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Cracker’s Neck Holler

1998

As the wind blows through our bedroom window, it sounds like a whistling teakettle. As I wake, for a split second, I forget where I am. As soon as I see our suitcases piled next to the closet door, in the exact place where we dropped them, I remember. Etta’s wedding, though it was just one week ago, already seems like a faraway dream.

When we drove up the road last night, our home in Cracker’s Neck Holler looked like a castle in the mist. The first days of autumn always bring the cold fog, which makes every twist and turn on these mountain roads treacherous. Etta used to call the September fog the Murky Murk. She told me, “I don’t like it when I can’t see the mountains, Mama.”

This morning they’re in plain view again. Since we’ve been gone, the mossy field out back has turned to brown velvet, and the woods beyond have a silver patina from the first frost. I take a deep breath.

In a way, it’s good to be home, where everything is in its place. The same beam of sunlight that comes over the mountain at dawn splits our house in two, one half drenched in brightness and the other in dark shadow. Shoo the Cat sleeps on the same embroidered pillow on the old rocker, as he has every night since he came to stay. Small, familiar comforts matter when everything is changing.

I pull on my robe. Before I leave the room, I tuck the quilt around my husband. He’s not waking up anytime soon; his breath is rhythmic and deep. I make my way through the stone house, and it feels so empty—as it did before there were children. I don’t know if there is a sound lonelier than the silence of everybody gone.

The first thing I do is measure the coffee into the old two-part pot Papa gave me from a shop in Schilpario. I put the pot on the stove, and blue gas flames shoot up when I turn the dial. It’s chilly, so I take a long, thin match from the box on the mantel and light the fire in the hearth. One of the things I love best about my husband is that he never leaves a fireplace barren. No matter what time of year, there’s a crisscross of dry logs on a bed of kindling and a neat newspaper bundle good to go. The paper crackles, and soon the logs catch and the flames leap up like laughter from a school yard.

There’s a note on the fridge from my friend Iva Lou: Welcome home. How was it? Call me. When I look inside, she’s stocked us for breakfast: a few of Hope Meade’s rolls (I can tell by the shape of the tinfoil package), a jar of fresh jam, a crock of country butter, and a glass carafe of fresh cream, no doubt from her aunt’s farm down in Rose Hill. What would I do without Iva Lou? I really don’t like to think about it, but I do; in fact, I’ve been obsessed with loss lately. The past year brought my happy circus to an abrupt close—Spec died, Pearl moved to Boston, and I lost Etta to her new life in Italy. I don’t like change. I said that so much, Jack Mac finally said, “Get used to it.” Doesn’t make it one bit easier, though, not one bit.

There’s a deep stack of mail waiting for me on the table. Bills. Flyers. A letter from Saint Mary’s College requesting alumnae donations. An envelope for Jack from the United Mine Workers of America—another cut in benefits, no doubt. A puffy envelope from the home shopping channel containing a pair of earrings I bought for Fleeta’s birthday on back-order (took long enough). Underneath is a postcard from Schilpario, Italy, the town we’d just left a day ago. I flip it over quickly and read:



Dear Ave Maria,

By the time you get this, Etta will be married, you’ll be home, and I’ll be back in New York. This is a reminder. Start living your life for YOU. Got it? Love, Theodore.



I put the postcard from my best pal under a magnet on the door of the fridge. I’ll take any free advice I can get. Noticing the clutter on the door—all reminders of my daughter and her senior year of high school—I begin to take things down. Etta’s high school graduation schedule from last June is taped to a ribbon of photos she took in a booth at the Fort Henry Mall. She looks like a girl in the pictures. Her coppery hair in long braids makes her seem even younger. She is young, too young to be married, and too young to be so far from home. I close my eyes. Is it ever really possible for a mother to let go?

The coffee churns up into the cap of the pot, signaling it’s ready to be poured. I grab an oven mitt off its hook and pour the coffee into the mug. The delicious scent of a hickory fire and fresh-roasted coffee is the perfect welcome home.

I kick the screen door open and go out on the porch to watch the sun take its place in the sky over Big Stone Gap. Autumn is my favorite time of year; it seems to say “Let go” with every leaf that turns and falls to the ground and every dingy cloud that rolls by overhead. Let go. (So hard to do when your nature tells you to hang on.)

At the edge of the woods, a spindly dead branch high in a treetop crackles under the weight of a blackbird, which flies off into the charcoal sky until it’s a speck in the distance. I have to remind Jack that the property line needs some attention. He’s always so busy fixing other people’s houses that our needs are last on the list. The wild raspberry bushes have taken over the far side of the field, a tangled mess of wires and vines. Pruning, composting, raking—all those chores will occupy us until the winter comes.

I hear more snapping coming from the woods, so I squint at the treetops, expecting more blackbirds, but there is no movement. The sound seems to be coming from the ground. I lean forward as I sit and study the woods. I hear more crackling. What is it? I wonder. Then something strange happens: I have a moment of fear. I know there’s nothing to be afraid of—the sun is up, Jack is inside, and there’s a working phone in the kitchen—but for some reason, I shudder.

As I stand to go back into the house, I see a figure in the woods. It looks like a man. A young man. With curly brown hair. I can see that much from my place on the porch, but not much else—his face is obscured behind the thick branches. I raise my hand to wave to him, and open my mouth to shout to him, but as soon as I do, he is gone. I close my eyes and listen for more footsteps. There is nothing but silence.

“What are you doing out here?” Jack says from the door. “It’s cold. Come inside.”

I follow him into the house. Once we’re in the kitchen, I throw my arms around him. “Honey, I saw something. Someone.”

“Where?”

“In the woods.”

“When?”

“Right now. This second. He was walking along the property line. I saw him.”

“Well, it’s hunting season.”

“He wasn’t a hunter.”

“Maybe he’s hiking.”

“No.”

“What, then?”

“It was Joe.”

“Joe?” Jack Mac is confused—so confused, he sits. “Our Joe?”

I nod.

“Jesus, Ave Maria. You know that’s impossible.”

“I know.” My eyes fill with tears. “But I think I’d know my son when I see him.”

Without hesitating, Jack takes his work jacket off the hook, pulls it on, and goes outside. I watch him as he walks across the field and into the woods. He surveys our property line, looking for the young man. Sometimes he takes a few steps into the woods and disappears. I don’t know why, but I’m relieved each time he reemerges. I stand at the window waiting as he checks the side yard and his wood shop. I half expect him to return with someone. With Joe. I hear the bang of the screen door.

“There’s no one there. It was a long trip. You’re tired. You’re imagining things. Really.” Jack takes off his jacket. “I didn’t see any footprints in the mud. Nothing.”

“I’m not making it up.”

Jack sits and pulls me onto his lap. “What did he look like?”

“He wasn’t four years old, like when he died, but older. Like twenty.”

“You know that can’t be.”

“I know.” I stand up. I go to the stove and pour a cup of coffee into a mug and hand it to him. I pull the rolls from the tinfoil and put them on a baking sheet. I slide them into the oven to warm them.

“It was someone else,” Jack says practically as he sorts the mail.

“Or it wasn’t anybody. My eyes played a trick on me. I hadn’t even had my coffee, and I’m half asleep here in my big fat empty nest. I miss Etta, and that always makes me miss Joe.” I pull the rolls from the oven.

“You’re not going to lose it on me, are you?”

“I’m not crazy.”

“Good.” Jack Mac smiles at me. “I can handle just about anything but a crazy woman.” He tosses the junk mail into the fire.

I slather the rolls with butter and jam. Jack studies a bill from the mail, so I feed him the roll. He takes a bite; I turn to get a plate. Jack grabs my hand and licks the jam off my finger. I look into his eyes and see the exact color of the morning sky. He looks at me in that way he never looks at anyone else. With all we’ve been through, that look still delights me. “What are you doing?” I ask him, but after nineteen years of marriage, I have a pretty good idea.

He doesn’t answer; instead, he kisses my neck and loosens the belt on my robe, which conveniently drops to the floor—I say “conveniently” because I’m still holding the roll, which I lob into the sink like a fly ball. As Jack kisses me, my mind begins to race, never a good idea when you’re making love—the whole point is to stay in the moment—but I’m in my memory bank, trying to recall if we’ve ever made love in the kitchen. Pale blue ribbons of smoke are curling up from plastic windows on the junk mail; I watch until flames engulf the envelopes entirely and turn them to black flakes that float up the flue. I sit on the kitchen table and pull my husband close. The very idea of this makes me feel like laughing, but I don’t. I feel his heart racing with mine, and I think, This is what’s good about being married—knowing everything about someone and yet still being surprised before breakfast.

I hold Jack’s face, then I slide my hands down his neck and outline his broad shoulders, down his arms, muscular from all that construction work. He is drenched in sweat, so I pull him away from the fire. He smiles and takes in deep gulps of air. I listen to his heart, which beats loud and clear and true and, in an instant, too fast.

“I have to sit,” Jack whispers. I help him to the rocker by the hearth. He sits down and leans back in it, closing his eyes.

“Are you okay?” I go to the sink and run a glass of water and take it to him.

“I’m old.”

“No, you’re not. If you’re old then I’m old, and I’m not old.”

“Dream on.” He smiles.

I put my head to his chest. “Wait here,” I tell him.

I go to the hall closet and reach up to the high shelf and pull down Spec’s emergency kit from the Rescue Squad. Leola, Spec’s widow, gave it to me when he died. I’ve never opened it. Every time I go into the closet, it glares at me from the shelf, hand-painted by Spec in Day-Glo prison orange. I even remember the day he painted it. I was in his office, and he sat at his desk, which was covered in newspaper, and painted the tin box with a tiny brush like it was a Monet. I take it into the kitchen.

Jack is standing by the sink. “What are you doing?”

“Sit down. I’m going to take your blood pressure.”

Jack sits down in the chair. I open Spec’s emergency kit reverently. He always took such good care of the Rescue Squad equipment—the ambulance always gleamed, the sheets for the stretcher were always bleached a pristine white, his own vest was always pressed; he was very particular. The blood pressure gauge and cuff are nestled neatly among boxes of bandages, iodine, small bottles of tinctures, and tins of salves. I lift it out.

“Give me your arm,” I say. I strap the band around his arm. I pump until the numbers spin around like a betting wheel: 170/110. “Honey, you need to go to the doctor.” I loosen the band and try not to panic.

“What for?”

“You’re off the charts.”

“I feel fine.” He pulls me close. “You’re so good you almost killed me.”

“Not funny. How’s your vision? Blurry?”

“It’s normal,” Jack promises.

“I knew something was different. It sounds like an arrhythmia.” I put my ear to his chest again. My days on the Rescue Squad taught me a few things—Spec and I dealt with plenty of heart patients—and numbers like Jack’s are a pretty good sign that something is very wrong.

“Yoo-hoo!” Iva Lou calls from the front door.

“Just a second,” I holler back. I grab my robe and hand Jack his clothes. Jack makes a beeline for the downstairs bedroom and closes the door behind him. I sit down at the breakfast table. “Come on in!”

Iva Lou comes into the kitchen and puts her navy blue patent-leather purse down on the bench. She wears a navy blue suit with a slim skirt and peplum jacket, nipped at the waist by a matching belt with ruby-red grommets. Her high-heeled pumps are navy-and-white-striped with flat red patent-leather bows. Her blond hair is blown straight to her shoulders. If you didn’t know Iva Lou by her voice, you’d know her by her perfume. It’s not just one perfume either. It’s a grab bag—always strong but never too loud. Today she smells like vanilla and peaches with a whoosh of amber.

“Thank you for the breakfast treats.” I give her a kiss. “You look so pretty. So professional.”

“I hope so. I have a meeting up in Wise at the li-burry. And then I’m having lunch at Bonterra’s with the girls.” Iva Lou surveys the empty kitchen table. The mail and newspapers are on the floor, exactly where they went when I cleared the table. “From the looks of things round here, there’s been a rockin’ robin in the empty nest.”

I’m all set to deny it, but I’ve been friends with Iva Lou too long. “How can you tell?” I say softly as I pick the mail up off the floor.

“Nobody ever wastes one of Faye’s rolls.” She points to the sink. “You must’ve had a sweeter offer.” Iva Lou winks.

“It’s like you’re a psychic or something.”

“Honey-o, I’m what you call a Detective for Love. Some people have a nose for business, others for crafts and sewing, and then there’s me—I specialize in the Call of the Wild.”

Jack comes out of the downstairs bedroom, waving to Iva Lou before he goes up the stairs.

“Good to have ya back,” she says gaily, then she turns to me. “We got big news around here. You won’t believe it. Fleeta and Otto are getting murried.”

“You’re kidding. She won’t even acknowledge that she’s dating him.”

“Let me tell you something about your friend Fleeta. Deep down, she’s a true romantic. All that crust on her is an act.”

“Whatever you say.” I think Iva Lou’s observation is nuts, but I’m not about to argue. Fleeta Mullins is far from romantic. One time we went to the mall in Kingsport, and a man and woman were singing a duet with each other on “Play Our Organ Day” at Witt’s Instruments, and Fleeta turned in the opposite direction and walked the long way around the mall to avoid them. “I hate PDAs,” she told me at the time.

I look at Iva Lou. “Why would they get married?”

“I asked her that.” Iva Lou cuts one of Hope’s rolls in half and spoons some jam onto it. She stands over the sink, holding the roll away from her suit. She leans forward and takes a bite. “She said it was for the insurance.”

“She has insurance.”

“Right, but he doesn’t. Fleeta is a-feared of Medicare not holding up to cover Otto’s various conditions, and she don’t want to get caught holding the bag if Otto gets sick.”

“So it’s sort of an act of charity on Fleeta’s part.”

“A little. But there’s also the fear of God.”

“Fleeta thinks churchgoers are a bunch of hypocrites. Believe me, God is more afraid of Fleeta than the other way around.”

“Not for nothin’, Preacher and Mrs. Mutter made a stop over there one day when they was collecting cans for the food bank. And they got to talking. Fleeta ain’t been in church since she was a girl, and Otto never went at all. Evidently, the singing convention and revivals don’t count as churchgoing. Who knew? Anyhow, as they was loading cans into the truck, some sort of conversion took place, and Preacher Mutter convinced them that they should honor their love with a proper ceremony, set a decent example for their children, and simultaneously become members of the United Methodist Church.”

“So Fleeta had an epiphany.”

“Truth be told, she was humiliated. She couldn’t believe a preacher would actually have the guts to say anything to her about her private life. For the record, Otto’s the one who’s afraid of hell.”

“Is he gonna be baptized?”

“Oh yeah. I’m buying front-row seats to that shindig. Wait till you see old Otto dunked in the Powell River like an old tire. That right there is reason number one I leave my donated cans on the porch when the Methodists come collectin’. I don’t need to be saved, I have no interest in it. Here’s a tip for you: never get into a conversation with a preacher on a weekday. It starts out as idle chitchat, then next thing you know, they got you volunteering to do God knows what and agreeing to things you’re dead set against.”

“When’s the wedding?”

“Soon. You’re in charge of the decorations, and I’m doing the food.”

“What is Fleeta doing?”

Iva Lou dabs the last bit of jam from the corner of her mouth with a napkin. “She’s gonna show up.”

         

When Jack and I head up to the hospital later in the day, the road to Norton is slick in spots from the frost. Jack drives as though it’s the middle of summer, taking the truck around the curves like he’s Dale Earnhardt. I hold on to the handle over the window. “Slow down, would you, please? I want to live.”

“I don’t have time for this.”

“You have to make the time. It’s your health.” What is it with men, anyway? Why do they hate going to the doctor? As a pharmacist, I’ve seen it all—I even knew a wife who mashed up pills and put them in a pie to get her husband to take his meds. When a husband comes to the Mutual’s to pick up a prescription, he carries the sack out of the store like he’s holding a dead rat. I don’t get it.

“I don’t need a lecture.”

“I’m not lecturing.”

“The last thing I need is to take a morning off to run up to St. Mary’s. The trip to Italy really messed me up. We were gone for three weeks, and I’m backed up through the new year now.”

“That’s enough, Jack. It’s not like I posted your name on the online Baptist prayer wheel. It’s a checkup. That’s all. Let’s not argue. It’s not good for you to get upset.”

“Why? Because I’ll have a heart attack?”

“Now you’re just sniping. Knock it off,” I tell him.

We pull in to the parking lot at St. Mary’s Hospital in Norton. I reach over and pat my husband on the leg and then climb out of the cab. “Well, come on,” I tell him. He sits staring straight ahead. “We’ll be late,” I say. He doesn’t move, so I climb back into the cab. “Please. They squeezed you in. I begged. Let’s go.” I look at my husband’s profile; it’s every bit as strong as the day I married him. The set of his jaw is still like stone, his nose as regal and straight. Most of the light brown hair is gone, but he’s not one bit less handsome without it. Sometimes I feel I know everything about him, and other times I think I’ll never crack him. I put my hand on his face. When I do, he breaks his faraway stare and looks at me. When I look into his eyes, I know. “You’re scared.”

“Wouldn’t you be?”

“I guess I would,” I answer. “You know, Jack, Theodore always says, when we’re afraid and questioning everything, that deep down we know the truth. We just don’t want to face our feelings sometimes. What does your gut tell you? What do you know?”

Jack exhales and looks away. “I think there’s something wrong with me.”

It’s as if I’ve been stabbed. I try not to show any panic. “What?” I hear the squeak in my voice and cough to try and hide it.

Jack looks at me. “I haven’t felt right in a while.”

“How long?”

“A few months. I get foggy in the afternoon, and I don’t have the energy I used to. Sometimes I can’t catch my breath. Now, part of that is being fifty-four, and part of it isn’t right.”

“Let’s go in and see Dr. Stemple. She’ll get to the bottom of things. Okay?” I give him a quick kiss. We climb out of the truck, and I take his hand as we go up the steps into the hospital.

We sign in at the desk and take a seat outside the glass partition and wait. I put my arm around my husband. We don’t talk. What is there to say?

I must be the worst wife in the world. He hasn’t felt right for several months, and I didn’t even notice. Of course, there were other things on my mind. My daughter decided to drop college and get married in a foreign country, for starters. The truth is, I wouldn’t have noticed anything about Jack unless he keeled over in front of me. I was wrapped up in my own feelings and worries about our daughter’s future. I promise myself that from this moment forward, I will stay alert to his needs. He deserves that.

The nurse calls his name.

“You want me to come?” I ask him. He shrugs, so I follow him into the examining room, a sunny, small space painted pale pink. “This is the tough-guy room,” I joke.

“I’m not feeling very tough,” Jack says as he goes behind the changing screen to undress. He throws his sweater over the top. Instinctively, I pull it down, shake it out, and fold it neatly over my arm.

Dr. Stemple pushes the door open. “How are we today?” Jack emerges from behind the screen. Dr. Stemple extends her hand to him. “You look pretty good.”

“You think?”

I take a seat on the chair near the door and watch as Jack is examined and answers the doctor’s questions like Gary Cooper in High Noon: he yups and nopes and occasionally gives a silent shrug. When she asks about dizziness and indigestion and shooting pains down his arms, Jack says nope each time with conviction. I’m relieved. Maybe it’s not Jack’s heart. Maybe it’s some small problem, easily fixed.

“I’m going to send you over to Kingsport for a stress test,” she tells him. She tears a sheet off her clipboard and hands it to Jack. “You check out fine, except that blood pressure. It’s on the high side.”

“Too high?” I chirp.

“I don’t like it,” she says simply. “I want them to do a tissue sample on your lungs too.”

“Why?” Jack’s voice breaks.

“You worked in the mines for almost thirty years, Jack. It’s important to stay on top of any changes in your lungs. You have some congestion.” She makes a note on her clipboard. “Look, it could be nothing. You just took a transatlantic flight—that’s a regular germ bath. Don’t worry.” She pats his hand and smiles at me. “I’m glad you came to see me,” she says as she leaves the room.

I look at my husband. “See, it’s good news.”

“Now I gotta go get poked and prodded in Kingsport. Great.”
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Roaring Branch

If you didn’t know it was September by watching the mountains fade from the bright, saturated tones of a Technicolor movie to the soft gray shades of a black-and-white one, you’d know it for sure as you drove through town. It’s football season, and the signs are everywhere. Literally. Long runners of white butcher paper (donated by Bob’s Market out in the southern section of town) have been hand-painted by the cheerleaders with aphorisms to inspire the Powell Valley Vikings to victory. My favorite: A LOSER IS JUST A WINNER WHO’S HAD A BAD DAY.

Fleeta, getting a jump on holiday sales (“Honey, we can’t fool around. We gots to compete with the Wal-Mart for tradin’, and they’s playin’ for keeps”), has decorated the Pharmacy windows for Halloween. She has dressed two skeletons as a bride and groom, inspired, I’m sure, by her subconscious disdain for traditional unions. In the foreground of the window she placed a small fan that blows the long white ribbons on the bouquet of the bride like kite strings; the bony hand rattles a bit from the breeze. Over the happy couple is a sign in Old English script and glitter: GHOUL LOVE.

“I’m back!” I call out. The first thing I notice is that Fleeta moved the perfume carousel to the front of the store, so a barrage of sweet lavender, crisp cedar, and wild freesia greets me as I step inside.

Fleeta, in electric blue leggings and a red and white Powell Valley band booster jacket, appears in the office door with an unlit cigarette dangling from her hot-pink lips. “It’s about time you showed your face. How was the trip?”

“Etta was beautiful.” I fish through my purse for pictures and give them to Fleeta.

“Well, we knew that.” Fleeta flips through the photos like playing cards. She holds up a picture of Etta and whistles low. “Now, is that a MacChesney or what?”

“Oh, she’s a MacChesney all right. Hey, I’m very excited about your own news. You went and got fiancéd while I was gone.”

“We live in perilous times.” Fleeta shrugs. “It had to be done.”

“You’re not having your bunions removed, you’re getting married. It’s a joyful thing. Usually.”

“Otto is around all the time anyhow, we might as well make it legal.”

“Did you turn Methodist?”

“Just Otto.”

“Are you sure you want to get married?”

“Why don’t you just congratulate me and git it over with?” Fleeta extends her left hand and new engagement ring toward me. It’s a simple round stone set in pink gold.

“Congratulations,” I say with more concern than jubilation.

“You sound like I feel.” Fleeta sits down on a packing crate. “Law me. I never thought I’d git murried again. And here I am, right back in it to win it. I’m up to my left knee in a bear trap. Can’t run. Can’t hide. You know, Portly and I were young loves—and once you had that, you sort of sour on anything else.”

“You had a fine husband. And he was a good father.”

“Yes, he was. When he died, I didn’t fit nowheres. I had been in a couple since I could remember. ‘There ain’t no place in the world for a widder woman,’ my mama used to say, and boy, she was right. People thought I was pitiful. I hated that. Plus, I got lonely, I’ll be honest with ye. I missed the companionship of a man. Otto was always hangin’ around, and it just sort of became natural—I started missin’ him when he’d go, and it turns out he got attached to me too. At first I thought it was crazy—and then I thought, What the hell, what good is life when you’re alone? It weren’t the same, going over to Kingsport for the wrestling matches all by myself. Bowling over at Shug’s got to be sad too. One ball. One lane. One scorecard. I got sick of my own company.”

“You know what you need. That’s good.” I aim for upbeat.

“Uh-huh. I learnt a lot, being on the market at my age. Most men want a younger wife. And let’s face it, I am many things, but I ain’t young. What men is left at my age would make you weep. They’re like used cars. They look good on the lot, and you get ’em home and they fall apart. Piece by piece. What ain’t rusted out on ’em is rotted out. Otto was about the sturdiest of the bunch. So I settled, I guess.”

“Otto is a good man; I don’t think that’s settling.”

“The best part is, he’s older than me.” Fleeta takes a drag off her unlit cigarette and lifts her right eyebrow. “I get to be the younger woman. Trust me—nobody wants to make love to a grandmaw, exceptin’ maybe a great-grandpaw.” She chuckles. “You know men. No matter how old they is, they like ’em younger.”

The bells on the front door jingle, and another sure sign of autumn walks through the door. Nellie Goodloe wears a black cardigan with rows of orange felt jack-o’-lanterns appliquéd across it. The collar is gold-sequined, and the buttons are small plastic ghosts with black eyes. Her hair, arranged in an updo of lacquered red curls, really brings out the orange of the pumpkins.

“That’s some sweater.” Fleeta looks Nellie up and down, taking in her ensemble. “Ain’t it early for Halloween?”

Nellie smoothes down the placket of the sweater neatly. “I don’t get a lot of wear out of it if I wait for the actual day.”

“That’s the problem with holiday sweaters. Short shelf life.” Fleeta goes to the café kitchen. “I’m gonna get lunch prepped. Here.” She gives Nellie the wedding pictures. “Feast your eyes on these.”

Nellie looks through the pictures, oohing and aahing almost too much, which makes me wonder why she’s here. But Nellie’s a cutto-the-chase girl, so I needn’t have worried.

“Ave Maria, the Music Study Club has a favor to ask of you.” Nellie smiles. “We’d love to get you back into the theater. The officers took a vote, and we’d like you to direct the winter musical.”

“That’s sweet of you to think of me, but—”

“I’ll be honest. You weren’t the first choice. Our director, Boyd Blondell from the Drama Department up at the college, fell out. He has to go up north to help his mother with her hip replacement next month, so he’s unavailable.”

“Well, it’s still sweet,” I say wryly. “But I’m really woefully out of practice when it comes to the theater.” It’s true. It’s been years since I directed the Outdoor Drama.

“Oh, it’ll come right back to you. We’ve practically cast the show already.”

“Really.” This is what I was afraid of. “What’s the show?”

“The Sound of Music. We thought if there was a way for you to work tap into the show, that would be nice.”

“Tap dancing?”

“Yes, Miss Angie says she’ll provide the manpower from her Tops in Taps school.”

Under normal circumstances, I would take a pass on this offer. But, looking ahead, I may wish I had something to do on long winter evenings when Jack’s working late. “I’ll do it.”

Nellie claps her hands together. “Great! Rehearsals begin November first.”

As Fleeta writes the lunch specials on the blackboard propped in the entryway (soup beans and corn bread, collard greens, and stewed apples), I check the pharmacy desk, where Eddie Carleton has left a few notes for me. Eddie’s a good guy; I can always count on him to cover for me if I’m away. I check my e-mails and open one from Etta immediately.



Dear Ma, I hope you had a good flight home. Stefano and I love Rimini. It’s too cold for the beach, but we walk it anyway. The Adriatic Sea reminds me of our trips to the ocean in North Carolina. I miss you both. xoxoxo Etta (Stefano says hi)



I write back to her, and though each word I type makes me feel worse, I send a happy message. After all, that’s a mother’s job, to be cheerful.

“Ave, what say you?” Otto holds out his arms and walks over to my counter. He already looks the part of groom. His white hair is neatly combed, his khaki work pants are pressed, and he smells like Aqua Velva. Fleeta is particular about grooming. I climb down from the counter and give him a hug. His son, Worley, in denim coveralls, stands back.

“I can’t believe you’re getting married, Otto!”

“Plus I found the Lord.”

“I heard. It’s almost too much.”

Before Otto can speak, Worley says, “It is indeed.” Worley removes his baseball cap and heads for the café.

“Worley’s got an attitude. Thinks it’s crazy for me to get murried. But I want to.”

“He’ll come around.”

Fleeta waves a spoon. “Otto, you need to get over here. I only got so many soup beans and so much corn bread.”

“See there? Bossing me around already.” Otto smiles.

         

FLEETA’S SOUP BEANS AND CORN BREAD

Serves 2 hungry mountain men or 4 regular people

         

SOUP BEANS
 1 pound pinto or mixed beans
 1/3 cup corn oil
 Salt



Soak beans in water overnight. Wash beans and bring to a boil in a fresh pot of water, stirring occasionally. Season with corn oil. Salt to taste. Lower heat; add more water if necessary. Cook slowly until beans are done and soup is thick.

         

CORN BREAD
 2 cups self-rising cornmeal
 1¼ to 1½ cup buttermilk
 1 egg

Preheat oven to 425 degrees. Grease a heavy 8- to 10-inch skillet or 8-by-8-inch baking pan. Mix all ingredients and pour into skillet or pan. Bake for 25 to 30 minutes, or until golden-brown.

         

Over the years, more and more of my working day is spent in the Jeep, making deliveries. When I started working in the Pharmacy, I had two or three drop-offs a day. Now that folks are older and less mobile, there are well over ten deliveries each day. We have to compete with the big chains, and they have no problem driving pills forty miles to make a sale. It’s not possible for me to drive those distances and still fill prescriptions in the Pharmacy, so I limit my deliveries to town and the hollers just above Big Stone Gap.

I don’t know if the changes in these hills come from the outside world pushing through, or just the aging process, but we’ve become a bedroom community. Most of the stores on Main Street have closed, though we still have the Tri-State Carpet Rug & Books, Ball’s TV & Record Shop, Sue’s Hallmark, and Horton’s Florist. Seems most of the businesses that remain cater to getting married or buried. Or to history. The Southwest Virginia Museum gets lots of visitors, so it spawned tours at local points of interest like the John Fox, Jr., House. Over at the Outdoor Drama, the Tolliver House is open to the public year-round. Besides tours of the theater, there’s a school memorabilia room spearheaded by Garnett Gilliam, and a gift shop that sells a collection of antique quilts, fine art, and sundries—a real plus for any tourists who come through.

As I drive through Cracker’s Neck Holler at twilight and pass the school, I remember picking Etta up from band practice on nights like this. I’d swing by after work, and there she’d be on the school steps, waiting for me. She’d climb in and start with the news of the day. That was our time, and I remember wishing the ride up the mountain would never end.

Tonight the Murky Murk has lifted; our house is bathed in the last pale orange beams of daylight, before the sun disappears behind the mountain. Jack beat me home. The first thing he does, before he looks at the mail, is light the fire in the hearth. I can see the tufts of smoke from the chimney.

There is an unfamiliar truck parked outside the house, as well as that of Jack’s partner, Mousey. I wasn’t expecting company, but it’s not unusual for Jack to have the guys in for a beer after work. I climb the steps with a foil package of corn bread from Fleeta, hoping there’s enough if Jack invites his guests to stay for supper. I have mastered many dishes over the years, but I can’t top Fleeta’s corn bread, so I don’t even try (the secret is in the buttermilk and the iron skillet she inherited from her mamaw). I hear voices as I push the screen door open and enter the house.

My husband stands next to the mantel listening carefully to a man in a suit, a man I’ve never seen before. He’s in his mid-thirties and doesn’t look like he’s from around here. His pin-striped suit is fine wool, and his tie, bright blue silk, seems expensive.

“Ave Maria.” My husband looks up and smiles. “I’d like you to meet Tyler Hutchinson from Pittsburgh.”

I extend my hand to the young man. “Good to meet you.”

“And you too, Mrs. MacChesney.” Tyler smiles. His high forehead and ears tell me that he’s bright, and the strong jawline says he’s persistent, if not stubborn. The tilt of his mouth, with deep indentations on either side, tells me he’s not to be trusted. He’s one of those men with a big head and tiny teeth, which means he’s a man with big ideas and a matching ego. I wish Jack would have taken my beloved Ancient Art of Chinese Face-Reading seriously, but alas, it’s one arena that I could never get my husband interested in.

“What brings you to Cracker’s Neck?” I ask him.

“Your husband.”

“Good reason.” I stand beside Jack and put my arm around his shoulders.

“His years of service to Westmoreland Coal Company are legendary.”

“Thirty years of dedication,” I boast, sounding like a proud Nancy Reagan standin’ by her man. Jack looks at me out of the corner of his eye like I’m insane.

“The mining business has changed quite a bit since Jack was in,” Tyler begins. “I’m here to try and convince him to join us in a new way of doing things.”

“Mountaintop removal,” Mousey chimes in.

“We know all about that,” I tell Tyler.

“We’re aware that folks aren’t too thrilled with it. But we’ve come up with ways to reclaim the mountainside after we’ve mined.”

“It’s hard to reclaim a mountain when it’s gone,” I say pleasantly. I’m sure my husband is only being polite by entertaining this gentleman in our home. We don’t believe in mountaintop removal—in fact, the stories out of eastern Kentucky are frightening. Instead of using traditional techniques where miners go into the earth to extract coal, now they mine from the outside in. The Blue Ridge Mountains are scarred, at the least, and at the worst, rerouting the terrain causes dangerous mudslides and pollution to streams and lakes. The floods caused by this style of butchering have destroyed communities. The plant life lost is unforgivable. There’s more involved in reclamation than throwing seeds around to create ground cover.

“We’re working on that. We care about the environment too. We’re trying to figure out ways to provide jobs and respect the land at the same time,” Tyler says.

“Okay.” I look at my husband.

“Mr. MacChesney…” Tyler rises and extends his hand. “I hope you’ll consider our offer to you.”

“I will.” Jack smiles and walks Tyler to the door. “Thank you for stopping by.”

The screen door is barely shut when I turn to Mousey. “Now they go door-to-door like the Mormons.”

“Honey, don’t start.” Jack gives me a look.

“The last thing these mountains need is some opportunist coal company coming in and ruining the land. Do they think we’re idiots? Reclamation? How? It’s a joke.”

“Well, y’all, I’m gonna shove off.” Mousey stands and puts on his baseball cap.

“See there, Ave, you’re scaring Mousey.”

“No, no, I ain’t skeered. I got one just like her at home.”

“Give Nancy my best.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Mousey nods at Jack and goes.

“You’re tough. You cleared the room,” my husband says as he goes to the kitchen.

I follow him. “I thought I was polite.”

“This fellow has some new ways of going about it that don’t sound so bad.” Jack lifts the lid off the pot of beef stew and stirs. “I think it’s important to consider all our options.”

“You don’t want to work with this guy, do you?”

“Tyler’s a graduate of Virginia Tech. He comes from a family of coal miners in Pennsylvania. I liked him.”

“Great. Play cards with him, but you don’t have to work with him.”

“Ave, don’t start.”

“Start what? Sometimes you’re gullible. I’m trying to protect you.”

“I can take care of myself.”

I set the table in silence. Jack hands me the salad to toss. “At my age, I have to think seriously when a young man comes to the door and offers me a job. It doesn’t happen every day.”

“You have a job. A nice construction outfit. A company that turns a profit.”

“We could do better.”

“You do fine. With my salary—”

“This is not about you, it’s about me,” Jack says firmly. “Maybe I want to contribute more.”

He unwraps the corn bread from Fleeta and puts it in a basket. I sit down at the table as he ladles the stew into bowls and brings it to the table.

There’s at least one ongoing argument in every marriage, and ours has always been about money. My husband believes in the system: put your years in, and at the end of the rainbow is a good pension and union protection. When I point out how the coal companies have reneged on their promises and the union has depleted the pension fund, he gets angry with me, as if I’m pointing out a personal defect in him. He’s proud of his tenure in the mines, and he should be. But he isn’t savvy enough to see how these companies have taken advantage of him. It’s a blind spot in Jack MacChesney.

“I’m not sold on mountaintop removal. But this guy seems to think there’s a way to do it that won’t ruin the terrain. Someone local needs to get involved, if only to protect what we’ve got here.”

“Oh, I see. Join ’em and infiltrate.”

Jack puts down his spoon. “Do you have to do this?”

“What?”

“Do you have to fight me?”

“You worked for Westmoreland for thirty years. They cut your benefits to nothing. Your union is in bad shape. All the promises those people made to you, they’ve broken them one by one. You can’t trust these guys. They’re not on your side.”

“And you are?”

“Always.”

“Doesn’t sound like it.” Jack puts down his napkin and pushes his chair away from the table. He stands. “I’ve lost my appetite.”

I hear the screen door snap shut as he goes outside. I eat a bite of stew and remember something my mother used to say: “When you argue while you eat, the food turns to poison in your body.” So I put down my napkin and follow Jack out the back door. I can’t find him, so I turn on the back porch light and wait. Then I see him walking through the woods beyond the field out back. He’s really angry, but so am I. No matter what I do or say, he’s too trusting. From time to time, he’s put his faith in people I don’t approve of. We almost split up when he befriended Karen Bell, who wanted to sell him more than lumber from her Coeburn store.

There was a time when I would have run across the field and made a joke to diffuse his anger. I’d apologize, and he’d be terse for a while, and then he’d come around and we’d be back on track. For some reason, I don’t move. I just watch him as he goes, pushing branches out of his way with a stick. I turn around and go back in the house. I’m not giving an inch on this one; he should have thrown that fresh-scrubbed Hokie out of our house.

I guess I’m getting more stubborn as the years go by. Sometimes I want to be right more than I want peace. I’ve earned that, haven’t I?

         

The Slemp Memorial Library is my favorite building in Big Stone Gap. It’s nestled in the rolling landscape of Poplar Hill beneath the museum. It’s a lovely brick building with a grand entrance, decorated (by Iva Lou) with sheafs of wheat and Indian corn. When it was built back in the late 1970s, it became an instant gathering place for kids to do their homework, and for adults to find the latest bestsellers. I mourned the loss of the Bookmobile, but when Iva Lou was made head librarian, she traded her wheels for her own branch. Iva Lou blossomed when she was put in charge. With a modern facility, she was able to make the library a viable part of the community. She started story time for the kids and invited local clubs, from the Lions to the Junior League, to have their monthly meetings there. It’s a bit of an unofficial community center, but you can’t beat it when you want a quiet place to browse. Iva Lou took a corner of the main room and turned it into a living room with sofas, coffee tables, and racks of national newspapers on large wooden spindles. Where else in Wise County can a girl read The Washington Post?

I pull in to the parking lot and climb out with a thermos of hot coffee and a few of Fleeta’s sticky buns. Iva Lou has called a breakfast meeting in her office to plan for Fleeta’s wedding. Fall leaves dance in the gutter, and the pungent smell of pine fills the air. Iva Lou and Nancy Kilgore-Hall are chatting when I join them.

“Nancy told me you called her straightaway when I assigned you the decorations,” Iva Lou says to me.

“Yes, ma’am.” I’m no fool. The first thing I did when I heard I was in charge of the decorations for Fleeta’s wedding was call Nancy to enlist the expertise of the Intermont Garden Club. They’ve got the creativity to come up with a solid theme, and the rank and file to do the actual work. You can ask Nancy to do just about anything when it comes to making something pretty. She cannot resist an event in need of style and flair.

The Methodist Church Fellowship Hall is a challenge—it’s a basement, after all, with large pillars sectioning off the space, low ceilings, and very little light. The Garden Club has decorated the space over the years with great success. They’ve transported guests from downtown Big Stone to exotic ports of call using paint, chicken wire, crepe paper, fresh flowers, and a lot of elbow grease. It’s always a treat to see them work their magic on those pesky pillars. They’ve done it all; in a rondelet of historical time periods, the pillars became Roman columns or tropical palm trees and, once, a garden of giant sunflowers. Fleeta is more low-key when it comes to themes, so this time the Garden Club will keep it simple: Autumn in the Mountains Means Love Is in the Air. It’ll look good on the napkins.

“Nancy, honey, I’m gonna need your recipe for the wedding mints. I’m thinking of making orange wedding bells and red fall leaves, and I’ll place ’em on gold-leaf doilies. I love me an autumnal theme.” Iva Lou leans so far back in her office chair, she has to use her tippy toes for balance. “Your mints are a classic, and that’s what we’re going for with this here wedding.”

“‘Classic’ is a fancy word for old,” I tell them.

“When the bride’s over sixty and the groom’s over seventy, what the hell else you gonna call it?”

“A miracle.” Nancy’s brown eyes squeeze into half-moons as she smiles. A decorating guru as well as a local maven of fashion, Nancy always has her light brown hair cut and highlighted in the current style. Lately, she’s been sporting a chin-length bob, straightened via blowout, with blond tips and a thick fringe of bangs. She’s a girl’s girl, but she has also developed a hard shell from working in insurance. Everybody knows that adjusters have the toughest hides in the county. From a corporate viewpoint, the last thing you want in an insurance rep is Mother Teresa. Somebody once said Nancy Kilgore-Hall had permanent lockjaw from saying no. They say it’s harder to get her to cut a check than it is for Fleeta to pay a compliment. “You need my molds, don’t you?” she asks Iva Lou.

“The only molds I got are for Christmas,” Iva Lou tells her. “I checked.”

“No problem, I’ll loan you mine. You need leaves and bells.” Nancy jots down the candy recipe and hands it to Iva Lou.

         

NANCY KILGORE-HALL’S WEDDING MINTS

Makes 120 mints if molds are used, less if you hand-cut them from the log.

COURTESY OF MARGIE MABE

         

2 boxes plus 2 cups powdered sugar
 ¾ cup butter or margarine
 4–5 tablespoons cold water
 2 capfuls peppermint oil

         

Blend ingredients with a mixer until doughy consistency forms.* Roll out on wax paper coated with powdered sugar.

         

Cut with small cookie cutters or use molds. To use molds, break the mixture into small balls, coat in finely granulated sugar, and press into molds. Let sit for two days, then pop out.

         

Can be frozen.

         

*You can add food coloring of choice.

         

“All right, girls, I gotta scoot,” says Nancy.

“What are you adjusting?” Iva Lou asks as she tucks the recipe into her date book.

“There was a wreck in Appalachia by the train trestle.”

“People think Appy Strait is a speedway.”

“They do indeed.” Nancy snaps her purse shut. “That curve right under the Roaring Branch always gets them.”

“It’s from people leaning to see the waterfall. You know, lookie-loos and rubberneckers.” Iva Lou shrugs.

“I guess so. Y’all call me if you need anything else.” Nancy takes her assignment and goes.

Iva Lou checks off her list. “I’m making the orange sherbet punch, one bowl with vodka and one without. Wedding cake is gonna be carrot. Janine wants to make it for her mama. The Tuckett twins said they’d make the Chex mix. So that leaves me with the salted pea-nits and the candy mints.”

“You got off easy.”

“What about you? Farming your job out to that overachiever Nancy Kilgore-Hall.”

“Guilty.”

“I don’t blame you—them Garden Clubbers are semiprofessionals, as it were. Let ’em do what they do, ’cause they do it better than anybody else.”

         

“Mrs. MacChesney?” The library aide Emma Morrissey, a delicate blonde with blue eyes, appears in the doorway. I can never tell her apart from her sister, Charlotte, who is her dead ringer.

Iva Lou smiles. “That there is Emma, in case you were wondering.”

“There’s a call for you on line one,” Emma says to me.

Iva Lou shoves the phone toward me. “Something the matter?” She glances at Emma, who looks concerned.

I pick up the phone and say hello.

“Ave? It’s Mousey. We need you to come over to Holston Valley right away.”

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s Jack Mac, ma’am. He’s in intensive care.”

“What happened?” I feel faint.

“He passed out on us, and we brought him here. The doctor says it’s serious. You need to hurry.”

Iva Lou puts down the extension that she picked up when I asked what was wrong. “Let’s go,” she says. “I’ll drive.”





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 
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