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The Mine and the 
Music

D anny woke choking on a mouthful of blood and coal dust. 
The blood was his own, from the back of his throat where the 

tissue had grown thin and raw. The dust was a gift from the mountain, 
seeping past cheap sheets, shut windows, and the -ower’print curtains 
the landlordHs wife swore made the place homey.

Ae lay still, watching water stains on the ceiling change shapes with 
the dawn. v gray map of somewhere no one would eWer Wisit. Ihen 
he —nally sat up, he hacked black spit into the tin wastebasket. 4t hit 
with the sound of a bug dying.

The clock on the table glared red digits, 127O, or maybe 127F. 4t 
didnHt matter.

Ais boots were still wet when he slid them on. The guitar case 
waited in the corner, open’mouthed and empty. Ae reached toward 
it, then let his hand drop. The morning didnHt want music.

Eutside, the sky was stained with —rst light. Cog —lled the Walley, 
swallowing the town until only the neon cross from The Carmacy 

Excerpt from Appalachian High - A Dreamer's Tale



LD NESS4“Y1

-oated aboWe it. Crom here it almost looked holy, a lie so big you
wanted to belieWe.

vt the mine, men gathered by the entrance, their breath steaming 
white, cigarettes glowing in the half’dark. Larl leaned against the guard 
shack, one boot propped on the concrete block. Ae gaWe Danny a smile 
that was more confession than greeting.

?Sook like death warmed oWer, son. ”ou been practicing for the 
afterlifeJB

?xust keeping ahead,B Danny rasped.
The shift whistle split the air. Poots thudded against the metal grate 

as the men —led inside. Aelmet lamps -ared to life, a procession into 
the lipless wound of the mountain. The light narrowed to a single 
ribbon, then Wanished.

4nside, the world pressed close. The ceiling hunched, the walls 
pulsed with memory, the -oor a hardened scar of mud and rail. Tim’ 
ber supports sweated black tears. v hundred yards in, you forgot the 
sky eGisted.

They crowded into the cage, ?nut to butt,B the old’timers barked. 
Yteel mesh bit through coats. The leWer dropped. The cage dropped 
too, air screaming up around them, hands gripping rail or man, be’ 
cause letting go was not an option.

vt the bottom, the mine branched into Weins. Danny took his pick, 
felt its weight, and fell into rhythm. Preath in, pick back. Preath out, 
pick forward. The clink of steel on coal rang down the tunnel and back 
again.

Ae hummed low, almost without meaning to. v tune he hadnHt —
nished, about a willow and a sky. The wall leaned in, listening, or 
maybe hungry. Yweat blurred his Wision, the handle slick under his 
grip. Cor a moment, he imagined it was the neck of a guitar, his calluses 
biting strings instead of stone. Ae laughed at himself and swung again.
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Larl passed with a cart and shook his head. ?Younded like a funeral 
march,B he muttered when DannyHs humming reached him. v couple 
men snorted.

Danny only shrugged. ?jaybe it is.B
Aours bled away. The mine turned time to syrup. Lach swing 

another note, each breath another beat. Ais hands split and swelled, 
stained black to the zuick. Ytill, the tune circled in his chest, stubborn 
as muleHs breath.

Ihen the end bell —nally sounded, they shu=ed back to the shaft. 
Caces smeared gray, eyes ghost’bright in helmet glare. “o one talked. 
The cage took them up, shuddering, pausing in the dark >ust long 
enough to remind them who owned their lungs.

vt the surface, daylight burned like >udgment. jen shook them’
selWes out, cigarettes lit before the dust settled. Danny spat black into 
the dirt and -eGed his ruined hands. Ence, theyHd glided oWer strings. 
“ow, eWen the memory hurt.

Larl gaWe him a look that was part warning, part apology. ?DonHt 
let them songs get in your way,B he said. ?jountain donHt care for 
melody.B

Danny didnHt answer. The tune was still there, circling, working its 
way out from under the dayHs weight.

Ae started walking. Lach step raised a little storm behind him. The 
mountains loomed, blue and hungry, and somewhere in the ha?e of 
town, a name he couldnHt zuite let go of waited on his tongue.
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