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To Evan and Abby, 
who both have the heart of a hero






Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.

 

ROBERT FROST
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ONE

“Hi, you’re on the air with AJ Palladino, the People’s Champion.” I couldn’t help but cringe every time I chirped the greeting, but the station manager insisted on using the title foisted on me by People magazine, so I had no choice.

Unlike my freelance research work, this radio gig kept food on the table and a roof over our heads. Small price to pay. Didn’t mean I had to like it.

“AJ, hi again!” came a woman’s voice. Happy, unlike many of my callers. “It’s Martha. Martha from Pennsylvania.”

The computer screen in front of me lit up with Martha’s history and her previous calls. But I didn’t need to read the details. As soon as I heard her name and voice I remembered. “Martha from Deercreek. You were having some problems with a fish kill in your stream, if I recall?”

“You remember! Thanks to you, we’ve been able to finally get things put right.”

“We found you a contact with your state Department of Environmental Protection, and I think the local Ag-extension was going to help set up monitoring for your well?”

“The Ag-extension folks were so helpful. Turns out we weren’t the only property affected. Two more farms downstream were as well. And the DEP, well, there was some hassle there at first, but I did what you  said, I kept calm and just insisted that they do their jobs and investigate. And you know what? Turns out it was a dry cleaner from in town. Too cheap to pay to safely dispose of all those chemicals, he thought he could come out here and pump them into our creek! But they caught him, red-handed. And now he’s paying to clean it all up—him and the state. Anyway, I wanted to thank you for all your help. It means the world to me and my neighbors.”

It wasn’t often that people took the time to call back and say thanks, so of course I smiled and gave my producer a double thumbs-up. “Thank you, Martha. Without people like you being willing to take a stand for what’s right, guys like your dry cleaner would get away with destroying our environment and our communities just to save themselves a few bucks. You’re a real people’s champion.”

My producer cued the cheers, applause, and celebratory sound effects. We signed off from Martha and took the next call. “Hi, you’re on the air with AJ Palladino, the People’s Champion.”

“You’re the one who took on Capital Power, won all that money for those folks?” This guy didn’t sound near as happy as Martha.

“I helped. It wasn’t about the money, though. It was about helping the people whose families suffered after their water was contaminated by Capital Power.” I chose my words judiciously. The court case was famous, over and done with for four years, but every day someone just had to remind me of it—and of how far I’d fallen since.

Cinderella, the day after the ball. When she learned the prince didn’t put the toilet seat down, the royal horse stalls needed mucking, and glass slippers weren’t the most practical attire when running your ass off all day long in a palace with marble floors.

“What about helping all us people out of work now that Capital declared bankruptcy? You gonna go to court for us? Fight for our right to feed our families?” His words skidded together, building momentum like a NASCAR driver spotting the checkered flag.

“Sir, I’m not a lawyer—”

He drowned me out before I could finish my routine disclaimer. “No, you’re just the bitch who took my job and my house, and now I can’t even look my wife and kids in the eye. We’re living in a tent. A goddamn tent! All because of you—”

I signaled my producer to record and trace the caller’s location. Sitting up straight, I pressed my headset hard against my ear, as if I could channel the intentions behind his words.

“Sir, tell me more. How many kids do you have?” I tried in vain to engage him. Some were like that—they’d phone in to rant and vent and call me names that had the producer tapping the bleep button faster than a telegraph key. Those shows always made the station manager grin as ratings spiked. Usually I gave as good as I got. But something about this guy. ...

“What do you care? The People’s Champion, my ass. This is all your fault. Remember that, bitch. All your fault.”

A blast thundered through my headphones. I tore the headset off, my ears ringing so loud I didn’t realize I was shouting. “Sir, sir! Are you all right? What happened?”

The ON THE AIR light faded to black. I climbed off my stool, my balance wobbly. “Did you find him? Is he okay?”

“We’ve called nine-one-one. There’s nothing more I can do.” My producer was calm as he switched out PSA spots to fill the dead air.

“That was a gunshot.”

The switchboard lights danced like firecrackers. He ignored them. We wouldn’t be taking any more calls. Not today. Maybe not ever.

Sinking into the chair beside him, I cupped my ears, trying to muffle the screeching echo still rattling my fillings. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

The direct line rang. He answered it, listened, then said, “Thank you,” and hung up.

“Tell me.” I wanted to throw up, needed to throw up, just to have an excuse to curl up alone in a bathroom stall, but instead I hung on to the arms of the vinyl chair, squeezing all my hope into their faux-leather padding.

“You can’t blame yourself,” he said in a tone meant to be kind.

I squeezed my eyes shut, blocking out the sight of his lips moving, letting the echo of the gunshot stampede through my brain.

“He’s dead.”
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Four months later. ...

The tug-of-war in my stomach was a tractor pull pitting an eighteenwheeler against a Panzer tank. My blinding headache as I hunched over the steering wheel of the van and peered through the equally blinding rain didn’t help. Once we’d left the concrete tangle of highways surrounding D.C. and made it over the West Virginia border we were on two-lane switchbacked highways crossing through the Appalachians.

Home. The word filled me with dread—and yet also offered a tantalizing feeling of anticipation. Maybe this time....

When we were kids, we used to whine that Scotia, West Virginia, was the town where dreams went to die.

But I’d escaped.

I’d lived my dreams. Lost most of them. Except the most important one, the one sleeping in the backseat, his corduroy snores harmonizing with the beat of the windshield wipers.

David. Almost ten years old and going to meet his grandparents for the first time. Not to mention his first trip to the mountains. First time leaving D.C. since he was an infant in my arms.

Was I crawling back, a failure, a fool for returning to the town that had tried so hard to assassinate my dreams? Or was I really still just a kid myself, coming home at twenty-seven to be healed?

Lord, how I wanted it to be the latter, that Walton’s Thanksgiving special where John Boy reunites with his father and everyone ends up safe and sound, wrapped in a crazy quilt of love....

I passed the WELCOME TO SCOTIA, POPULATION 867 sign and noted the bullet holes that had blown out the center of every “o” and dotted every “i.” Nothing changed. Good-bye, Walton fantasy—hello, Scotia reality.

With all the finesse of a roundhouse punch, that reality hit home when I pulled up in front of my parents’ house and saw that the only light on was upstairs. Last week, when I’d called to let her know I was coming home, my mom had been so excited by the idea of getting to know her only grandchild that she’d insisted I stay with her and Dad instead of with my grandmother, as I’d planned.

She’d gushed about preparing a room for us to share, said it would be no problem to accommodate David, none at all. Of course, she’d also  poured on the guilt about me keeping David from her for so long—as if it’d been my idea.

Goes to show how low I’d fallen that I’d taken her at face value. Of all people, I should have known better. Usually I’m the biggest skeptic in a crowd, too guarded, barricaded even, but she’d suckered me into trusting her. And stupid me, I’d told David about it.

“Is the ramp around back?” he asked, his voice still ragged from sleep. “If they don’t have it ready, I could use my crutches.”

David was so excited about making a good impression on his grandparents—he’d changed clothes three times before we left D.C. I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw that he had his face pressed against the window. A kid on Christmas Eve, searching the sky for Santa.

And I was about to give him a lump of coal. Courtesy of my folks, Frank and Edna Palladino.

“No crutches. Not in this rain and mud.”

“Mo-o-om.” He dragged it out to three syllables. “I can do it. You’re not going to carry me.” The horror!

“Let me run in first, see what’s going on.” See if I could salvage anything, protect him from having all his familial fantasies crushed.

I jumped from the van before he could protest and dashed through the rain to the front porch of the only home I’d ever known. The doorknob was icy cold. I stopped myself before turning it. Going on ten years since I left—should I knock first, like a stranger?

The doorbell echoed through the darkened downstairs. After a few minutes the hall light came on, and my father came tromping down the steps. He looked surprised to see me, but long experience told me he was faking it. Denial, our family’s drug of choice.

“Angela, what are you doing here?” He opened the door. He didn’t invite me inside but instead stood there filling the doorway with his broad shoulders, barricading the entrance.

“Did you forget we were coming today?” For David’s sake, I didn’t lash out the way I wanted. Instead, I played along with his delusions. “That’s okay, we can sort things out in the morning. Mom said she’d have the downstairs bedroom ready for us.” It was a tiny room, called the “maid’s room” back ninety years ago when the house had first been built,  but it had its own bath and wouldn’t need a lot of work to accommodate David’s wheelchair.

“Well, see, we just didn’t realize how much work it would take. ...” He peered over my head to the van, trying to make out David’s face. But the windows had steamed up, and all you could see of David was a black blob bouncing in anticipation. “It’s just not fair to your mom, asking her to care for a crip——, a handicapped child. And not fair to you or David,” he added, as if he was doing us a favor.

As much as I’d have loved to punch him in the nose and take David away from this town, we had nowhere to go. If there was one thing I’d discovered in the years I’d spent away from Scotia, it was that as long as I had breath in my body, I’d do whatever it took to protect my child.

Didn’t matter if it meant facing down a grizzly with its tail caught in a hornets’ nest or groveling to my parents. David was my heart and soul—everything I did, I did for him, so he’d have a future better than any I’d ever dreamed of, so he’d have a present that was the best I could give him, so he’d never look upon his past with dread and anger and fear like I did.

I dug in for one last try. “Is Mom around?”

“She’s having one of her spells.” Pain shadowed his face as he shifted his weight from one leg to the other, still blocking the doorway.

It was Mom he was protecting. The “spells” started after my brother died, fifteen years ago. Our family secret. As if grief was something to be ashamed of. He stepped forward, forcing me to step back.

“Okay. I guess we’ll spend the night in the van.” I wasn’t serious, of course. But venting some of my anger made me feel a little better.

He actually nodded, his gaze not quite vacant—I gauged it as a two-thirds-of-the-six-pack-consumed stage. His own nightly trip into oblivion.

Then he got this wistful smile that made me remember swinging off a rope into a pond, his strong arms stretched open to catch me. A younger me, trusting him, making the leap.

“Does he have your eyes? Those green Costello eyes? You get that gypsy blood from your mom’s side of the family, that’s why you couldn’t stay put here.”

Memories unearthed themselves like zombies clawing their way out of a freshly dug grave. I held on to the door, the wood gouging my palm, and fought to bury them once more. I couldn’t “stay put” in Scotia because I’d been LifeFlighted out ten years ago, half-past dead. Me and David—although he hadn’t been born yet. That had been another rainy night.

“Try your gram. Edna said something to her about your coming back.” I noted that he didn’t say “coming home.”

With that, he turned and climbed back up the steps, turning the light off when he reached the top, leaving me standing just outside the threshold, in the dark.

A familiar dread and uncertainty roiled over me, making me feel off balance, unable to remember the life I’d built for myself as an adult, feeling dwarfed, diminished. Meaningless. Nothing.

I was definitely back home.






TWO

David, little genius that he is, said nothing as we pulled away from the curb and I made a five-point turn to head the van in the direction of my grandmother’s farm.

Sometimes my fury and exhaustion make me rant. Sometimes his frustrations and anger make him rave. Thankfully, we rarely rant and rave at the same time. Good thing, since he inherited my take-noprisoners temper.

A temper that had gotten me fired from my past two jobs before the radio station. After my initial success with the Capital Power case, I’d been assigned to assess the viability of another class-action suit against a chemical company accused of contaminating ground water when it illegally disposed of a now-banned insecticide called toxaphene. I’d gotten close to the potential clients—too close. Got caught up in my passion to find them justice and spent millions of the firm’s money trying to find the “smoking gun” that would prove our case.

When I found nothing, again and again, and the firm decided to drop the case, I lashed out at the senior partners during one of their monthly golf outings. Actually dumped a gallon of toxic sludge from one of our clients’ backyards into a golf bag with brand-new thousanddollar titanium-whatever-hoopla clubs.

It wasn’t a big surprise when they spread the word to other law firms, effectively blacklisting me. After that, I vowed not to let my temper or passion get in the way of doing my job.

Of course, that was before I slapped the congressman.

So sue me, I’m a work in progress. At least I’m trying. Coming home, facing my family and everything I’d fled ten years ago, I was going to have to try harder than ever. Dad’s response was proof of that.

Gram Flora’s house was across the hollow, on the edge of town, as far away from the coal mine as you could get. Situated in the middle of a twenty-acre apple orchard that had been in my grandfather’s family, the Hightowers, for generations, it had always been my safe haven.

As we steered through the rain, the van’s threadbare tires slipping on the gravel drive winding up the hill to Gram’s house, I saw that some things never change.

“Mom, you’re smiling,” David said in wonder. Like he couldn’t remember the last time I’d smiled. The thought knifed beneath the joy uplifting me at the sight of the lights on throughout Gram’s two-story traditional farmhouse. She’d even left the porch light on for us.

More than that, there were two aluminum truck ramps aligned over the porch steps and a sheet of plywood leading up to the front door, covering the small step there.

“Thank you, Flora,” I said, my breath escaping in a rush as I stopped the van and sat in silence, enjoying the moment of peace.

The front door opened and Gram Flora emerged, beckoning like an orchestra conductor, waving us in out of the cold and rain. She was a scrawny thing, bent and crooked from her seventy-three years, but always in motion despite the fact that she was pretty near totally blind. At her side appeared a handsome man who looked to be a few years younger than me, maybe twenty-four or twenty-five, black, with a shaved scalp and a smile as welcoming and full of amusement as Flora’s.

Ignoring the rain, he dashed out to the van and opened David’s door. “Hi! You must be David. I’m Jeremy. Did I get the ramps spaced okay?”

I could have kissed him, the way he put David in charge. David craned his neck out the door, scrutinized the ramps, calculating the angle and pitch and traction, then smiled and said, “Let’s give it a try.”

No arguing about risking his crutches on the slick porch steps, and he even let Jeremy help him into his chair while I unfolded my achy bones from the driver’s seat and came around the van to oversee.

“Angie.” Gram Flora was the only person on earth I allowed to call me Angie. I was “AJ” to just about anyone I was on speaking terms with. “The boys will be fine. You come in out of that rain before you freeze.” Even though she couldn’t see me, somehow she seemed to know that while David was bundled in a hooded parka, I wore only jeans and a sweatshirt, my coat buried somewhere in the recesses of the van.

As a kid, I thought Flora’s blindness was really some kind of magical second sight, like Superman’s X-ray vision. I wondered and worried that since I had her weirdly unsettling green eyes—like looking up through the water from the bottom of a pond when the sun was directly overhead—I might also grow up to be blind and all-seeing.

Now I know it was years of diabetes and not taking proper care of herself. Unlike most fairy tales, reality is worse than any wicked witch or evil stepmother.

But that doesn’t mean that there isn’t still such a thing as magic—or magic incantations. Because then Flora said, “Come on in. I’ve got coffee and hot cobbler.”
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We talked until past midnight before I finally went to bed.

Ever wake up in the morning, waiting for the coffee to finish brewing as you pour your kid’s cereal, feeling like you’ve wandered into The Sound of Music, the sun is shining, the birds are humming, and so are you?

But then the dream ends with a crash, and it’s the kid shaking you awake, the alarm is blaring, there’re no clean socks, it’s five minutes till the school bus, he needs lunch money, all you have is a quarter and two cough drops, and all you want to do is crawl back into that dream world?

This morning was not like that.

I couldn’t remember ever having a morning like this. Waking up with the scent of clean sheets in my face, all warm and cozy under a fluffy stack of blankets and quilts. Rolling over and letting myself drift back into oblivion. Opening my eyes again an hour or so later and realizing  it wasn’t a dream—it was whitewashed walls and gingham curtains and Murphy’s Oil and blessed silence.

A glimpse of heaven.

The first full night’s sleep I’d had in ten years. I was a scared seventeen-year-old kid when I’d had David, surviving a trauma only to give birth to a premature baby. The little sleep I had in the hospital was in the rocker beside his incubator; then I was set loose in the world alone with a special-needs baby; then he was a special-needs and exceptionally gifted little boy while I was a single, working mom; and always he embodied my hopes and dreams and worries and fears and future ... so really, there just wasn’t room for sleep in my life.

Gram had put us up in the summerhouse—a square, single-story cottage with a wraparound porch and large windows that pushed out to welcome the breeze from any direction. She and her husband—my Grandfather Hightower, who died the month I was born—had built it to house migrant workers while the orchard was still going. When I was a kid, one of my favorite traditions was joining Gram, my folks, and Randy, my big brother, to “air out” the summerhouse and get it ready for the workers.

We’d slap on a new coat of white paint—Randy and me getting more on us than on the walls—hang fresh gingham curtains, wash the oak floors, and air out the bunk-bed mattresses and the braided rag rugs.

The inside of the house used to be one big open area, with the kitchen and bath in the rear of the house, but over the years it got partitioned into a front room, two smaller bedrooms behind it, and the wide-open kitchen and a large bathroom/laundry room. It had no heat except for the fireplaces and wood burner, but now that I wasn’t blurry with exhaustion, I noticed a space heater, its grill glowing, standing in the hall between my room and David’s.

I luxuriated in the shower without rationing hot water. David was an early riser and had grown fiercely independent with his morning routine; I was sure he’d been up for hours. Slipping into sweats and my sneakers, I hugged my arms to my chest to keep warm as I stepped out the backdoor.

The March wind scurried along the ridge as if it too had overslept. The sun was above the hemlocks already, and the rain the night before  had scoured the air, leaving behind the crisp spark of winter and spring colliding.

It was freezing, in the midthirties at most without factoring in the wind, but I couldn’t help it, I just had to stop and drink in the view that had filled my heart for the past ten years every time I closed my eyes and thought of home.

Gram’s place was halfway up Hightower Mountain. The vista swept out beneath my feet like a magician conjuring yards and yards of green silk from his outstretched hand. For the first time in a decade, I remembered how to breathe. Not just filling my lungs with air, but filling my entire body.

A hawk pirouetted in the air over the valley—no, not a hawk, I saw, but a turkey buzzard. No matter, it seemed to enjoy showing off to the earthbound human, dancing along an updraft, then diving below the ridgeline, out of sight once more. My blood soared along with it, my heart racing to catch up.

Home. I was home.

Finally, the wind and cold drove me away from the ledge and up the back porch steps. As soon as I opened Gram’s kitchen door I was greeted by the smells of a wood fire, coffee, and biscuits. Even better, making me feel as dizzy as if my feet had temporarily escaped the bonds of gravity, was the sound of my son laughing. I would crawl through fire for that sound.

Suddenly my parents and their deficits in the welcome-home department seemed irrelevant, petty inconveniences. Before I left Scotia ten years ago, I’d learned not to let Frank and Edna gnaw away at my soul—I’d simply have to rebuild my defenses, extend them to protect David as well.

Don’t get the wrong impression. My parents aren’t mean and cruel on purpose. They’re just damaged. Ever since my big brother, Randy, died. Putting up with my endless questions and my tagging after him, he was my hero.

Randy was sixteen when he got mono. So handsome—you should have seen the girls squabbling about who would bring him his homework or bake him cookies while he was home sick. Then he got better, went back to school, and back to football.

The doctors said it sometimes happens. Mono leaves the spleen enlarged, vulnerable to the slightest hit from the wrong direction. He collapsed during practice, died in the back of the ambulance as they rushed him over the mountain to the hospital in Smithfield. By the time my parents arrived, he was cold and gone.

I was a little older than David is now—a stubborn, difficult child who loved to argue and question everything and who never shut up. Pretty much the same as I am now. But my folks, they needed me to just shut up, to just go away, to just stop being. At least long enough for them to finish grieving.

Guess they’ve never finished. I pretty much took care of myself from then on—Randy’s ghost took up too much room in their lives for me to find a way back in.

That’s probably why I am the way I am. Any guy I’ve ever dated more than once says I’m a control freak. Can’t argue with that. But when you’ve lived a life as out of control as mine, who’s to say that’s a bad thing?

It’s like suddenly looking at your hand scratching your arm without even realizing you had an itch—it’s that much in your nature. I see a problem, I have to fix it. No, not just have to. Need to.

“How do you spell your name?” David was asking Jeremy, Gram’s personal care assistant, as they sat at Gram’s kitchen table, a massive plank of oak that could seat a dozen hungry farm workers.

“J-e-r-e-m-y,” Jeremy answered.

A mischievous grin squinted David’s face, a favorite look of mine that I hadn’t seen in a while, not since I lost my job with the radio station. “Wrong. Y-o-u-r-n-a-m-e.”

“Argh. ...” Jeremy rolled his eyes and collapsed with his head on the table, acting like he’d been mortally wounded. He was twenty-four, had his LPN degree, and talked with a Pittsburgh accent that sounded ruler-flat alongside Gram’s rolling mountain cadences. After talking with him the night before, I wondered why an openly homosexual black man would move to an insular and unforgiving small town like Scotia, but it was obvious that he adored my gram and they enjoyed each other’s company, so I hadn’t asked.

Jeremy sat up again. “Okay, my turn. There’s a priest, a rabbi, and a monkey out fishing. ...”

I indulged in a little hope to sweeten my coffee, waltzing through the kitchen and grabbing a mug from where they hung from beneath the cabinets, joining David, Jeremy, and Gram Flora at the table.

“Good morning!” I practically sang the words.

“Morning was a few hours ago,” Gram said with a crack of laughter. Not derisive, more appreciative. She was typing away on a small laptop equipped with a special keyboard with raised characters, listening through an earbud in one ear as the computer read her her e-mail. “But you sound human again.”

“Thanks. I feel human again.” I rumpled David’s hair—he hated it, shied away as always, but it was a mother’s prerogative. “How’d you sleep?”

“Great. The birds are noisy in the morning. One of them came the whole way up to the porch to eat, right there in front of me.”

“Boy acted like he’d never seen a finch before.” This time there was a hint of disapproval in Flora’s voice.

“Guess we’ll have to remedy that,” I matched my inflection to her singsong dialect that wandered up and down the scale like the mountain switchbacks. I finished my coffee and sighed with satisfaction. The clock said 10:08. Scandalous. “I’d better call Zachariah Hardy and let him know I won’t be in until this afternoon.”

Flora pulled the earbud out and closed her laptop. Jeremy rattled his spoon against his tea mug.

“Zachariah Hardy the lawyer?” Jeremy asked. He exchanged a lopsided glance with Flora, his gaze fixing on her face and her blind eyes just missing his.

“Of course the lawyer,” I answered, my radar pinging but my mood too good to pay it full attention. Hardy couldn’t have fired me—I hadn’t even set foot in his office yet. Plus, he knew all about my background—why would he change his mind now? “You didn’t think I came home to mooch off family, did you? It may not be much of a job—filing and answering phones and such—but it should be enough to pay our keep.”

Jeremy stood. “C’mon, David, I’ll show you the rabbits.” He made his escape, David with him.

Flora was shaking her head, short little shakes like trying to scatter a swarm of gnats. “Honey, I would’ve told you, but I didn’t want to risk  you changing your mind about coming home. You may want to read the newspaper.”

“Newspaper?” My short-lived serenity fled, replaced by familiar anxiety. “What happened?”

I grabbed the Mountain Gazette, thinner than a single section of the Washington Post, and unfolded it across the table. The front page was filled with photos of tree-sitters and environmental activists protesting Masterson Mining’s latest project: a new coal-washing site it wanted to build on land just behind the school. It was an idiotic idea, and I couldn’t help my eye-roll. Some things never changed. Old Man Masterson deserved any bad press he got.

“Isn’t Hardy defending the protesters? Maybe I should get over to the office earlier.”

“He was.” Flora’s tone was sympathetic. “But if you want to find out where Zachariah Hardy will be later today, turn to the obituaries.”

Her words didn’t hit me all at once, but more like hail pinging off a tin roof—little strikes here and there, followed by a major dent that shook my foundation.

“You’re kidding me.” The pages flew as I shuffled through to the obits. And there it was. Hardy’s picture, funeral details, a short description of his work at a Philadelphia mega-conglomerate before he abandoned bigcity law to turn to environmental activism here in his hometown of Scotia, West Virginia. Made it sound like he was single-handedly fighting the monster-truck political machine that was King Coal.

Until his untimely death, presumed to be from a heart attack.

Gram reached across the table, found my hand, and patted it. I was so numb, I barely felt her touch.

“Hope you brought something black to wear.”






THREE

Elizabeth Hardy sat in the backseat of the black Cadillac, inhaling the scent of mothballs, cigarettes, and tears. The funeral director had insisted on driving her, didn’t think it seemly that a grief-stricken daughter would drive herself. Plus, he had clear doubts about her ability to navigate her way “across the holler and up the hill”—everything in this place seemed to be up a hill—seeing as how she was a flatlander, as if Philadelphia was as far from Scotia as Samoa.

The funeral director jerked his head in a sudden twisting motion and spat tobacco juice into a Mason jar he kept in the cup holder. Scratch that last thought—she doubted he had any clue where Samoa was.

“We’re here, miss,” he said. “Let me check up on things, and I’ll be back to escort you.”

The funeral director-chauffeur-undertaker, who also owned the local florist-and-formalwear shop and a used-car dealership, popped out of the car like a pigeon bobbing for breadcrumbs, spry for a man who appeared to be in his sixties. He reminded her of the old character actor who was often Cary Grant’s foil, Edward Everett Horton, one of her father’s favorites.

Sniffing back tears, Elizabeth sat with as little of her body touching the seat as possible. The upholstery was supposed to be leather but definitely  had come from no cow of earthly origin. And that smell ... she opened the door, letting the scent of damp earth flood over her. She put one foot out, only to have her Kate Spade pump sink into mud and gravel. Great.

This was why she hated funerals. Not like anyone enjoyed them. But this one ... she felt like she barely knew her own father, a man who had always been too busy and too focused on his career to be distracted by a little thing like a daughter. At least until three years ago, when he’d had his middle-aged breakdown and returned to his West Virginia roots to protect his “home.” Since then, they’d slowly begun to connect, not so much as father and daughter, but as almost-friends.

Maybe she’d never really known him. Which was sad, but also no different than the relationship she had with her mother.

Her mother had insisted that Elizabeth come to the funeral—yet had excused herself, saying, “We’ve been divorced longer than we were married.” So what did that make Elizabeth? The cast-off remnant of a marriage gone wrong between two people unsuited to share their lives with anyone?

She twisted the thought around her mouth—it tasted bitter on her lips. But truthful. No wonder she hadn’t been able to salvage her own marriage.

That was why she hated funerals—they made people face the truth about themselves, and right now she could see the frightening parallels between her life and her father’s. Both divorced before they were thirtyfive, both deeply unhappy with their chosen “noble” profession of the law, both restless, wanting more, but too cowardly to define their dreams, much less dare to dream them.

No, that wasn’t fair. Her father had dared to dream. Because of his dream, he’d abandoned everything. Funny how hard he’d worked to leave his small-town childhood behind, yet in the end he’d left his world of corporate wealth to return home and fight for this place.

She climbed the rest of the way out of the car, looking down the side of the mountain (“hill,” her ass) to the scattered coal dust-covered roofs that freckled the countryside. Scotia wasn’t big enough to be a town, maybe not even a village.

Her father had never brought her here to visit when she was young—his relatives were all dead or gone. He’d never invited her here after he moved back three years ago, at least not until she’d left Hunter and begun the divorce proceedings. By then, the last thing she’d wanted was to try to force another strained relationship back on track ... and fail. Again. So she’d declined her father’s invitations, although she did enjoy the letters—real letters, handwritten scrawls on yellow legal-pad paper—he’d started to send her.

The graveyard was hidden behind a row of large evergreens with a gravel path winding between them. Elizabeth began up the path, her usual stride hamstrung by the mud sucking at her heels, more rapacious than Bela Lugosi’s Dracula—so much better than Chaney’s or ... her mind stumbled, forgetting the actor’s name although she could clearly visualize his face. Lee. Of course, Christopher Lee. How could she have forgotten that? Her father loved Christopher Lee, thought he was one of the great unsung actors of B-movie history.

Pausing to clear her head, she drank in the chilled air. It smelled thin compared to the multi-layered heaviness of the city. She remembered phone calls with her father anchored in a safe topic—their mutual love of campy old movies—that had helped them avoid the awkward silences. She’d miss those talks. They were the only time she felt truly connected to her father.

When she’d gone into family law, she’d thought it would be about keeping families together. That she’d discover the secret she’d never learned from her own parents. How wrong she had been.

Then she realized that she was about to give the funeral director what he expected: a woman tottering along, bewildered and bowled over by emotion, forced to take his arm to steady herself, crying.

She straightened her posture and continued on her path, conquering the mud that conspired to unbalance her. Her father may not have given her much of his attention when she was young, but he had instilled in her a strict code of behavior: Hardys didn’t totter, and they never cried.

The trail took her uphill through the rows of trees, opening up onto a wide expanse of brown grass and gray headstones clinging to the side of the mountain. Before she could register the spectacular view she was blinded by the glare of flashbulbs and cameras.

“Ms. Hardy.” A reporter dressed in a Burberry overcoat shoved his microphone at her. “Are you going to take up your father’s environmental crusade, preserve his legacy?”

“What about the Ladies?” another called, this one holding a small digital recorder.

The TV people jostled to get in her face, and a brunette reporter in a skirt three inches shorter than Elizabeth’s, wearing no coat over her suit, sidled up. “Elizabeth, how did you feel about your father playing David to Masterson Mining’s Goliath? Do you think it was the stress of the fight that killed him?”

Elizabeth blinked, the questions battering her from all sides. She was surrounded, not sure of which way lay escape.

Help came from a surprising source. A woman a few years younger than Elizabeth, with blond hair and green eyes—wearing black jeans, black cowboy boots, a black T-shirt that looked to be two sizes too small, and a black motorcycle jacket two sizes too large—shoved her way through the crowd, took Elizabeth’s arm, and bullied her way clear.

“Ms. Hardy has no comment,” the blonde shouted over her shoulder as the reporters protested.

The wind cut between the gravestones, rippling the hem of Elizabeth’s lambskin coat, but the blonde paid it no attention as she marched them up the hill.

They arrived at the gravesite. At the sight of the hole in the ground where her father would spend the rest of eternity, Elizabeth’s legs went wobbly. The blonde gripped her arm tighter, supporting Elizabeth more than anyone else would notice, as if she were used to helping someone suddenly swamped by grief.

“I’m AJ,” the blonde told her.

Elizabeth barely heard her. She couldn’t look up from the gaping hole, which seemed ready and eager to swallow her father. The artificial grass carpet attempting to camouflage it was torn in places, and mud squished through from beneath. One flap of the too-green-to-be-real carpet had fallen into the grave, revealing the winter-compacted red clay wall gouged by a backhoe’s blade, the ribbons of earth leaving behind streaks like a trail of blood.

A shudder almost toppled Elizabeth, but the blonde held her firm. She forced her gaze away from the dark maw and discovered that twice as many people as she’d seen at the church had come to attend the burial. Had her father made that many friends here, despite crusading for such an unpopular cause?

Silent laughter flinched across her skin. More likely the people had shown up here because this was where the cameras were. Zachariah Hardy’s final moments aboveground turned into a media circus.
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Jeremy had offered me the use of his truck anytime I needed it, but it was such a beautiful day, I preferred to walk. He and Flora would have the van, in case they needed to go someplace with David. Plus, the way roads are around here, it’s often just about as fast to walk cross-country as it is to drive down the mountain, follow the road around the base, and then twist and wind your way halfway up the ridge again.

I was too late for the church service. No surprise there—Flora always said I’d be late to my own funeral. Which, you gotta figure, isn’t an altogether bad thing. But I arrived at the cemetery in time to save Hardy’s daughter from a mob of rapacious reporters.

She definitely wasn’t from around here. Brunette hair slicked back and smelling of exotic flowers, ankle-length shearling coat, designer suit and shoes, posture so rigid that she walked like she had a stick up her ass you’d need dynamite to blast free.

Couldn’t be anyone except Hardy’s daughter, Elizabeth. Besides, I could smell “lawyer” wafting off her—it’s a smell that crawls under your skin so you can’t wash it off. Get too close, it sometimes rubs off on folks like me who do the real work around law firms.

Hardy had sounded different from other lawyers when I spoke to him on the phone—my job interview, he called it. It was more like two old friends catching up, even though we’d never met. Said he’d been a high-powered corporate litigator in the city for thirty years before coming to his senses. We only talked a few times, but I’d liked him, was looking forward to working with him. Looking forward to getting back to doing work that mattered.

When the crowd of reporters ambushed the daughter, she said nothing, but her mask slipped for an instant, revealing the vulnerability of a child who has suddenly lost a parent. Then she straightened, as if girding herself for a battle.

I chided myself for misjudging her. It’s a habit I’m constantly fighting to break, especially since I hate it when people judge me on my appearance or how I talk.

The only black clothing that had been easy to find while rummaging through my suitcase was a pair of black jeans and a Godsmack T-shirt that I’d turned inside out and wore under the black leather motorcycle jacket I’d stolen from a former boyfriend. Pushing through the crowd, taking the opportunity to kick some shins with the steel toes of my cowboy boots, I made it to her side and pulled her free. Seemed the least I could do—help her bury her father in peace.

We made it to the gravesite, and I saw why the media was here. A group of half a dozen girls danced on the lawn, all with hair down to their waist, dressed in gauzy flowing dresses with fluttery sleeves and gathered bodices, a cross between hippies and medieval ladies-inwaiting. I shivered for the Ladies—they had to be freezing in those thin frocks. Middle of March, but somehow they’d gotten fresh flowers for their hair. Probably from George McCoy, who would have charged them outlandish prices for a few stems stolen from funeral arrangements paid for by others.

Their dance was a hypnotic, slow-motion whirling dervish around a man who stood at their center. Yancey, the leader of Free Earth. I’d read about him in the newspaper that morning. He wasn’t a tall man—most of his Ladies stood taller than he did—but he commanded your attention with his straight posture, full head of thick, brown hair that flowed Charles Manson-like to his collarbones, and dark, penetrating eyes that missed nothing. The kind of man who would come to show his support for a “lost friend” and use the opportunity to turn his dead lawyer’s funeral into a public protest.

There I was, judging again, but all it took was one look. I didn’t like Yancey.

There were also a number of men wearing Sunday suits and a scattering of women clutching handkerchiefs. A cluster of locals were  dressed in jeans with T-shirts that had the Masterson Mining logo—two large Ms crossed like they were mountain ranges—inside a circle with a red slash across it. The homegrown protesters looked with disdain on the antics of the Free Earth clowns, who now swayed in time to a hymn to Gaia.

After glowering at Yancey’s crowd, who simmered down to a low hum, the minister finally got started. The girls crowded around Yancey, all of them reaching out a hand to touch him on the arms or shoulders or back, as if he offered them sustenance.

As the minister intoned his prayers and read from the Bible, my attention drifted. I wished I had brought something to lay on my Grandfather Hightower’s grave. He was buried several rows over, in a place of honor on the edge of the plateau, where he’d have a direct view of his beloved mountain.

It had been a Masterson from two generations back who killed him. Twenty-seven years ago, Absalom Hightower had tried to revive the coal miners’ union and had come close to winning. But the night the workers were voting to strike, Absalom’s truck had been forced off the side of the mountain. He’d been found at the bottom, pinned by the wreckage, his chest ravaged by a shotgun blast.

The coroner, a Masterson cousin, had ruled his death an accident, saying the shotgun was Absalom’s and had gone off during the collision. The union was disbanded, and the strike ended before it got a chance to start.

Folks around here say I have a lot of my grandfather in me, which isn’t necessarily a good thing—not here in Masterson country.

Elizabeth stood beside me, her body occasionally swaying in time with the minister’s words, as if she was having a hard time staying anchored. Her eyes never left the hole in the ground, ignoring the casket resting on the rails above it. I don’t think she even noticed Yancey and his harem.

Why Hardy had added them to his client roster, I had no clue. It didn’t seem to fit the man who praised the grassroots local groups for their fight against Masterson Mining. Maybe he’d joined with Yancey to take the fight to the next level? Yancey’s Free Earth certainly had drawn media attention that the local groups couldn’t. Or maybe Yancey had  gotten involved after he heard that Hardy had won a hearing before the State Supreme Court.

None of my business—not anymore. Unless I could convince his daughter to hire me.

Once the minister finished, the small crowd—reporters and protesters outnumbering mourners—dispersed. As they did, I spotted a darkhaired woman at the back of the group opposite me, almost hidden behind a Masterson grandsire’s monument. A man stood close enough beside her for their sleeves to touch, but they were not holding hands.

Remember that carnival game where you swing the sledgehammer as hard as you can and ring the bell? That sledgehammer collided with my brain so hard that not only did I hear ringing, but I felt like my head was going to explode off my shoulders and land with a thunk on top of Hardy’s coffin.

My knees sagged, and I held on to Elizabeth’s arm. She was sobbing and probably thought I was offering her comfort. Far from it. I was trying to save myself.

What was he doing here? He was the last person I’d expected to see in Scotia. He’d sworn he’d never come back, promised me he would escape. Once upon a time, I thought he’d take me with him, rescue me.

He wasn’t supposed to be here. Over the years, when I’d thought of him—reaching for the phone in the middle of the night and then dropping it, unwilling to disrupt his life and marriage or to cause him more pain than I already had—I’d always imagined him someplace warm and sunny. Belize, Santorini, Patagonia. Never here. Anyplace but here.

Anger flashed through my stunned surprise, leaving behind the ashes of despair. I’d braced myself to face disdain and derision—that was the price of coming home.

I hadn’t prepared myself to face Cole Masterson.

To my anguish, he nodded to the woman, who stayed where she was, watching, and picked his way through the mud, shaking it from the hems of his designer slacks. He wore a black suit, white shirt, dark red tie, no overcoat. Polished, confident. Cole was only two years older than me, but I felt childish compared to him—and my clothes had nothing to do with the feeling.

I wanted to run, should have run, but I couldn’t. My feet had sunk into the mud, and my stomach had tumbled even lower, spinning in free fall.

Elizabeth held out her hand as he joined us. “Mr. Masterson, thank you for coming.”

I noticed an edge of contempt in her tone. Couldn’t take the time to analyze it. I was too busy trying to find spit to swallow and the courage to meet his eyes. His face was as chiseled as those of the marble Masterson ancestors surrounding us. Colder than marble. Especially his eyes.

Used to be I could spend all day dreaming of those eyes on me.

No longer. Now they turned to me, offering nothing but a slap in the face.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Ms. Hardy,” Cole replied, grasping her hand, his gaze locked onto my face.

He released her, stood silent, waiting for me. And I had nothing. Dragged down and out of my body, my voice had sunk into the damp earth like a mine shaft tunneling into the mountain.

He stared at me a moment longer, then flicked his gaze aside, casting me away as if emptying out the trash. Turned and walked away, his back stiffer than iron.

Elizabeth must have noticed the blood fleeing my face because suddenly she was the one squeezing my arm and holding me up. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

What was I supposed to tell her? That that was Cole Masterson, onetime love of my life, the boy I’d almost died for, the father of my child?

I tried to suck in my breath to answer but couldn’t get enough air. We were alone now in the cemetery, wide blue sky above us, air crisp and fresh, but there wasn’t enough to fill my lungs. Just like ten years ago, I was drowning.

The memories sucked me down faster than the water had on that awful night. I felt my vision go black. Then both Elizabeth and George McCoy, the funeral director, were there, pushing me down onto a nearby stone bench, urging me to put my head down between my knees. The wind was freezing, but I was sweating, trembling.

“I had no idea she knew your father,” George was saying over my head. “AJ hasn’t even been back up to Scotia in ten years. Of course, her and Cole—now there’s a tale to tell.”

Bantering about my tragedy like beer-hall gossip. Fury cauterized my shock. I lurched to my feet, still unsteady, but by God I wasn’t about to let anyone see it. “Mind your own business, George McCoy.”

“Let us drive you home,” Elizabeth offered, the rigid set of her facial muscles now softened by the idea of helping me. Seemed like my stupidity had taken her mind off her own worries for a few minutes.

Before we could move more than a few steps, the lady reporter and her cameraman hustled down the path toward us.

“Ms. Hardy, Ms. Hardy,” she called, waving her hand like a schoolgirl who needed to use the restroom. They arrived in front of us, blocking our path. The reporter heaved in a breath, nodded to her cameraman, and said, “Elizabeth, would you care to comment on an anonymous tip we’ve received that your father was murdered?”






FOUR

Elizabeth stumbled back, her weight landing on my insole. I caught her, kept her upright. Her face had crumpled, twisted by surprise.

“What did you—who—why—” She pulled free from me and lunged for the reporter. “What are you talking about?”

The reporter sidestepped Elizabeth, taking care not to block the camera. I shoved myself between them. “Turn that camera off,” I ordered. The cameraman looked to the reporter for instructions. “Now!”

The reporter nodded. The cameraman turned his camera off and lowered it.

“Why would you say that?” Elizabeth demanded. “Why would you think that about my father?”

As if the camera was still rolling and she was auditioning for a slot on a crime scene show, the reporter reached into her pocket and whipped out a piece of paper enclosed in a sandwich bag. Breadcrumbs slid along the bottom edge. Elizabeth reached for the paper, and I read over her shoulder. Stark, handprinted block letters lined the back of one of Hardy’s funeral programs. Written in plain black ink, they appeared rushed but legible.

TELL THE DAUGHTER TO GO OR 
SHE’LL END UP LIKE HER FATHER



“This doesn’t say Hardy was murdered,” I said.

“Might as well have.” The reporter’s eyes widened with delight, her hair not shifting a strand as she whipped around to face Elizabeth once more. “Who do you suspect, Elizabeth? One of Masterson’s people? A local upset that your dad invited Yancey’s Free Earth here? Maybe it was Yancey himself, trying to drum up more media attention.”

“My father wasn’t killed. He died from a seizure.” Elizabeth’s color had drained until she looked as gray as the headstones. I looked past her—George had gone to talk to the gravediggers, probably to tell them to hold off on filling in Hardy’s grave.

“Who would do this?” Elizabeth asked, her voice trembling as much as her hand.

I took the note from her, snatching it away from the reporter when she reached for it. “Did you call the police?”

She frowned. “No, not yet.”

“Do it now.” Her smooth brow furrowed as she covered all the angles—how to make the most of the footage and inside knowledge she had without getting in trouble. I made up her mind for her. “If you don’t, I will.”

“Of course, it’s our civic duty.” She pulled her cell phone out, and a minute later she was talking with someone at the sheriff’s department. I handed her back the paper. As she talked, I led Elizabeth away. “Hey, you can’t leave,” the reporter called after us. “Where are you going?”

“If the police want to talk with her, tell them she’ll be at her father’s house.”

George joined us at the car, his expression almost as excited as the reporter’s—it didn’t take a lot to create a scandal in a little town like Scotia. Sad to say, this was probably the most excitement they’d had around here since, well, since I’d left ten years ago.

“Are you okay?” I asked Elizabeth as George eased us out of the parking lot.

She nodded, staring at her hands as she flexed and curled them. “Do you think she’s right? That someone could have killed my father?”

“I don’t know.” How could I? I didn’t even know Hardy was dead until this morning. “He didn’t seem worried when we talked on the phone last week.”

“I know, he seemed fine to me as well. Excited by the case.” She smoothed the fabric of her skirt over her knees, playing with the hem. “But if someone did hurt him”—her voice stumbled as she avoided the “k” word—“if they did, why would they want to hurt me?”
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The Cadillac lumbered its way down the switchbacks leading from the cemetery. “I lived in Philadelphia my entire life, and I’ve never known anyone who was a victim of serious violence,” Elizabeth said, surprised at how casual she sounded as she discussed a threat on her life. “Two days here in my father’s hometown and suddenly. ...”

Her stomach lurched, and the taste of burnt coffee soured the back of her throat. She swallowed it down, rubbing her palm across the hem of her skirt. She didn’t have enough information, so there was no use jumping to conclusions.

AJ shrugged. “Scotia has that effect on people.”

Elizabeth wasn’t sure if she meant that as a joke. If so, it wasn’t funny. “You’re not taking that note seriously? Who would want to hurt me?”

AJ didn’t answer.

As the silence lengthened, anxiety fluttered through Elizabeth’s nerves. The turmoil in her stomach felt like a boat about to capsize. If she had to breathe the rancid odor recirculating inside the car for one more minute she would hurl. She cracked the window, relishing the fresh air, and distracted herself by examining her traveling companion. So this was Angela Joy Palladino.

After her father had told her about hiring AJ, Elizabeth had searched out everything she could—part out of curiosity and part out of jealousy. Her father made AJ Palladino sound like Wonder Woman turned environmental crusader and had been excited about partnering with her, despite AJ’s checkered past.

Elizabeth had pictured her more like the actress who had played her in the Lifetime movie: a buxom, blond, bimbo trailer-trash hillbilly taking on the Goliath that was Capital Power.

The real AJ, slumped against the seat, gaze unfocused, didn’t seem at all like that. Well, she was blond. But she appeared young, vulnerable—a wayward kid pretending to be grown up.

Although she’d handled herself well at the cemetery, getting Elizabeth out of there, protecting her from that reporter.

“Do you think that note is real?” Elizabeth asked again, feeling weak for voicing the question. Denying the problem, returning home, thinking about it later—or never—would be so much easier. But she couldn’t leave it alone. The thought of someone wanting to hurt her father or herself ... it was outrageous. “Maybe it’s just a publicity stunt.”

“I don’t know. Things happen around here.” AJ frowned as she stared out the window. “Things that wouldn’t happen anywhere else.”

Elizabeth had just about convinced herself that the note was a prank, but something in AJ’s tone made her tighten up inside all over again. “But I’m not from around here. I don’t have anything to do with what happens around here. I only came to bury my father.”

“You’re not going to stay, finish his work?”

Elizabeth ignored the question. She knew what whoever wrote that sick note wanted her to do, knew what her father would have wanted her to do, knew what she wanted to do. What she didn’t know was if she could do it. She needed time to think.

Desperate for something to take her mind off the note, and curious to understand why her father had been so impressed by AJ, Elizabeth changed the subject. “I heard about the guy who killed himself on your radio show.”

AJ flinched, her leather jacket creaking with the sudden movement.

“That must have been hard.”

AJ shrugged, turning to look out the window.

“So, you’re from Scotia?”

Now a nod. Still no eye contact. As if the barren trees and mudstreaked boulders were more interesting than Elizabeth.

“I also heard about how you lost your job with Wykoff and Heath. No law firm would hire you after that, losing all that money on a no-win case.”

That earned her a glare. AJ twisted in her seat, facing Elizabeth full on. “Don’t forget the congressman I slapped after he pinched my ass.”

Elizabeth had to chuckle. “Oh yeah, saw that on TMZ. The look on his face. I was actually surprised the lobbyist fired you. I would have given you a raise.”

“That’s what your father said.” AJ’s face softened. “I never had a chance to tell you how sorry I was for your loss. We only talked on the phone, but he sounded like a good man. Passionate about his work. Trying to make a difference.”

It was Elizabeth’s turn to stare out the window, inhaling the stale stench of the car, trying to regain control.

“Wish he’d been as passionate about his family,” she murmured, immediately regretting the words, hoping AJ hadn’t heard. AJ’s reflection in the mirror showed she had, so Elizabeth kept her face turned away as town came into view.

Main Street was shadowed by empty storefronts on both sides. Ugly steel posts cut off at ankle height marked where parking meters had once lined the curbs—they were easy to see because all the parking spaces were vacant.

They turned right at the Methodist church onto her father’s street. Instead of guillotined parking meters, it was lined with old sycamores and sagging picket fences. As if people here in Scotia were too worn out from fighting for their future to take care of their present—at least that’s what her father had written in one of his letters, revealing a poetic side Elizabeth had never imagined he had.

Had someone here killed him?

She shivered. Maybe it had been a seizure, like the pathologist said. Maybe that note was some hillbilly miner’s sick idea of a joke. Making sure that Masterson won his case by default by driving her away.

Anger warred with anxiety and doubt. Should she stay, finish what her father had started?

The Cadillac pulled up to the curb in front of her father’s house. Elizabeth dreaded going in alone—alone except for the ghost of a man she’d never really known.

“Why don’t you come inside with me?” she asked, tugging her skirt over her knees. “We’ll talk business.”
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