorder and picked up her pen.

“Tell me from the beginning.”

He did.

He had been born in 1951 in a house three streets over from this one, the youngest of five. His father had worked in the same Black Lake Mine he himself had later worked in. His father had died of complicated pneumoconiosis in 1988 at the age of sixty-three. He had gone underground himself in 1972 at the age of twenty-one, the year after he and Vesta married, and had worked there continuously for thirty-eight years. He had been a roof bolter for the first twelve years and a continuous-miner operator for the last twenty-six. He had retired in 2010 when the mine closed.

He had been healthy until about 2017. He had walked the two miles to Lynch Fresh Market and back several times a week. He had hunted small game with a nephew every fall. He had attended his grandchildren's basketball games in Cumberland.

In the late spring of 2018 he had begun noticing that he was short of breath on the small uphill grade between the market and his house. By the end of that summer the shortness of breath was present even on level ground. By September he was using the porch railing to get up the three steps to his front door. Vesta had insisted on a doctor's visit. The Lynch family practitioner, a younger woman named Dr. Kettering, had listened to his lungs, ordered a chest X-ray at the small radiology unit at Harlan ARH, and called him three days later with a referral to the Highlands Regional Pulmonary Clinic in Whitesburg.

“You went to the pulmonary clinic in October of 2018.”

“October the twenty-third. I remember the date because it was the day before our forty-seventh wedding anniversary and Vesta was annoyed that I had scheduled it the day before instead of the week after.”

Vesta made a small sound that was not quite a laugh.

“Who was the physician.”

“At my first visit it was a younger doctor named Dr. Moss. He left the clinic about eight months later. After that all of my visits were with Dr. Halverson-Brock. He is the medical director.”

She wrote down both names. She underlined Halverson-Brock.

“Before we get to that. Tell me about Black Lake. Tell me about the work.”

He looked at her for a moment. He had not expected the question. Most reporters who came to interview retired miners about black lung claims started with the medical timeline and stayed there. He shifted in his chair and adjusted the cane against his knee and the cannula tubing made a small careful loop across the floor.

“Black Lake was a continuous-mining operation. It was opened in 1948 by a small Harlan County operator named Pemberton-Brock Coal that was bought out by the original Black Lake Holding Company in 1955 and then bought again by Brandbury Coal Operations LLC in 1972. Brandbury ran it until it closed in 2010. I went underground at Black Lake the year Brandbury bought it. I was twenty-one. I worked the third shift my first six months because the third shift paid an extra eighteen cents an hour and Vesta and I were saving for the down payment on this house. I was a roof bolter for the first twelve years. After that I trained on the continuous miner. I ran the continuous miner from 1984 until I retired in 2010.”

“Tell me about the dust.”

“The dust was always there. In the early years, before the federal regulations changed in 1969 took proper effect, the dust was visible in the air at the working face. You could see it in the cap-lamp beam. By the late 1970s the operators were running water sprays at the working face and the visible dust was less. By the 1990s the visible dust was almost gone. The fine dust, the dust that gets into the lungs, was still there. It does not go away because you cannot see it. The water sprays catch the larger particles. They do not catch the small ones. The small ones are the ones that matter. Anyone who has worked underground knows this. The operators know it too. Everybody knows it.”

“Did you wear a respirator.”

“I wore a respirator when the foreman required it. I did not wear it most of the time. The respirators in the 1970s and 1980s were uncomfortable and they fogged up and they made it harder to talk to the man next to you. The respirators got better in the 1990s but by that time we were used to working without them. I should have worn it more often. I knew I should have. I did not. I do not blame anyone for that except myself.”

“Your father.”

“My father worked at the same mine. He went underground in 1942. He worked there until he retired in 1985. He died in 1988 of complicated pneumoconiosis. He was sixty-three. He had been on home oxygen for the last four years of his life. I was thirty-seven when he died. I was running the continuous miner at the same mine he had spent forty-three years in. I was at his bedside the day he died. I asked him whether he had any regrets. He told me he wished he had taken Vesta and me and our three children to the ocean once. He had never seen the ocean. He had been born in Harlan County and he had lived in Harlan County his whole life and he had been working underground from the age of fifteen until he was sixty. He had not had the chance to see the ocean. That was his regret. He did not say anything about the lungs. He had decided long before that there was nothing to say about the lungs.”

He paused. He took two slow breaths. Vesta did not look up. She was looking at her hands in her lap.

“I took Vesta to the ocean in 2003. We drove to Myrtle Beach for our thirty-second anniversary. We stayed for four nights. I sat on the sand for two hours one morning and I did not think about anything. I thought about my father. I thought about the fact that I had stood on the sand at the edge of the ocean and he had not. I do not know whether that was a comfort to me. It was something I owed him. I had wanted to do it for him. I had also wanted to do it for myself. Both things were true.”

Hadassah wrote in slow careful handwriting on her Steno pad. She did not look up at him for a moment. The kitchen was quiet. The kettle on the back burner had begun to whistle softly. Vesta got up to take it off and pour fresh coffee into the carafe.

“Tell me what they did. From the first visit forward.”

He was methodical. The first visit had been an intake interview, a physical, a baseline pulmonary function test, and an order for a high-resolution CT scan of his chest. The PFT had come back, in his memory, at sixty-eight percent of predicted FEV1. He remembered the number because Dr. Moss had circled it on the printout and shown him and explained what FEV1 meant. The CT had come back two weeks later. Dr. Moss had told him the CT showed small opacities consistent with simple coal workers' pneumoconiosis. He had begun a federal Black Lung Benefits Act claim that fall with the assistance of a Whitesburg-based black-lung lay representative named Carl Mullins-Pemberton, no relation despite the surname overlap. The claim had been filed in November 2018.

The first denial had come in March 2019. Hadassah wrote that down. The denial had cited a medical certification from the Highlands Regional Pulmonary Clinic, signed by Dr. Halverson-Brock, characterizing his findings as consistent with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease unrelated to occupational coal-dust exposure. Carl Mullins-Pemberton had filed an appeal. The appeal had been denied in 2020. A second appeal had been denied in 2022.

“During this whole time, between 2018 and 2024, you were going to Highlands Regional every six months for follow-up?”

“Every six months for the first two years. Then every four months. Then every three months in the last year. They were tracking the decline.”

“And Dr. Halverson-Brock was your physician at every visit.”

“Every visit after Dr. Moss left. Every visit.”

“Did he ever discuss the federal Black Lung Benefits claim with you?”

“He told me at the first visit with him, in the spring of 2019, that he had reviewed my records and that in his medical opinion my findings were not consistent with occupational pneumoconiosis. He said that he believed the findings were consistent with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease related to other causes.”

“Did he ask you about other causes.”

“He asked me if I had ever smoked. I told him no. I have never smoked a cigarette in my life. My father smoked and it killed him and I never picked one up.”

“Did he ask about other occupational exposures.”

“He did not. I worked in the mine. There was no other exposure. I told him this. He wrote it down. It is in the chart. I have the chart.”

“What did he say when you told him you had never smoked.”

“He said that there were idiopathic forms of COPD that did not require a smoking history.”

Hadassah wrote that down. Idiopathic COPD. No smoking history.

“What were your PFT numbers as the years went on.”

“They went down. Sixty-eight in 2018. Fifty-six in 2020. Forty-seven in 2022. Thirty-nine in early 2024. Thirty-two in the summer of 2024. That is when they put me on home oxygen continuous.”

“And the CT scans and the chest X-rays.”

“They got worse. I am not a doctor and I cannot read the films. I asked at every visit for a copy. Dr. Halverson-Brock would tell me that the findings were consistent with what he had told me at the previous visit, that the disease process was idiopathic COPD with progression. He never told me what the films showed in any technical language. I asked for the radiology reports. I had to ask three times each time before they would send them to me. They always sent them eventually. I have all of them. They are in the box.”

She looked at the brown banker's box that was sitting on a small wooden chair next to the kitchen table. It was an ordinary cardboard banker's box, the kind sold in any office-supply store. The lid was on. A label on the long side read, in Vesta's small careful printing, EZ MEDICAL 2018 ONWARD.

“Tell me about August of this year.”

He told her. In the second week of August he had gone into a respiratory crisis at home, late on a Wednesday night. Vesta had called 911. The ambulance had taken him to Pikeville Medical Center because Highlands Regional in Whitesburg did not have an inpatient pulmonary unit. He had been admitted overnight, then stabilized over the following four days. The attending pulmonologist had been Dr. Coraline Vandermeer-Pelletier.

“What did she say to you.”

He paused. He took a careful breath in and then a slower breath out. Vesta reached across the table and put her hand on his hand. He did not look at her. He looked at Hadassah.

“On the third morning of my admission, Dr. Vandermeer-Pelletier came in alone, sat down on the edge of my bed, and said that she had read all of the Highlands Regional records that they had faxed over and she had read all of the imaging that they had sent and she had also pulled my own admission CT from the night I came in. She said that what I had was unambiguous classic coal workers' pneumoconiosis with progressive massive fibrosis. She said that my chest imaging from Highlands Regional going back to 2019 had clearly shown this. She said that the certifying language in the Highlands Regional reports, that my findings were unrelated to occupational coal-dust exposure, was, in her words, medically indefensible. She told me she would put it in writing. She told me to retain a Black Lung Benefits attorney and reopen my federal claim. She told me she was sorry.”

Hadassah did not write for a moment. She listened to the small careful sound of his breath. The kettle on the back burner had stopped whistling. Vesta had turned it off at some point during the conversation and she had not noticed.

“Why are you bringing this to me.”

He took another careful breath. “Because I am going to die in the next year or two and I am not going to live to see this fixed in court. Because there are other men I have talked to in this part of the county who have the same story. Two of them I trust. Both of them will talk to you. Because Dr. Vandermeer-Pelletier said to me, when I asked her how this could happen, that when there is one case the reasonable explanation is human error and when there are several it begins to look like a pattern. Because Black Mountain Quarterly is the only publication in this part of Kentucky that I trust to do this carefully and slowly and with respect for the men involved. I do not want a national paper. I do not want a television crew. I want a careful local magazine to do this carefully and locally. That is what I want.”

Vesta squeezed his hand and let go.

“Mr. Brandbury-Mullins. I would like to take this on. I cannot promise you a final story without first reviewing your records and speaking with the other two men and consulting with an independent medical expert. I want you to understand that I will not publish anything that I cannot independently verify with at least one and probably two outside expert reviewers. That kind of work takes months. Are you willing to wait.”

“I have been waiting six years. I can wait a few more months.”

“All right. Then I want to begin today by taking your records with me. With your written permission to use them in the reporting and to share them with the experts I retain.”

“They are in the box. I have signed a release form. Vesta typed it. It is on the top of the stack. I had a notary in Cumberland sign it on Friday afternoon. The release authorizes Black Mountain Quarterly and any independent medical expert you retain to review and use the records in any reporting you choose to publish.”

Hadassah stared at him. Then she looked at Vesta. Vesta nodded once.

“You came prepared,” Hadassah said.

“I came prepared.” His mouth made a small dry approximation of a smile. “Vesta typed it from the form on the federal Black Lung Benefits Act website. We adjusted the language for a journalism release. It is on





































