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PROLOGUE: The Last Song Begins
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The smell of lavender disinfectant could never quite mask the underlying truth of the Charleston hospice—that peculiar staleness that clings to places where people go to die. It wasn't unpleasant exactly, just honest. A scent of endings and morphine and bodies slowly shutting down.

Marty Freeman lay propped against pillows that had been fluffed countless times by countless hands, their efforts making little difference to his comfort. At eighty, his frame had diminished so completely that he barely disturbed the crisp white sheets pulled tight across the narrow bed. The oxygen cannula whispered against his nostrils with each labored breath—a soft, mechanical lullaby he'd grown accustomed to over these final weeks. In, out. In, out. Each breath a small victory. Each breath closer to the last.

Outside the single window, October rain drummed steadily against the glass. It was the kind of cold mountain rain that October always brought to West Virginia, washing the world clean before winter came to freeze it solid. Each droplet caught the amber glow of the parking lot lights before sliding into darkness, racing downward like tiny lives rushing toward their end. Beyond the glass, the Appalachian hills were invisible now, swallowed by the night and the low-hanging clouds. But Marty could sense them out there. The same mountains that had hemmed him in as a boy. The same peaks he'd fled more than sixty years ago, running like they were prison walls. And here he was, back inside them. Dying in their shadow just like his father had. Just like his father's father. The mountains always won in the end.

Inside, the room was spare and functional. A vinyl recliner sat empty in the corner, its green upholstery cracked from years of vigils. A small television mounted on the wall remained dark—Marty had asked them to leave it off. A rolling tray table held a plastic pitcher of water, a foam cup with a bent straw, and a small vase with silk flowers that were supposed to look cheerful but only looked sad. On the nightstand beside the bed, within easy reach, sat his harmonica. The same one he'd carried from Coalville to California and back again. Its metal was worn smooth by six decades of melodies, its voice the only constant companion in a life spent moving.

Nurse Candice Hicks moved through the room like a gentle ghost, her soft-soled shoes silent on the linoleum. She was maybe forty-five, though it was hard to tell—she had one of those faces that could be anywhere from thirty-five to fifty. There was kindness in her dark eyes and competence in her steady hands. Hands that had learned to touch the dying without flinching, without false cheer, without pity. Just professional compassion honed over fifteen years of hospice work.

Something about her reminded Marty of... but no, that was foolish. Everything reminded him of Bobbi now. The tilt of a stranger's head. A particular laugh from down the hall. The way afternoon light fell across the floor. When you're dying, the past stops being past. It becomes more real than the present, more solid than these thin walls and beeping machines.

"How's the pain tonight, Mr. Freeman?" Candice asked, checking the IV drip that delivered his morphine in carefully measured doses. Her voice carried the faint mountain accent he recognized from his own childhood, softened by years of speaking to the sick and the scared and the ones who knew they were never going home again.

"Tolerable," Marty whispered, though the word came out more breath than sound. His voice was nearly gone now, worn away like everything else. The cancer had taken his strength, his appetite, his hundred and ninety pounds down to maybe one-twenty. Even his voice. But it hadn't touched his memory. If anything, the past had grown sharper as the present faded, like adjusting the focus on an old camera. He could barely remember yesterday's lunch, but he could see Bobbi's face in 1960 clear as spring water. Could hear her laugh, smell her hair, feel her hand in his.

Candice reached for the small bedside radio—a concession to comfort in the sterile room, something to fill the long night hours when sleep wouldn't come. "Mind if I find some music? Sometimes it helps folks rest easier."

Marty gave a slight nod, watching her delicate fingers work the dial. Static crackled through the speaker, harsh and alive. Then fragments of songs bled in and out as she turned the knob. A gospel station—someone shouting about redemption. Talk radio—angry voices arguing about nothing that mattered. A commercial for used cars, a man's voice too loud and too cheerful. Country music, pop, more static.

Then, cutting through the white noise like a knife through his chest, came the opening notes. Notes he'd know anywhere, even half-deaf, even dying, even if he hadn't heard them in years.

"Busted flat in Baton Rouge, waiting for a train..."

Kris Kristofferson's voice filled the small room, gravelly and world-weary, and suddenly Marty wasn't breathing hospice air anymore. He was inhaling diesel fumes and summer heat. Feeling cracked vinyl beneath his legs in an 18-wheeler cab. Feeling Bobbi's warm shoulder pressed against his own, her body fitting perfectly into the curve of his side. The song—their song—poured over him like baptismal water, washing away six decades in an instant.

"And I pulled my harpoon out of my dirty red bandanna..."

His harmonica. His dirty red bandanna. Their first ride with Slim, that Tennessee trucker who'd picked them up outside Coalville and changed everything. The three of them singing together, making music out of nothing but hope and harmony and the hum of tires on asphalt.

Candice noticed the change immediately. His breathing had quickened, shallow and rapid. His eyes had gone wide and bright with something beyond pain, beyond morphine. Tears were already forming, spilling over. "Mr. Freeman? Should I change the station?"

"No!" The word came out stronger than he'd spoken in days, startling them both. His weathered hand found hers where it rested on the bed rail, gripping with surprising firmness. "Please. Leave it."

"And I'd trade all my tomorrows for a single yesterday, holding Bobby's body close to mine..."

A tear traced down his cheek, following the deep grooves that time and sorrow and six decades of hard living had carved there. It caught in the white stubble on his chin. Another followed. Then another.

Candice squeezed his hand gently, settling into the vinyl chair beside his bed without a word. She'd learned in fifteen years of hospice work that the dying often needed to speak, needed to unburden themselves before they could let go. Sometimes more than pain medication or prayers or visits from family, they needed to tell their story. To be heard. To make someone understand that they'd been here, they'd loved, they'd mattered.

"That song," Marty said, his voice gaining unexpected strength as if the music were charging some long-dormant battery in his chest. "Everyone thinks they know what it means. Kristofferson wrote it about some girl he never really knew, some fantasy woman. But they don't know the real story." He turned his head on the pillow to look at her directly, his hazel eyes sharp with urgency. "They don't know MY story."

Candice leaned forward, her shift forgotten, her rounds forgotten. Something in his tone told her this was important. Maybe the most important thing he'd ever say. "Tell me."

Marty's eyes fixed on the rain-streaked window, but he was seeing through it now. Past the glass, past the parking lot, past the mountains themselves. Past the years. "Her name was Bobbi McKey," he began, and for the first time in months, his voice carried an echo of the young man he'd once been—full of longing and wonder and loss. "We were high school sweethearts from the time we were sixteen. Everyone in Coalville—that small company town tucked up at the top of the holler—everyone expected us to get married right after graduation. Have babies. Settle into the life our parents lived and their parents before them."

The song played on, Kristofferson's voice weaving through the room like incense, and Marty Freeman began to remember out loud.

Outside, the October rain kept falling on the same mountains that had witnessed his beginning, washing the night clean for whatever came next. Inside, an old man dying of black lung prepared to tell the truth about a song everyone thought they knew. About a girl everyone thought was made up. About a love that had burned so bright it left scorch marks on his soul.

"It started in 1960," he said, his words finding their rhythm now, keeping time with the music and the rain. "We'd just graduated high school in June. I'd gotten my draft card in the mail. The whole country was starting to change—you could feel it in the air, like electricity before a storm. Everything seemed possible and nothing seemed safe. Kennedy was running for president. Elvis was on the radio. The world was opening up, and Coalville felt like it was closing in."

He paused, his breathing labored but his mind clear. So clear.

"And Bobbi... she looked at me with those eyes of hers—brown with these little flecks of gold that caught the light—and she said, 'What if we just left, Marty? What if we went to see what the rest of the country has to offer? What if we didn't wait around to die in these mountains?'"

Candice leaned forward, understanding somehow that she was about to hear something precious. Something true. The morphine could wait. The charts could wait. The routine of dying could wait. This old man's story—this was what mattered now.

"She said that," Marty continued, his voice stronger with each word, "and I knew. I knew right then that I'd follow her anywhere. That we were going to run. That nothing—not my parents, not the mines, not the draft, not fear itself—was going to keep us in Coalville."

The rain drummed harder against the window, creating a rhythm like fingers on a guitar. Or like tires on a highway. Or like a heartbeat.

Marty Freeman closed his eyes for a moment, gathering strength, and when he opened them again they were young eyes trapped in an old man's face. Eyes that had seen America from the back of pickup trucks and the stages of coffeehouses. Eyes that had watched a woman drive away and spent sixty years regretting it.

"So that's what we did," he said. "We ran. And for twelve years, we were free. Free and in love and making music and trying to change the whole damn world." His voice caught. "And then I let her go. Just like the song says. Near the strawberry fields of Salinas, Lord, I let her go away."

He turned to look at Candice again, tears flowing freely now. "This is going to take all night, maybe longer. You got time to listen to an old fool's confession?"

Candice reached over and adjusted his pillows, making him more comfortable for the long night ahead. "Mr. Freeman," she said gently, "I've got all the time you need."

Outside, the rain continued its ancient percussion on the mountains. Inside, as "Me and Bobby McGee" faded out and the radio moved on to other songs, Marty Freeman began to tell the real story. The true story. The story of him and Bobbi McKey—a love that started in the sleepy hollers of West Virginia and rode the winds of change through the most turbulent decade in American history.

"It started in 1960," he said again, settling back into his pillows. "In Coalville, West Virginia. In coal country. Where the dust gets in your lungs and never leaves, and men die at fifty from breathing their paycheck..."

And with the October rain as witness, he began.
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CHAPTER 1: Busted Flat in Coal Country
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The air in Coalville, West Virginia, was a permanent filter of coal dust. Not the romantic kind you see in old photographs—soft and hazy like morning fog. This was gritty and invasive, a fine black film that settled on everything and clung to the back of your throat no matter how much you swallowed. It coated the peeling paint of the company houses that clung to the hillsides like barnacles on a sinking ship. It dulled the meager green of summer foliage until even the trees looked sick and tired. At barely eighteen years old, I could already feel it permeating my bones—a grim inheritance from generations who'd lived and died by the rhythm of the mines.

That rhythm was the constant, low growl of coal trucks hauling their black cargo down winding roads. It was the valley's heartbeat, a thrumming vibration that rattled the cheap panes of glass in our kitchen window and underscored the silence when my father's cough tore through the thin walls at night. Silas Freeman's cough—dry, rasping, and inevitable as winter—was my earliest memory. The soundtrack to a life slowly consumed by silicosis.

"Another one," my mother, Sarah, would sigh whenever the distant wail of an ambulance cut through the valley's quiet. Her voice was tired and flat, worn down like everything else in Coalville. It was rarely for an accident anymore. No, it was for a miner—usually older, sometimes not—whose lungs had finally given out. "Just... another one gone to the dust." She'd glance at me then with a silent plea in her eyes that I couldn't quite decipher but understood nonetheless: Don't let it be you.

Our lives were etched in the company store ledger—a spiral of debt that seemed to tighten its grip with each passing year. I'd watched my mother balance the books with a stubby pencil, her brow furrowed in concentration, trying to make three dollars stretch to five. Her dreams, I knew, had died a quiet death long ago, much like the struggling tomato plants in our small garden that were choked by the ever-present dust before they could bear fruit. Hope in Coalville was a luxury few could afford. I'd seen its light flicker out in the eyes of men decades younger than my father, their faces prematurely etched with the weariness of the mines.

This was June of 1960, and graduation day was upon us. The day when the future stopped being abstract and became terrifyingly real.

I woke that morning to my father's cough, same as always. Through the thin wall separating my cot from my parents' bedroom, I heard him struggling for breath, heard my mother's worried voice: "Silas, honey, maybe you should stay home today. You sound worse."

"Can't afford to miss a shift." His voice was rough as gravel. "Bills don't pay themselves."

"But the graduation's tonight. Marty's graduation. You need to be able to go."

"I'll be fine by then."

He wouldn't be, and we all knew it. But that was the Freeman way—work until you dropped, then work some more.

I lay there on my fold-out cot in what Ma called the "front room," staring at the water-stained ceiling and trying to imagine what came after tonight. After I walked across that stage and got my diploma and everyone congratulated me on completing my education. What then? The mine? The draft? Some combination of both that ended with me dead at thirty or fifty, either way too soon?

My friends had already accepted their fates. Billy Ray, who'd sat two desks in front of me since first grade, had signed on with the mine the day after graduation was announced. "Might as well get started," he'd said with a shrug. "Sooner I start, sooner I can afford to get married, settle down." He was eighteen years old and already talking like a man whose life was over.

I got up and went to the kitchen, where Ma was making oatmeal on the wood stove despite the June heat. She looked up when I came in, and something in her expression caught me. Not her usual tired worry, but something sharper. More urgent.

"Morning, honey. Big day today."

"Just graduation, Ma. Nothing special."

"Nothing special?" She set down her wooden spoon and turned to face me. "Marty Freeman, you're the first person in this family to finish high school in three generations. Your daddy's proud, even if he don't know how to say it."

"Pa thinks I should go straight to the mine office. Talk to Sam Webster about a job."

Ma's lips tightened. "Your daddy thinks a lot of things. Don't mean they're all right."

This was as close as she'd ever come to contradicting him, and it startled me. She went back to stirring the oatmeal, but I could see her hands were shaking slightly.

"What do you think I should do, Ma?"

She didn't answer right away. Just kept stirring, watching the oatmeal bubble and thicken. Finally, she said, "I think you should live, Marty. However you can. Wherever you have to go to do it."

Before I could respond, my father came out of the bedroom, already dressed in his work clothes despite Ma's protests. His face was gray, his breathing labored. He looked at me and nodded once—his version of "good morning"—then sat down at the table heavily.

We ate breakfast in silence, the only sound the scrape of spoons on bowls and Pa's occasional cough. When he finished, he stood up, grabbed his lunch pail, and paused at the door.

"Tonight," he said, not looking at me. "After the ceremony. We'll talk about your future. About the mine."

Then he was gone, joining the stream of men heading down the hill in the pre-dawn darkness.

Ma waited until his footsteps faded, then reached across the table and took my hand. "Whatever you decide, Marty, I want you to know... I understand. You hear me? I understand."

I didn't know what she meant then. I would, before the night was over.

I spent the day in a fog, helping Ma clean the house for the company we'd never have, pressing my one good shirt, trying to make my scuffed shoes presentable. Around three o'clock, I walked down to the company store for Ma—she needed flour and coffee—and ran into Billy Ray coming out of the wash house. He was already black with coal dust, though his shift wasn't supposed to end for another hour.

"Got sent up early," he explained, spitting a stream of dark phlegm onto the ground. "Cave-in on Level Three. Nobody hurt, but they shut it down for safety checks." He laughed bitterly. "Safety checks. That's a good one."

"You coming tonight?" I asked. "To graduation?"

"Can't. Gotta work a double to make up for the lost time." He looked at me with something that might have been envy or might have been pity. "You're lucky, Marty. You got options."

"What options?"

"I don't know. Something other than this." He gestured vaguely at the mine, the town, everything. "When I was in school, I used to think maybe I'd join the Army. See the world, you know? But now... I got a girl. We're talking about getting married. Can't just run off and leave her."

"You're eighteen, Billy. You got time."

"Nah." He shook his head. "Time's the one thing none of us got much of around here."

He walked away, and I watched him go—already moving like an old man, already beaten down by a life he'd barely started living.

The graduation ceremony was scheduled for seven o'clock at the high school gymnasium. By six-thirty, the place was packed with families and well-wishers, everyone dressed in their Sunday best despite the sweltering heat. The gym had been decorated with paper streamers in the school colors—faded gold and tired black—and someone had set up folding chairs in uneven rows facing a makeshift stage.

I sat with my classmates in our caps and gowns, the rough fabric scratching my neck, the tassel on my cap swinging annoyingly in my peripheral vision. Around me, the low murmur of voices formed a chorus of forced optimism and grim practicality.

"Heard Jimmy Donn got his notice last week," Billy Ray's younger brother whispered from behind me. "Said he's shipping out by August. Basic training at Fort Jackson."

"Least he don't gotta worry about the draft board no more," someone else said. "Better to choose your fight than have it choose you."

Choose your fight. It was the local wisdom, passed down from fathers to sons—the illusion of choice in a life that offered none.

I found myself looking for Bobbi McKey in the front row where the honor students sat. She was easy to spot—valedictorian, straight As, the smartest person in our class by a mile. Her auburn hair gleamed under the harsh fluorescent lights, and even from behind I could see the way she held herself: back straight, shoulders squared, like she was preparing for battle.

We'd been circling each other for months now, Bobbi and me. Ever since her father had started his campaign to match her with Tommy Johnson, the mine foreman's son. Tommy thought his family's position made him some kind of prince, and Frank McKey thought securing that match would elevate his own standing. Nobody seemed to care what Bobbi wanted.

But I knew. We'd talked about it once, after English class, when everyone else had left and it was just the two of us and a copy of The Great Gatsby between us.

"You think Gatsby ever saw a place like Coalville?" I'd asked.

She'd looked up at me with those sharp brown eyes—flecked with gold when the light caught them right—and said, "I imagine he saw plenty of places just like it, Marty. Just with more money and less dust. The cages just look different when you have a little money."

Now, watching her sit ramrod straight in that front row, I wondered what she was thinking. If she felt the same cold dread settling over her that I did.

Principal Abernathy took the stage, his face etched with the quiet despair of a man who'd spent decades trying to inspire ambition in a valley that offered none. He cleared his throat and began the ceremony with the usual platitudes about bright futures and unlimited potential—lies we all pretended to believe.

Then his expression shifted, softening into something closer to sorrow.

"Before we proceed with tonight's awards and recognitions," he said, his voice losing its usual sternness, "we must pause to remember one of our own. We ask for a moment of silence for Private Thomas Jenkins, Class of 1959, who made the ultimate sacrifice for his country last week in Vietnam."

The collective intake of breath was audible—a gasp of shock and grief and fear that rippled through the gymnasium like a physical wave. Tommy Jenkins. Just last year, he'd been sitting where we were now, probably dreaming of escape, of adventure, of something beyond the dust. Now he was just a name. A statistic. A reason to dread the mailman's knock.

I felt something cold and heavy settle in my stomach. Tommy had been in Vietnam less than six months. The casualty list was growing. That distant war that had seemed abstract was suddenly very, very real.

Around me, I heard parents crying softly. Saw mothers clutching their sons' shoulders. Felt the weight of every boy in that room knowing his name might be next.

When the moment of silence ended, Principal Abernathy continued with the awards ceremony, but the mood had shifted. The forced optimism was gone, replaced by something darker and more honest. This was it. This was what the future held: the mines or the military, slow death or quick, and precious little in between.

Then it was time for the valedictorian address, and Bobbi walked to the podium.

She looked small up there, dwarfed by the stage and the moment. But when she spoke, her voice was clear and steady, carrying to every corner of the gymnasium.

"Principal Abernathy, honored guests, parents, and fellow graduates," she began, her hands gripping the edges of the podium. "We stand here tonight at a crossroads. Behind us lies our childhood, the familiar streets and faces that have shaped us. Before us lies the future—uncertain, challenging, and full of possibility."

It was a standard graduation speech, the kind you'd hear at any high school in America. But as she spoke, I watched her eyes sweep the crowd, and I could see something beneath the carefully chosen words. A tremor in her voice when she mentioned "the challenges that lie ahead." A brief pause that hinted at deeper meaning.

"We've been taught to honor our community, to respect the traditions that built this town," she continued. "And we do. We honor the men who go into the darkness every day to bring light and warmth to homes across America. We honor the sacrifices made by families like the Jenkins family, who give their sons in service to our country."

Her voice caught slightly on Tommy's name, and I saw her grip the podium tighter.

"But we also must ask ourselves: What do we owe to our own dreams? What responsibility do we have to the lives we want to live, not just the lives we're expected to live?"

A murmur ran through the crowd. This was veering off script.

"Mr. Emerson wrote that 'To be yourself in a world that is constantly trying to make you something else is the greatest accomplishment.' Tonight, I challenge each of us—myself included—to remember that. To hold onto our dreams even when the path forward seems narrow. To believe that there might be more for us than what we've been told to expect."

She paused, and her eyes found mine across the rows of graduates. For a moment, it felt like she was speaking directly to me.

"The future is unwritten. And while we face uncertainty and challenges we cannot yet imagine, we also face possibility. The possibility to be more, do more, become more than the narrow confines of expectation would allow. Thank you."

The applause was polite but confused. I don't think most people understood what she was really saying. But I did. And looking at her face as she walked back to her seat, I knew she'd said it for both of us.

After the ceremony, the gymnasium emptied slowly into the humid June night. Parents clustered around their graduates, taking photographs with cheap cameras, offering congratulations and advice that all sounded the same: "Now you're a man." "Time to get serious about your future." "Your daddy's arranged for you to talk to the mine office Monday morning."

I felt like I was suffocating.

My father had come, despite his cough, and he stood with Ma near the door. He nodded at me once—his version of congratulations—then immediately started coughing so hard he had to step outside. Ma followed him, throwing me an apologetic glance over her shoulder.

I drifted toward the side door, desperate for air that didn't smell like sweat and expectation. Outside, I found Bobbi standing near a row of wilting chrysanthemums someone had planted in a futile attempt at beautification. She was still in her graduation gown, but she'd taken off the cap, and her hair was coming loose from its pins. She was staring at the orange glow on the horizon—the mine operations that never stopped, day or night.

"Hell of a speech," I said, walking up beside her.

She turned, and in the dim light I could see her eyes were red. "Thanks. I think Principal Abernathy had a heart attack halfway through."

"You meant it, though. What you said."

"Every word." She pulled at a loose thread on her sleeve, not looking at me. "Daddy's already planning the engagement party. Says Tommy Johnson's a good match. Secure future. All that."

The words hit me like a punch to the gut. "When?"

"He wants to announce it next month. Give Tommy time to get his affairs in order." She laughed bitterly. "Like I'm some kind of business transaction. Which I guess I am, to him."

"What do you want, Bobbi?"

She finally looked at me, really looked at me, and something passed between us—all the conversations we'd never had, all the feelings we'd never put into words. "You know what I want, Marty. Same thing I've always wanted. Same thing we used to talk about before everything got so complicated."

Before her father started pushing Tommy Johnson. Before my draft card arrived. Before Tommy Jenkins died in some Vietnamese jungle we couldn't even find on a map.

The distant rumble of a coal truck punctuated the silence between us. That low, guttural growl that promised to define our lives if we stayed.

Then Bobbi spoke, her voice low and urgent and absolutely certain: "We don't have to live their lives, Marty."

My heart started pounding. "What do you mean?"

"I mean we could leave. Tonight. Right now." She turned to face me fully, and in her eyes I saw the same desperation I felt clawing at my own chest. "There's nothing for us here but dust and debt and... silence. We could hitch a ride. We could just... go."

"Go where?"

"Anywhere. Everywhere. Does it matter?" She grabbed my arm, her fingers digging in urgently. "Marty, if I stay here, I'm going to marry Tommy Johnson because my father says so. I'm going to have his babies and keep his house and pretend I'm happy until I die. And you—you'll either go into the mines and cough yourself to death like your daddy, or you'll ship out to Vietnam and end up like Tommy Jenkins. Is that really what we want? Is that really all there is?"

The idea was insane. Reckless. We had no money, no plan, no idea what we'd do or where we'd go. But standing there in the humid darkness with the coal dust settling on my skin and the orange glow of the mine operations lighting the sky like a vision of hell, I couldn't think of a single reason to say no.

"Tonight?" I asked.

"Before dawn. Before we lose our nerve." She was speaking quickly now, the words tumbling out. "Meet me at the Route 19 overpass. You know where the truckers slow down? We can hitch a ride, get out of West Virginia, figure out the rest from there."

"Bobbi, we don't have any money. We don't have—"

"We have each other. We have youth. We have the whole rest of our lives, Marty, if we're brave enough to take them." She squeezed my arm harder. "I'm going. With or without you, I'm going. I can't stay here. I can't be what they want me to be. But I'd rather go with you."

I looked at her—really looked at her—and saw not just the prettiest girl in Coalville, not just the valedictorian, but someone who understood. Someone who felt that same desperate need for more that had been eating at me for years. Someone who was brave enough to run.

"Okay," I heard myself say. "Okay. I'll be there."

"You're sure?"

"I'm terrified. But I'm sure."

She smiled then, and it was like the sun breaking through storm clouds. "Before dawn. Don't bring much—we'll have to travel light. Just what you can carry."

"What about your family? What about—"

"I'll leave a letter. I can't face them, Marty. If I see my mama cry, I'll never leave. If my daddy..." She trailed off, and I understood. Frank McKey's temper was legendary, and his fists were quick. "I'll leave a letter explaining. It's better that way."

"I have to tell my ma. Face to face."

"Then do it. But Marty—don't let them talk you out of it. Don't let them make you feel guilty for wanting to live."

I nodded, my throat too tight for words.

She stood on her toes and kissed me, quick and fierce and desperate. Then she pulled back and looked at me with those gold-flecked eyes.

"Route 19 overpass. Before dawn. Promise me you'll be there."

"I promise."

She squeezed my hand once, then turned and walked away into the darkness, still wearing her graduation gown. I watched her go, my heart pounding so hard I could feel it in my throat.

We were really going to do this. We were going to run.

I found Ma outside, standing beside Pa while he caught his breath from another coughing fit. His handkerchief had blood on it, but he pretended not to notice and so did she.

"Pa, Ma, I need to talk to you. Both of you."

"Can it wait until we get home?" Ma asked. "Your daddy needs to rest."

"No, Ma. It can't wait."

Something in my voice made her look at me sharply. Pa just looked tired, ready to be done with this whole evening.

"What is it?" he asked.

"I'm leaving. Tonight. I wanted to tell you face to face, not just disappear."

The words hung in the humid air like smoke.

"Leaving?" Pa's voice was sharp now, cutting through his exhaustion. "Leaving for where?"

"I don't know yet. Somewhere else. Anywhere else."

"This is about that McKey girl, isn't it?" Pa shook his head in disgust. "I knew she'd be trouble. All those books, all those ideas. She put this foolishness in your head."

"It's not foolishness, Pa. It's survival."

"Survival?" He laughed, but it turned into another cough. When he recovered, his eyes were hard. "You think you'll survive out there? A boy with nothing but a high school diploma and no skills? You'll be drafted in six months. And if you dodge the draft, you'll be running the rest of your life."

"I'm already running, Pa. From the mines. From ending up like—" I caught myself, but the damage was done.

"Like me?" Pa's voice was quiet now, which was worse than yelling. "Like your old man who worked himself half to death to keep you fed and clothed? That what you were going to say?"

"Silas, don't." Ma put a hand on his arm, but he shook it off.

"No. Let the boy speak his mind. Let him tell us how ashamed he is of where he comes from. How he's too good for the mines that built this whole valley."

"I'm not ashamed," I said, my voice breaking. "I'm scared. I'm scared I'll die down there like your father did. Like you're dying now. And I can't... I can't do it, Pa. I can't go underground and pretend it's going to be okay. I just can't."

Silence. Pa stared at me, his chest heaving, and for a moment I thought he might hit me. But then something in his face changed. Not softening exactly, but shifting. Like he was seeing something he didn't want to see.

"If you go," he said finally, "you're on your own. You understand? No coming back crying when it don't work out. You make this choice, you live with it."

"Silas—" Ma tried again, but he cut her off.

"I mean it, Sarah. He wants to be a man, make man's choices? Then he lives with the consequences." He turned back to me, his gray eyes hard. "You walk away from this family, from your responsibility, you don't come back."

The words should have hurt more than they did. But all I felt was a strange sense of relief. He was giving me permission to go, even if he'd never admit it.

"I understand, Pa."

He nodded once, then turned and walked toward our truck, his back straight despite the pain I knew he was in. Proud to the end. Stubborn to the end.

Ma watched him go, then turned to me with tears streaming down her face.

"I'm sorry, Ma. I know you wanted better for me."

"Oh, honey." She pulled me into a fierce hug, her small frame surprisingly strong. "This is better. Don't you see? This is what I've been praying for. That you'd have the courage your daddy never did. That you'd get out before this place killed you."

She pulled back and reached into her dress pocket, pulling out a small cloth bundle. When she pressed it into my hand, I felt coins and paper money.

"Ma, I can't—"

"Yes, you can. It's my emergency fund. Been saving it for years." She closed my fingers around it. "Three dollars and seventeen cents. It's not much, but it's all I got."

"Ma, you need this—"

"I need you to live, Marty. That's what I need. This is my gift to you. My permission." She cupped my face in her rough hands. "You promise me something. Promise me you'll write, just so I know you're alive. You don't have to come back, don't even have to tell me where you are. Just let me know you're breathing. Can you do that?"

"I promise."

"And Marty?" She kissed my forehead, her tears wetting my face. "You live big. You see things and do things and be things that we never got to be. Don't waste this gift. Don't waste your freedom."

"I won't, Ma. I swear."

"Then go. Go now, before I lose my nerve. Before your daddy changes his mind." She pushed me gently toward the darkness beyond the school's parking lot. "Go with God, honey. And take care of that McKey girl. She's a good one."

I started walking, then turned back one more time. Ma stood there in the parking lot, small and alone, one hand raised in goodbye. The orange glow of the mine operations cast her in silhouette, making her look like a shadow of herself.

I turned away and kept walking, Ma's emergency fund clutched tight in my fist, my heart pounding with fear and exhilaration and guilt all mixed together.

Behind me, Coalville. Ahead of me, everything else.

I went home just long enough to pack a few things in an old canvas bag I found in the closet. Two changes of clothes. My harmonica. The roadmap Pa kept in the truck—I'd sneak it out later. Ma's three dollars and seventeen cents went into my pocket along with the seven dollars and fifty cents I'd saved from odd jobs. Ten dollars and sixty-seven cents. That was all that stood between us and the world.

Pa didn't come home. Probably went to the bar to drink away his disappointment in his only son. I was almost grateful. One goodbye was enough.

I left around two in the morning, slipping out the door as quietly as I could. Ma's light was on—I could see it under her door—but she didn't come out. This was how it had to be. Quick and clean, like pulling off a bandage.

The walk to the Route 19 overpass took about twenty minutes. The night was clear, the stars bright overhead in a way they never were during the day when the coal dust hazed everything. My feet crunched on the gravel shoulder, and somewhere in the distance I heard a train whistle—mournful and lonely.

Bobbi was already there when I arrived, sitting on a concrete barrier with a small bag beside her and her uncle's guitar case propped against her leg. She'd changed out of her graduation gown into jeans and a faded denim jacket. When she saw me, she stood up, her face breaking into a smile that was equal parts relief and terror.

"You came."

"Did you think I wouldn't?"

"I wasn't sure. I thought maybe... maybe your parents would talk you out of it. Or you'd wake up and realize how crazy this is."

"It is crazy," I agreed, setting down my bag beside hers. "We have ten dollars between us. No plan. No idea where we're going or what we'll do when we get there. It's completely insane."

"But we're doing it anyway?"

"We're doing it anyway."

She laughed—a sound of pure nervous energy—and threw her arms around me. I held her tight, breathing in the soap smell of her hair, feeling her heart racing against my chest.

"I left a letter," she said, her voice muffled against my shoulder. "Told them I was sorry but I couldn't be what they wanted. Told them not to look for me. Told Mama..." Her voice broke. "Told Mama I loved her, even if she couldn't understand."

"My ma knows. She gave me money. Her emergency fund."

"What about your pa?"

"Said I wasn't his son anymore if I left."

"Oh, Marty—"

"It's okay. He's not wrong. The son he wanted? That's not me. Never was."

We stood there holding each other as the pre-dawn darkness slowly gave way to the first hints of gray light on the eastern horizon. Around us, Coalville slept—or at least pretended to. The mine never slept, though. We could hear it in the distance, that constant rumble of machinery and trucks, the sound of money being made and lives being consumed.

"You think we'll regret this?" Bobbi asked.

"Probably. But I think I'd regret staying more."

She pulled back and looked at me, her face serious in the dim light. "Whatever happens out there, we stay together. Promise me. We don't split up, we don't give up on each other. We're in this together."

"Together," I agreed. "No matter what."

As the sky lightened from black to deep blue to pale gray, we heard it: the growl of a diesel engine downshifting as it came up the grade. A truck, right on schedule. The long-haul truckers used this route to avoid the weigh station on the interstate.

Bobbi and I looked at each other, then stepped forward to the edge of the road. Together, we stuck out our thumbs.

The truck—an 18-wheeler with CARTER FREIGHT painted on the side—slowed, then pulled onto the shoulder in a hiss of air brakes. The passenger window rolled down, and a weathered face looked down at us. The driver was maybe fifty, with graying hair under a John Deere cap and kind eyes that had seen a lot of road.

"Where you kids headed?"

Bobbi and I looked at each other. Then she turned back to the driver and said the truest thing either of us knew: "Anywhere but here."

The driver studied us for a long moment—two scared kids with everything they owned in bags at their feet, standing on a West Virginia roadside at dawn. He must have seen something in us he recognized, because he smiled.

"Well, climb on in then. Name's Slim. I'm heading toward Tennessee, then on to Memphis if the load goes that way. That work for you?"

"Tennessee works fine," I said, grabbing our bags.

Bobbi picked up her guitar case, and together we climbed up into the cab. It smelled like diesel fuel and coffee and old cigarettes—the smell of the road, of distance, of elsewhere.

As Slim pulled back onto the highway, I looked out the side mirror and watched Coalville disappear behind us. Getting smaller and smaller until it was just a smudge in the valley, and then a curve in the road hid it completely.

Just like that, it was over. We'd left. We'd actually done it.

Bobbi reached over and took my hand, squeezing tight. Her palm was sweaty, and I realized she was shaking. Or maybe I was. Maybe we both were.

"You kids running from something or toward something?" Slim asked, his eyes on the road.

"Both," Bobbi said. "Definitely both."

He nodded like that made perfect sense. "That's usually how it goes. Well, you picked a good time for it. Whole country's changing. Young folks everywhere hitting the road, looking for something different. You might just find it."

"What if we don't?" I asked.

"Then at least you'll have looked. That's more than most people can say."

The sun was fully up now, painting the mountains in shades of gold and green. The road stretched ahead of us, two lanes of possibility winding through the hills. And for the first time in my life, I didn't know what came next. Didn't know where I'd sleep tonight or what I'd do tomorrow.

And instead of terrifying me, it felt like freedom.

Bobbi leaned her head against my shoulder, and I put my arm around her. We were eighteen years old. We had ten dollars and sixty-seven cents between us. We were running away from home with no plan and no destination, in a truck driven by a stranger named Slim who was hauling freight to Tennessee.

It was the most reckless, irresponsible, terrifying thing either of us had ever done.

It was also the best decision of our lives.

Behind us, Coalville and everything it represented—the mines, the debt, the slow suffocation of predetermined futures—faded into memory. Ahead of us lay America, vast and unknown and full of possibility.

The revolution was coming, though we didn't know it yet. The whole world was about to change. And two kids from a dying coal town in West Virginia were about to be part of it.

All because we'd been brave enough—or foolish enough—to stick out our thumbs and say yes to the first ride that stopped.
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CHAPTER 2: Memphis Blues
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The inside of Slim's truck cab smelled like diesel fuel, stale coffee, and decades of road miles compressed into cracked vinyl and worn metal. It was the most beautiful smell I'd ever known, because it meant freedom. It meant distance. It meant anywhere but Coalville.

Bobbi sat between me and Slim, her small frame pressed against mine as the truck rolled through the West Virginia hills in the early morning light. She was still trembling—or maybe I was—and neither of us had said much since climbing into the cab. We were too busy watching our whole lives disappear in the side mirror.

Slim seemed to understand that silence was what we needed. He drove with the easy competence of a man who'd spent more time on highways than in houses, one weathered hand on the wheel, the other occasionally reaching for the thermos of coffee wedged between his seat and the door. He was maybe fifty-five, with sun-weathered skin, gray stubble, and the kind of belly that came from too many truck stop meals. His denim shirt had "Slim" embroidered over the pocket in faded red thread, though I suspected that was someone else's idea of irony.

After about an hour, when Coalville was nothing but memory and the mountains were starting to flatten out, he finally spoke.

"You kids got any money?"

Bobbi and I looked at each other. "About ten dollars," I admitted. "Maybe a little more."

Slim nodded slowly, like he'd expected as much. "That'll get you a few meals if you're careful. Maybe a night or two in a real bed if you're lucky. After that, you'll need to find work."

"We will," Bobbi said quickly. "We're not afraid of work."

"Didn't figure you were. Girl who runs away from home with a guitar case and a boy from coal country—you both know about work, I'd wager." He glanced at us briefly before returning his eyes to the road. "But finding work when you're young and broke and got no references, that's another matter. Especially this time of year when everyone and their brother is looking for summer jobs."

My gut twisted. In the excitement of escaping, I hadn't really thought through the practical details of surviving once we got... wherever we were going.

"Where you headed anyway?" Slim asked. "You tell your folks you were running off, or they gonna wake up and call the law?"

"I left a letter," Bobbi said. "Told them I was eighteen, it was my choice, not to look for me."

"And your folks?" Slim looked at me.

"My ma knows. Gave me her blessing, such as it was. My pa... he said I wasn't his son anymore if I left."

"That so?" Slim was quiet for a moment. "Well, sometimes a father's anger is just fear wearing a disguise. He'll likely come around, given time."

"I don't think so."

"You'd be surprised. Man who works himself to death in the mines, he's scared of two things
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