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ESCAPE VELOCITY
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DRIVING LESSON

through the gray-gold wood smoke curling from a pile of
burning brush in the front yard. I set a glass of chocolate milk at her elbow
and sat down next to her on the porch glider.
“That’s where they’re going to strip,” she said, nodding at the crest of Blue
Bear Mountain. “They’ll start mining on the Drop Creek side. But they’ll be on
this side before you graduate.” She sipped her chocolate milk. “You watch.”
Mamaw linked her lean arm through mine and told me about growing up
on Blue Bear Mountain. Her stories smelled of sassafras and rang with gunfire,
and the sound of her voice was warm as railroad gravel in the summer sun,
but the stories flitted through my mind and never lit. I was fifteen.
M A M A W S TA R E D

That August, Mamaw signed her name to a piece of paper, a landsunsuitable-for-mining-petition, the state calls it. The petition stopped a coal
company from strip mining on Blue Bear Mountain. The coal companies told
everybody Mamaw’s petition would be the end of coal mining. Halloween,
Mamaw got her radio antenna broken off her car. We never even had a
trick-or-treater.
1
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Mamaw didn’t get her antenna fixed until the Saturday before Thanksgiving.
That afternoon Mamaw came in my room. I was eating M&M’s straight out of
a pound bag, about to make myself sick. They weren’t normal M&M’s. They
were the color of the characters in a cartoon movie that hadn’t done any
good and the bags ended up at Big Lots, large and cheap and just this side of
safe to eat.
“Put them down if you want to go driving,” Mamaw said.
I took off running for the carport. I was strapped into Mamaw’s Escort a
long time before Mamaw came out. She got in the car and turned to me, the
keys closed in her hand.
“Put your seat belt on,” she said.
“It is on, Mamaw.”
“You know you got to keep your eyes moving when you’re driving.”
“Yes, Mamaw.”
A pickup truck covered in Bondo pulled up and spit out Momma.
“Going for a driving lesson?” Momma’s cigarette bounced in her mouth.
Neither one of us said anything. Momma jumped in the backseat. I closed
my eyes and wished her gone. She was still there in the rearview when I
opened my eyes. I started the Escort and backed onto the ridge road.

“Slow down now,” Mamaw said. “You aint in no hurry.”

My cousin Curtis come flying the other way on his four-wheeler.
Mamaw’s Escort side-swiped the wall of rock on the high side of the road.
The sound of the scraping metal felt like my own hide tearing off.
“Daggone,” Momma said. “You’re worser than me.”
“Hush, Patricia,” Mamaw said. “Dawn, are you all right?”
“Yeah,” I said, my hands shaking.
“Get on home, then,” Mamaw said.
When I pulled into the carport and shut off the motor, Mamaw and
Momma got out and looked at the side of the car.
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“Whoo-eee,” Momma said.
They went in the house, left me sitting there breathing hard, all flustered.
I turned on the radio. It was tuned to a station Mamaw liked. Most of the
time they played old country music, but that night they had some kind of rock
show on. “I’m about to have a nervous breakdown,” a boy sang. “My head
really hurts.” The guitars sounded like power tools being run too hard. I’d
never heard such before. I turned it up til the speakers buzzed. The next song
was a country song, all slow and twangy. I was about to turn it off when the
singer sang, “My head really hurts.” The country song had the same words
as the one before. At the end of the song, there was the sound of a throat
clearing. The voice that spoke sounded like spent brake pads.
“That was Whiskeytown doing the Black Flag song ‘Nervous Breakdown.’
Before that we had the Black Flag original. You’re listening to Bilson Mountain
Community Radio. I’m Willett Bilson. This here next one is another record I
got from my brother Kenny, by the band Mission of Burma.”
Willett Bilson sounded about my age. He sounded like someone I would
like to talk to. The power tool guitars started again. Willett played five angry,
reckless songs in a row. My head got light. I started the engine and slipped the
shift into reverse. The bands came on one right after another, rough and mad,
and they carried me through curve after curve. It felt good, like riding a truck
inner tube down a snowy hill curled up in my dad’s lap. When I pulled into
Mamaw’s, rain pecked the carport roof, bending the last of the mint beside
the patio. Inside, Momma was gone, and Mamaw set a bowl of vegetable
soup in front of me. She didn’t say anything about me taking the car back out.
The next day after school, Mamaw asked me if I wanted to ride with her
to Drop Creek, the place where she grew up, to look at a man’s house. I ran
out of the house and started the Escort.
“You aint ready to drive to Drop Creek,” she said. “You need more
practice.”
“Well then, I aint going.”
“Yes, you are. Scoot over.”
The house we went to had vinyl siding and set on blocks. The yard was
neat and the gravel thick on the driveway. A little boy with a head like a
toasted marshmallow bounced a pink rubber ball against the wall under the
carport. When he saw us he hollered in the house. A stout silver-haired man
came out.
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“How yall doing?” he said. He told me how tall I was getting like everybody
does. “Want a piece of pound cake?” People always fix pound cake when
Mamaw comes to talk about their troubles with the coal company. We went
inside. It was quiet and neat in there too.
“Look at that Christmas cactus,” Mamaw said. “So beautiful.”
“Thank you,” the man’s wife said. “It likes that spot.”
The wife had a northern accent. She moved through the room making
things straight. Mamaw and the silver-haired man set down at a table in the
kitchen next to the wall. I stood at Mamaw’s shoulder. The man showed
Mamaw pictures he pulled from a drugstore one-hour photo folder.
“These was done before they started blasting.” The man pointed at a
picture of the block at the base of the house. “I took these the other day.”
He showed Mamaw a picture of a crack running up through the same block.
Then he showed her a closeup picture with a thumb stuck up in the crack.
Mamaw said, “Did the state inspect?”
“Yeah,” the man said, “they did.”
“What did they say?”
“I keep notebooks where I write down when the blasts happen and how
long they last. They looked at them said they’d look into it.”
“That all they said?”
The man’s wife set down a plate of sliced pound cake, a bowl of
strawberries, and a tub of Cool Whip. Mamaw looked at the pound cake,
then she looked into the man’s eyes.
“They said subsidence was natural, could have caused those cracks,” the
man said.
“Oh, bullshit,” Mamaw said. “When was this house built?” Mamaw put a
piece of pound cake on a paper napkin, took a big bite out of it.
“Daddy built it with Granddaddy. Right after him and Mommy got
married. Finished it a year before they went to Michigan. So, 1958, 1959.
Something like that.”
“And you aint never had no cracks before, have you?”
“No ma’am,” the man said. “Not that I know of.”
“Pure sorry,” Mamaw said, spooning out strawberries and Cool Whip
into a bowl. She crumbled the rest of her pound cake down on top of the
strawberries and Cool Whip and mashed it all up with a spoon. Then Mamaw
said, “What do you want to do about it, Duane?”
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“Well,” the man said, “I hate to see people get run over.”
“You coming to the meeting Tuesday?”
“Yeah,” he said, “I got a doctor’s appointment in Corbin. But I should be back.”
“Well,” Mamaw said, “we could use you. You coming tonight to the
planning meeting?”
“I’ll be there,” Duane said.
I went outside. Marshmallow boy threw his ball into a pile of leaves. A
little black dog leapt in the leaves and disappeared. The rustling leaves looked
like Bugs Bunny moving underground.

Mamaw and the boy’s daddy come outside, and the man showed
Mamaw the cracks.
“The blast shook the whole house, throwed her china plates out on the
floor,” the man said. “They was stood up in a cabinet and they busted all over
the place.” The man shook his head.
Mamaw toed a weed in the gravel. The little dog ran up to me and the
boy, dropped the ball, and backed off, its tail wagging. Mamaw told the man
to thank his wife for the pound cake, that it was real good. Mamaw drove us
back to Long Ridge.
The state scheduled a meeting the Tuesday before Thanksgiving for people
to come and give their testimony about whether or not the company’s permit to
mine should be approved. Monday night Mamaw’s group had a meeting in town
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at the library to talk about what they were going to say at the meeting on Tuesday.
That’s the way it was that fall. Meetings about meetings, and then a meeting
on top of that. Again she made me go, and again she wouldn’t let me drive.
I sat at the back of the room in the basement of the public library and
looked at pictures of the USS Canard County in a glass case. It was a navy ship
that hauled tanks and trucks to Haiti and the Persian Gulf and Argentina til the
navy sold it to Spain.

The organizers that the statewide group sent came in carrying rolledup maps and armloads of flyers and information sheets. The one named
April wore a homemade sweater of purple yarn that hung big on her. The
one named Portia had leather patches across the shoulders of her sweater,
like she was on a submarine. They both had big wild hair. Mamaw said they
looked like woolyboogers.
April and Portia talked awhile, and then different ones in the group said
things. A man with a receding hairline stood up and said that they would use
the same explosives on that strip job that blew up the building in Oklahoma
City. A woman with short hair and a sticky-faced little boy said they used to
eat fish out of the creek.
“You see what it is now,” the woman said. “Yellow mud.” She put spit on
her thumb and used it to wipe her boy’s face.
Mamaw said, “Duane, why don’t you say what happened to yall.”
Duane told what had happened to him, to his house.
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April told them they had to practice what they were going to say, have their
facts straight, if their petition was to stop any new strip mines on Blue Bear
Mountain. They had to have goals, April said. She put paper on the glass case
that held the sugar-cube battleship and made people make a list of goals. Portia
put big maps on the case and showed them what lands would be protected.
When they took a break, a woman with a gray ponytail and trembling
hands out smoking said the dust from the coal trucks was so bad she couldn’t
let her grandbabies play outside. April tried to get her to say she would talk at
the meeting.

On the way home, Mamaw stopped at the Kolonel Krispy dairy bar and
got a double fudge shake with brownies swirled up in it. We sat in the parking
lot and watched the red light, and Mamaw said all strip mining ought to be
outlawed. I asked her if I could drive home. She said I needed to practice more.
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When we got home, Mamaw looked at a pile of mail on the kitchen
counter. “Where’s my check?” she said. Three of Momma’s cigarettes were
in the ashtray. Mamaw called my uncle Hubert’s house and asked where
Momma was. They said she’d gone to Walmart. When Mamaw caught up to
Momma in the Walmart parking lot, Mamaw’s face was solid red.
“You come here,” Mamaw said, hard as a broomstick to the back of
the legs.
Momma kept walking towards the store. I guess Momma didn’t think
Mamaw would do anything in the Walmart parking lot.

Mamaw caught up to Momma and got her by the arm and smacked her in
the face. She stuck her hand in Momma’s front pocket and pulled out a wad
of money.
“You don’t do me that way,” Momma yelled.
“Watch me,” Mamaw said.
Then they both went to yelling at the same time. I went in the store,
looked dead in the eye of the people coming out, the ones who didn’t
know yet Cora Redding and her wasted daughter were having it out in
the yellow stripes of the crossing zone. I went back to jewelry and asked
my dad’s niece who worked there to take me home. She said it would be
an hour. I wandered through the store, through the Christmas candy and
blow-up snowmen and stupid dancing Santas playing the electric slide and
stupid reindeer socks. My cousin took me to the snack bar and bought me

First uncorrected page proofs. Property of Ohio University Press. Not for sale or distribution.

This file is to be used only for checking proofs, preparing an index, reviewing and endorsing.
The file may be printed or forwarded to anyone helping with these specific tasks but must
not be otherwise distributed without the written permission of Ohio University Press.

Dri ving Lessons

everything I wanted to eat. Pizza sticks. Two slushies. Then we went to the
Chinese restaurant. I ate every fried egg noodle they had in there.

When my cousin dropped me off at Mamaw’s, Momma and Mamaw
sat at the kitchen table, hundreds of envelopes and flyers saying write the
governor to protect Blue Bear on the table between them. Momma helped
Mamaw stuff the envelopes like nothing had happened. I was so sick on
cookies and pop and hot dogs and Chinese food.

But I didn’t. I went to my bed panting like a black dog in August and
swore to the ceiling I wouldn’t never have a child. When I slept, I dreamed I
was playing music on the radio with Willett the DJ.
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The next day in biology, a girl from up the river sat behind me and talked
to her cousin the whole class about whose chicken nuggets had better crust.
“They got too much pepper on theirs.” “Them others is too mushy.” I was
ready to kill her. I turned around and said, “There’s more to life than chicken
nuggets, you know.” She looked at me like I wasn’t there.
I told my friend Evie about the chicken nugget girl when we were out in
the parking lot drinking beer at lunchtime.
“I whipped that girl one time,” Evie said. “It wasn’t fun at all.”
I asked her why not.
“She’s too stupid,” Evie said. “It was like stomping a baby bird.”
I told Evie about the band that played the nervous breakdown song. Black
Flag. She said she never heard of them. She only listened to what was new. I
told Evie about the radio station on Bilson Mountain. She said only old people
and hippies listened to that station.
Mamaw picked me up after school. “I need to stop by Duane’s,”
Mamaw said.
The sun peeped over the ridgeline and lifted steam off Duane’s roof. In
the shadows there was still frost on the yard. A dark pile of something lay
in the carport. I thought it was a wadded-up shirt. It was the little black dog
frozen solid. Mamaw knocked at the kitchen door and went in before anyone
answered. I stood in the carport looking at the dead dog. It was going flat. Its
tongue was out. There was no sign of the boy. The pink ball was up against
the back wheel of Duane’s truck. Mamaw came out of the house. “Let’s go,”
she said.
“What happened, Mamaw?”
“Duane aint coming to the meeting.”
“Why not?”
“Somebody fed his dog broken glass mashed up in hamburger.”
The meeting was in a stone community building the VISTAs built on Blue
Bear Creek back in the sixties. There must have been two hundred people
there. Where Blue Bear had the state’s highest peak on it, people all over
were excited about protecting it. It wasn’t just an ordinary mountain with
ordinary people living on it. It belonged to the whole state.
Three people from the state—two men and a woman—sat in front of
the stage at a table. Their powder-blue shirts had button-down collars and an
embroidered patch of the state seal on the sleeve. Hair striped the top of one
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man’s head. The other had a thick bronze helmet of hair. The woman’s eyes
were wide behind clear-framed glasses, cheap like they gave us for free at
school. The three of them sat behind their table. They stacked and restacked
their papers, took folders out of file boxes and then put them back in.
People filed in in clots of three and four. There were painted signs saying
stuff like “SAVE BLUE BEAR,” and “COAL KEEPS THE LIGHTS ON” strung
out along the walls of the community center. People settled in, talking low to
them they came with, leaning forward and greeting the people on their side
with pats on the back and handshakes, smiling.

When time came to start, the man with the bronze helmet of hair leaned
forward into a microphone. “Good evening everyone. This hearing is required
by law, and pertains to mine 848-1080, amendment 3, a surface-mining permit
application in the Drop Creek and Little Drop Creek watersheds in Canard
County, Kentucky. Everyone who wishes to speak should have already signed
up. All speakers will be limited to three minutes. If anyone has more to say,
they may wait until everyone who has signed up to speak has spoken, and then
we will go around again. I would remind everyone no decision will be made
tonight. Everything said will go into the file and will be taken into consideration
as the cabinet makes its decision. We will begin in three minutes.”
After three minutes, they called the name of the first woman signed up to
speak. The state woman brought her a wireless microphone. The first woman
said she was proud of her husband, that she had married him because she
wanted to be a coal miner’s wife. She said she would not be ashamed of what
he did and would not allow her children to be ashamed of what he did.
The second person to speak was also a woman. She said the state should
consider all the trash that was in the creeks, how terrible a shape the road
was in. All the dust from the coal trucks flying up and down the road was

First uncorrected page proofs. Property of Ohio University Press. Not for sale or distribution.

12

This file is to be used only for checking proofs, preparing an index, reviewing and endorsing.
The file may be printed or forwarded to anyone helping with these specific tasks but must
not be otherwise distributed without the written permission of Ohio University Press.

ESCAPE VELOCITY

terrible. She couldn’t even hang her clothes out on the line, she said, and
when she said something to one of the drivers he was just rude.
The third speaker he talked about the ozone layer, how there was holes
in it and how we couldn’t go on burning coal forever, that we needed to think
about the future, about what we were leaving behind for our children. He
talked for a while longer, and the man from the state had to tell him his time
was up. The speaker said he had more to say, and the state man said he could
give his paper to him and he would attach it to what all else he had.
Then the man from the state said he wanted to remind everybody that
they was only there to consider testimony pertaining to mine permit 8481080 amendment 3 and that of course people could use their minutes any
way they wanted to but that that particular permit application was what they
were there for.
Mamaw sat stone still in her folding chair, and the speeches went on and on.
Every speaker tried to talk people into believing what they themselves believed.

The fluorescent lights flickered. Four different ones needed changing. Out
the high windows, the lights of coal trucks streaked past. The state people sat
like prizes at a carnival game, eye wide and blank, stuffed pink monkeys, green
hippopotamuses piled too close together. Every once in a while they would
take a note, but not that often.
A woman I’d seen at Mamaw’s meetings called the coal company out
by name, said they’d told her mother they weren’t going to strip mine her
land, that they was just going to build a coal haul road across it and that they
wouldn’t be out there even a month. She said they’d promised to build a road
out to her family’s cemetery—widen it. And then when her mother signed
her rights away they’d strip mined the shit out of it—that’s what the woman
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said—and they’d mined right up to the cemetery and probably would’ve
mined right through it if she—the daughter—hadn’t come back from Georgia.
There wadn’t no way, that woman said, that company ought to be allowed
to mine coal period, much less on Blue Bear. They ought to be put in jail, that
woman said, everyone of them, and especially you, she said, and pointed to
a man with a wire-brush moustache standing in the back spitting into a plastic
pop bottle, his arms folded across his chest.
“Especially you, Mickey Mills that lived right here in this community and
lied to my mother. You’re a sorry excuse for a man,” that woman said, and
started towards him before her husband stopped her.
Then a woman stood up and said “You aint taking my husband to jail.
You’re just a busybody. You don’t live here no more and don’t deserve no say
in what goes on here.”
The man from the state got on the microphone. “All right. Order. Please.”
The next speaker was a man in a sweater vest and a green plaid shirt I
didn’t know. He talked about the Indiana bats and the Turk’s cap lilies and
other plants and animals that only lived in Kentucky near the top of Blue
Bear Mountain. I didn’t know what difference that would make to anybody.
Mamaw told me it did.
A thick coal company office man stood up and told how many jobs the
company made, about their participation in the youth baseball leagues and
their big ads in the high school gymnasium. Another company man talked
about how that if they didn’t approve these permits that it would likely mean
the end of coal mining in Canard County and maybe all of Kentucky. He said
people didn’t know how the coal industry could fall apart at any minute,
and then where would Canard County be? When he asked that question he
spread out his arms and turned to the crowd, and it seemed to me that that
was who he was talking to anyway. He finished up by saying that the state
should approve the permit and get out of the company’s way and let the
good working people of Canard County do what they do best—do better
than anyone in America—run coal. When he said that there was all kinds of
cheering and whistling as he sat down.
The next person to speak was the woman with the pulled-back hair who
had been at Mamaw’s meeting, the one I’d swore would never have spoke.
She was on the other side of Mamaw from me, her paper shaking in her
hands. She put her other hand on the back of the folding chair in front of her,
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barely able to see over the frosted blonde head of the miner’s wife sitting in
front of her.
“My name is Agnes Therapin. I live on Little Drop Creek.” Her back
straightened when she said the name of the creek. “I am against this here
permit. They’s people that lives beneath these strip jobs. It aint out in a desert
somewheres. It’s up the creek from me. This here is the third time you have
let them add on to this strip job. I wish you’d never let them start, but I don’t
know why you didn’t just let them mine the whole thing to begin with. Then
we wouldn’t always have been a-hoping that maybe we might have a decent
place to stay.” Her hands beat restlessly on the back of the chair in front of
her. The miner’s wife leaned forward, turned to look at Agnes. “My mommy
lives with us,” Agnes went on. “She has a bad leg, and this dynamite has
knocked her out of bed more than once. We thought you fellers—you come
up here from Frankfort or wherever—and I guess I thought you was there to
protect us. To protect our homes and our property. I thought that was what
the law was supposed to be there for. To keep the peace. Well, you fellers
need to know, and I don’t know if you all have been up there or not, but let
me tell you. There aint no peace on Little Drop Creek.”
Agnes’s neck was stiff. She arched her back like it hurt.

She stared at the state people. People were quiet, but the seconds passed
and people started to rustle.
“Thank you, Ms. Therapin.” The state man said her name wrong.
“You are supposed to protect us,” Agnes shouted. “Surely they’s laws
against blowing up people’s houses. People aint setting off dynamite at your
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house, are they? Don’t reckon they come blowing yore people up do they?
Where do you live?”
“Thank you, ma’am,” the state man said.
“Where’s your house at?” The state woman came to take the microphone
from Agnes. Agnes jerked it away.
“Sit down, Ms. Therapin,” the state man said.
“Maybe we ought to come set a couple shots off at your place.” Agnes’s
neck was red as blood. “See how you like it.”
“Agnes,” Mamaw said, and covered Agnes’s hand on the back of the chair
with her own. Agnes sat down. Another woman across the room with “I
heart coal” on her T-shirt stood up and faced Mamaw.
“Cora Redding, this wouldn’t be happening if you weren’t stirring
everybody up. You don’t live on Drop Creek. You moved to town. You
wouldn’t have no business, you wouldn’t be sitting on your little pile of
money, if it wasn’t for the working people around here, people mining coal.
You need to mind your own damn business.”
“Anyone who cannot remain civil,” the state man said, “will be removed
from the meeting.”
The woman stuck her finger out at Mamaw. “You need to keep your big
fat nose out of things don’t concern you.”
I stood up. I pointed back at the woman.

I said, “You don’t need to be telling my mamaw what her business is. You
don’t know my mamaw. You aint got no right to talk to my mamaw.”
“Young lady,” the state man said, “you are speaking out of turn.”
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I wadn’t done. “What do you want us to say? ‘Go ahead and tear up the
world. We’ll just get out of the way while you destroy ever thing our friends
ever had? Here, take my house; I’ll just live here in this hole in the ground.
Yeah, go ahead and set that big yellow rock on our heads. We’ll be fine.’”
“If I could ask the deputy sheriff—” the state man started.
“Dawn, sit down,” Mamaw said. “Sir, she don’t mean it . . .”
I sat down. A buzzing in my head kept me from hearing what was said
after that. I wished I hadn’t spoken. I wished I hadn’t said a word.
Someone held up a jar of dirty water. Somebody brought in a bunch of
kids carrying a banner. I’m not sure what side they were on. When it was over
Mamaw had to shake me to get me to move. I dreaded walking out. I wasn’t
invisible anymore.
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SMOTHER

were walking out of the hearing, a bald man in a hoodie and long
shorts came up to me and said, “That was awesome.” His face was right up
in my face. His eyes swirled in his head like two Sasquatches penned up in a
dog lot. I don’t know where he was from, but it wasn’t here. “You are one
awesome chick,” he said, stabbing his meat cigar finger right at me.
WHEN WE

He had canvas bags hung over both shoulders. “Can I do a quick
interview?” he said. “Just a quick one.”
A miner’s kid bumped into me and the bald man took me by the shoulder.
“I’m with a radio station. Bilson Radio. I don’t know if you ever heard of
it.” His voice seemed to come from his crazy Sasquatch eyes.
“Mamaw listens to it all the time,” I said.
“OK, OK. All right,” he said, his head bobbing. “Is that you?” he asked
sticking out a hand for Mamaw to shake. “I’m Kenny Bilson.”
17
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“Yes, that’s me,” Mamaw said.
“Now what is your name?” he said to Mamaw. She told him and he said,
“Oh wow. Yes. You call my uncle’s show all the time. Yeah,” he said, bobbing
his head, “I know yall. Yeah. Hey. Let me do an interview with yall. About this
here tonight. Cause you and what you said. Yeah. It was right. Cataclysmic.
Our listeners need to hear it. Yeah. And you, ma’am”—he pointed again
at Mamaw—“they told me that I had to talk to you. That you are the main
one”—people were starting to look back at us as they walked past—“the
straw that stirs the drink for real.”
Mamaw said, “It’s getting late. I need to get this youngun home.”
“Oh yeah, me too. Me too. I got the baby. Yeah.” He thumbed back over
his head. A baby in a black onesie sat in a carrier on a folding table two women
were standing wanting to take down.
He took us in a little room off the big room. Dented folding chairs were
stacked against a junk popcorn machine. There were broken lighting fixtures
and moldy ceiling tiles piled everywhere. He set the baby down beside him
in a folding chair with a bent leg. He got out a tape recorder, a microphone,
a tangled cord and hooked them up. He put a cassette with no label in the
recorder and asked us to tell him what happened, tell him how we felt about
it, what we hoped would happen. He draped his arm across the baby carrier.
“Oh yeah, that’s good. That’s good,” he said as I spoke. Mostly he said
nothing, just sat smiling while we talked, like we were saying what he wanted us to
say. When he finished, he closed up his recorder, tucked it back in his canvas bag.
“Yeah, we’ll put you right on the radio. Hell yeah. Sorry, ma’am, but yeah.
They’s a little dude on the mountain he is so going to dig this, he’s the one
who edits all this stuff. My little brother. Willett.”
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“Yeah, you got to listen to it.”
We walked out into the parking lot.
“Probably be around seven minutes, unh-hunh. Yeah. Have yall had
supper? They say that dairy bar there has badass shakes, yeah.”
“We had supper.”
“OK. Yeah. But Dawn, man, you are awesome. Cataclysmic. Yeah. We’ll
call you when the show is gonna be on.”
The baby started to stir. Bald Sasquatch Kenny waved a pirate rattle in
the baby’s face.
“Well,” Mamaw said, “it was real nice meeting you.”
Kenny said, “Yeah,” and popped the hatch on his dented no-front-bumper
Subaru. He put his equipment in. “Yeah. So do yall think you’ll hear anything
before Christmas?” He closed the hatchback.
“Honey, you don’t want to leave that baby back there, do you?”
“SHIT! No. No. Yeah. Thank you all.” Kenny opened the hatch and took
the baby out. “OK. Well. Bye now.”
Mamaw was in the car. She rolled down the window. “Dawn honey, do
you want to drive?”

“Goodbye,” Kenny said. “Great. Great to meet you. Yeah. Great.”
I nodded. Kenny kept standing there. I got in the Escort. I sat there with
my hands in my lap.
“Let’s go, sweetheart,” Mamaw said.
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I started the car. We left the meeting.
“Them state people are just going through the motions,” Mamaw said
as we crossed the bridge at the mouth of Blue Bear Creek. “They know
what their job is. They have their orders, and they don’t come from us.”
Mamaw faced me as she spoke. Her eyes glittered like stones in a stream.
“You got to change their orders. You got to change the people telling
them what to do. You got to make those people feel the pinch.” I liked to
see Mamaw’s eyes glitter, but I didn’t know how she was going to do what
she was talking about.
“Who gives the orders, Mamaw?”
“Really? The companies. But the governor,” Mamaw said. “He can do some.”
Mamaw twirled a toothpick on her tongue.

“About what you said up there.”
“I don’t guess I should have called that woman a heifer.”
“No. Probably not.”
“But she is.”
“I don’t like meetings,” Mamaw said. “They just tear people apart. Our
fight aint with nobody who lives here.”
That didn’t make sense to me and I told Mamaw so.
Mamaw bit down on the toothpick over and over. “They’re being put up
to it,” she said.
We drove the rest of the way home without talking. Snowflakes twisted
in the headlights.
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That night I lay awake a long time. I thought about people who patted
me on the back as I came out of the meeting. I thought I would get my ass
whipped before I got to the car, but I didn’t. I felt like Evie said it did when you
got baptized.

Mamaw was stacking something in the kitchen. I heard the clink clink clink
from my narrow bed in the front bedroom. It sounded like she was sorting
bullets, shells, some kind of ammunition. Ghosts in bedsheets ran bulldozers
through my dreams. I woke Wednesday morning wishing I could turn on the
radio and hear my voice come out of it. I could smell the coffeemaker spit out
Mamaw’s thin coffee. I got up.

***
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out to the end of the ridge road to catch the school bus. The bus
came up the back side of the mountain against a skim-milk sky. The bus was
full of little kids,

I WALKED

They were afraid of spit in their ears, gum in their hair, knuckles to the
base of their skulls. The bus stank of middle school B.O. and cooking grease.
I sat down next to a little boy who wiped his nose with an infected finger.
Hardly any of the kids who rode the bus had parents working at the coal
mines. The ride was quiet.
When I got off the bus, Evie grabbed my arm and headed me out into the
parking lot towards her car. “Did you say something at that meeting last night?”
“Yeah, I said something.”
“Why?”
“Cause they talked bad about Mamaw.”
Evie stood looking at me over the hood of her tan Cavalier.
“You don’t think your mamaw can take care of herself ?”
“I guess.”
“You don’t think she knows what’s she’s getting into?”
“Shut up, Evie. You’re retarded.”
Evie got in the car. So did I.
“You’re the one who’s retarded,” she said.
I fooled with everything loose in that car. The lighter. The black rubber
butterfly hanging from the rearview. The Missy Elliott air freshener. I was
scared but wouldn’t tell Evie. I wiped my eyes.
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“We need to go,” Evie said. “Get out of here.”
“I have a French test.”
“God Almighty,” Evie said. “Yall have a test in there every day.”
I opened the car door.
“Don’t, Dawn.”
“Aint nothing gonna happen,” I said, not really believing.
“When’s your test?”
“Second period.”
“Don’t go in til second period.”
“You stay with me, Evie.”
“I caint. Donnie’s got a court date.”
“What time?”
“Right now,” Evie said. “You should just take a zero on that test.”
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A bell played over the loudspeakers. I got out of the car and started
walking towards school. Evie’s horn honked. She waved me towards her. I
went to her window.
“You want a beer?”
I shook my head.
“You want a Xanax?”
“No.”

She got a pint bottle out from under the seat. I drank an orange capful.
“Hope it comes out OK with Donnie,” I said.
“It won’t.”
When I turned at the door of the school, Evie was still sitting there. I
walked through the lobby and buzzed to be let in. My first-period class was at
the far end of the building on the third floor, the longest possible walk. Two
nerdy girls passed me on the steps, looking at a clothes catalog. The hallway
to my history class was two hundred yards long. At every window in every
door people rolled their eyes, lay with their heads on their desks, leaned into
one another, threw punches into arms, tossed paper wads. Teachers peeped
out doors as they spoke.

First uncorrected page proofs. Property of Ohio University Press. Not for sale or distribution.

Smother

This file is to be used only for checking proofs, preparing an index, reviewing and endorsing.
The file may be printed or forwarded to anyone helping with these specific tasks but must
not be otherwise distributed without the written permission of Ohio University Press.

25

Everyone that could, in cell after cell, looked up to see what was passing.
A door opened in front of me. My brother Albert stepped out into the hall.
He lived with my uncle Hubert, and I never saw him, especially not at school.
He was a senior and only came to school to sell pot. He had a hall pass
anybody who looked would see was fake.
“What are you doing here?” I said.
“What are you doing here?” he said.
“I go to school here, douchebag,” I said.
Albert grabbed hold of my shirtsleeve. “Momma wants you to come stay
with us.”
“Don’t talk to me about Momma, Albert.”
Albert grabbed hold of me again. Tighter. A year before I could whip him.
Wasn’t so sure I still could that day.
“You need somebody,” he said, “to talk some sense into you.”
“Who? You?”
Albert’s rat eyes burrowed into me. I was the target of his arrowhead
nose. He said,
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I jerked away from Albert. I could see people in classes gathering up their
stuff. The bell was about to ring.
Albert reached his left hand out to touch my cheek. I busted him in the
face just as hard as I could. I meant to knock his eye clean out of his head.
He staggered but didn’t fall. Faces gathered at the narrow slits of glass in the
classroom doors. Albert put his hand over his hit eye and stared at me with
the other.
“You think Daddy would want you talking at them meetings?” Albert said.
“He’s spinning in his grave.”
The bell rang and I stuck the crown of my head right in Albert’s mouth
with everything I had. He went down, flat on his back. I started stomping him.
He grabbed my foot and I fell, but I landed on my knees right on his chest.

I beat him in the face with the spine of my French book, wishing it was
hardback. He caught me by the hair, pulling hard, when two teachers got me
under the arms and pulled him off of me.
suspended me. Momma took Albert to the hospital and
Mamaw took me home. That night I lay in bed, grinding my teeth, swearing
at the ceiling. I couldn’t get my breath.
THE SCHOOL
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up real early Thanksgiving morning. There were three pie
crusts in tin pans lined up on the counter by the time I got up. We were going
to her brother Fred’s house for Thanksgiving dinner on Drop Creek, and she
was making chess pies. Mamaw moved like she was mad, everything short,
sharp, and hard. Only thing she said was, “Store lard caint touch what we got
ourselves.”
We were supposed to be at Uncle Fred’s at twelve, but Mamaw took her
time and it was almost twelve before we left the house. Mamaw’s sister Verna
and her buckeye husband were in the car in front of us as we headed up Drop
Creek. It was gray and dreary when we got out of the car at Fred’s house.
Verna hit her husband on back of the arm and asked did he bring the playing
cards. He said he did.
We walked up the broad steps onto Fred’s deep dark front porch. My
cousin Kevin’s little boys were shooting paintball at a target at the side of
the house. The targets were stuck on Uncle Fred’s woodpile, the biggest
woodpile I ever seen.
When we walked in the front room of the house, all four of Mamaw’s
nephews were standing there in front of the television.
MAMAW GOT

They looked at us like they’d been waiting, but they didn’t say anything.
Two were Fred’s sons. The other two were Verna’s. Verna lived in Cincinnati,
but the boys stayed in Canard County. Mamaw’s nephews all worked on
strip jobs around Blue Bear or wherever they could get work. Uncle Fred’s
younger son Denny worked on the strip job Mamaw’s petition was about.
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We carried pies in the kitchen. Uncle Fred’s wife Genevieve took
them from us. Genevieve was round and nice, but whenever we went over
there she said at least once what a pretty girl I could be if I wouldn’t wear
Halloween makeup all over my face.
“Dawn, you been sick?” Genevieve said as she took my pie.
One of my eighth grade cousins, a boy with a football jersey on, ran
through. “She got suspended.”
“Is that right?”
“Don’t matter. We’re on break anyway,” I said.
Fred laughed at that.
Genevieve sat us down to eat at a round table off the kitchen. The dishes
were white with flowers on them. Fred passed me a pan of rolls. Aunt Verna
was filling a water pitcher at the sink when a hose came loose under the sink
and water started flooding out all over the kitchen floor. Fred moved quickly,
quietly, and turned it off. He was soaked. He smiled.
“Drownded,” was all he said.
Genevieve left the kitchen and returned carrying a folded shirt, plaid
and soft, a clean white V-neck T-shirt. Fred patted me on the shoulder as he
passed behind on the way to the back of the house to change his clothes.
Genevieve had the water on the floor mopped up before the bread got
cold. Fred came back. He had a tan canvas coat on. He nodded at his wife
and left.
“He’s going to check on the mine,” she said. “They have a new boy
working the guard shack.” We finished eating and cleared the dishes and pans
from the table. Genevieve set a pound cake, a stack cake, a plate of cookies,
and one of Mamaw’s chess pies out on the table.
“Should we wait for him to get back?” Mamaw said.
“He’ll be a while,” Genevieve said. “Untelling.” She stacked plates, piled
silverware. I looked at Mamaw. She nodded at me. I rose to help.
“I’m fine, Dawn,” Genevieve said. “Why don’t you go out there and see
what Denny’s doing.”
My cousin Denny sat in the living room slouched down in an armchair.
A deer head hung above his head. He wasn’t paying attention to the
football game on the TV. He smiled at me and got up and went in the
kitchen.
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Denny brought me a Mountain Dew and sat back down in his daddy’s
chair. His mother passed through, got a big piece of Tupperware out of a
closet. She went back in the kitchen and brought me a paper napkin. I had a
headache. My skull felt like it was about to split in half.
“Denny,” his mother said, “you get in some wood. Start a fire.”
Denny lifted up out of the chair.
“Come on,” he said. I didn’t move. He tapped me on the side of the
knee. “Come on.”
We went out to the big woodpile. I stood waiting for Denny to pile my
arms full of wood. He turned around and took a pint bottle of whiskey out of
his jacket pocket.
“Where’s your pop?” he said.
“In there.”
He poured some of the whiskey in his red plastic cup. He handed it to
me. I took a sip and was glad for it. One sip and the world widened out in
my head.
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I shook my head. It was enough. He took a sip.
Denny filled my arms with split oak. He waved me in the house and even
though the woodpile was big as a trailer, he split more, long arching strokes
with the ax. We went in the side door. There was a mud room, where their
boots and work clothes stayed. I seen broken glass sitting on a Styrofoam tray
like meat comes on at the grocery store.

“He making you pack that wood?” Fred was behind me. His eyes looked
tired too. He took the wood from me and stacked it by the stove.
Everybody was sitting in the TV room when we went back in the house.
One of the grandkids was in Fred’s chair. The grandkid got up and Fred sat
down. Mamaw and the other women came in and stood around behind the
chairs and sofas.
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Fred looked up at Mamaw. “How you getting along with the tree huggers,
Cora?”
“Doing all right,” Mamaw said.
“Well, I’m worried about you.”
“Who’s winning the football game?” Genevieve said.
“And I have to wonder what you’re thinking getting that youngun mixed
up in it.” Fred said.
Nobody said anything. All those big men made me smother. I went out in
the yard. There were six four-wheelers parked on the gravel. I took off on one.
The tires crunched against the frosted ground. The bark of the motor
ran through the skeleton trees. I wound straight uphill, dipped across a dry
creek bed and then up again. I came to the edge of the woods, to the mine
the meeting on Tuesday night had been about. I turned the four-wheeler
engine off. The strip job was quiet. A hawk circled far out above the grass
on the reclaimed section. A security man came out of the guard shack into
the sun. He sat down on a block of wood. He ate out of a plastic container,
sopped Genevieve’s yellow gravy with a dinner roll. The sun made long blue
tree-trunk shadows, turning the stones at the edge of the highwall gold and
orange. The light anyway was beautiful.
I walked away from the four-wheeler.

You walk on and on, thinking you’re going deeper into the woods,
deeper into the past, farther away from the bullshit of the world, and then
you trip over the cable running from somebody’s satellite dish, and then you
see the trailer and hear the creak of the trampoline springs, and then it’s oh
well, welcome back. I wished I was warm, by the stove at Mamaw’s, cutting
pictures out of magazines, looking at winter through her dripping windows.
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I walked the rutted mine road back towards the house. An owl swiveled
its head high up in a poplar tree. Its doubloon eyes fixed on me. It flapped to
another tree, deeper in the woods. I followed it. The owl moved to a third
tree. I went after it, my eye fixed on the owl, and the ground beneath my feet
broke in on itself, made a hole narrow and deep.
Once I was in, it felt like the ground closed up over me. It didn’t; I could
still see the sky, but the hole was deeper than I was tall. I tried to stand, but
my ankle gave out on me, and when I fell I peeled back the skin over my
shinbone on a wedge of sandstone. My pants leg bloodied up, and I rolled
over on my back at the bottom of the hole.
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