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band, at this festival we found a sort of kin, people who believed 
in what we experienced and who were willing to share their own 
stories about how the same band made their lives a bit better.  I 
realized at my first Mumford & Sons concert that being a fan 
meant I was part of something greater than myself:  a whole web 
of people, united by the holiness of our own humanity in all its 
ugliness and goodness, who knew what it was like to put so much 
trust into music’s ability to heal and to help make sense of life.  

Mumford & Sons had become a sort of Messiah figure for 
me in the past year, and while I may have questioned whether 
or not that was a good thing in light of my religious convictions, 
knowing I wasn’t alone in those feelings comforted me as I sang 
my way through every song in their two-hour set.  The worry 
and confusion about my purpose, faith, and my future that I had 
been battling for a year had faded into the background of my 
memory on that August night.  I felt free, as free as I did when I 
discovered Mumford & Sons’ music a year earlier.  Even though I 
never did meet Mumford & Sons that weekend, basking in their 
presence and absorbing the energy from the crowd for two hours 
was enough.  After the show was over, a few fans stayed at the 
barrier to try to claim relics of their experience:  guitar picks, 
drum sticks, setlists, anything that the stage hands were giving 
away that the band had touched.  I didn’t have the good fortune 
of claiming any of these tokens, but I felt that my faith had been 
rewarded.  My quest was complete and I left the venue feeling re-
stored. As I walked from the high school grounds into downtown 
Dixon, I looked back at the still-lighted stage and smiled, my final 
“amen.”

Rachel Mans

Collapse

At the end of August, Dillon took his yearly pilgrimage to Sutton, 
West Virginia.  Like a photograph left on a shelf, the place hadn’t 

changed at all, only collected dust.  He stopped at a payphone off of 
Exit 67 to call Alice.  Even the receiver sounded like it was coming 
through a filter far away.  “I’m there,” he said.

“Come home soon,” Alice said.  “There’s no one to make the bed.”
His family would be heading to the mine in the morning for 

the memorial ceremony.  Of all of the sixteen families, his had been 
pictured in the Charleston newspaper ten years ago.  His mother cut 
the article out with a knife at breakfast the morning it came out and 
hung a copy on her bedroom door.  He’d almost felt lucky back then, 
being singled out.  The paper read ‘Collapse,’ and the picture was of 
Lee, his mother, and him all standing by the shale hills on the day of 
the funeral.  The caption read, ‘A family remembers.’  It was the only 
time he’d ever been in the paper, but he felt guilty for vainly touch-
ing it every time he passed.  There hadn’t been a funeral, really.  Not 
really, when the bodies already had been buried under a ton of earth, 
maybe cremated too in the heat of the coal dust fire.  Dillon used to 
have dreams that his father would come home, sooty and smiling, 
and say, “Fooled you all.”  He’d give them all paper-wrapped pies they 
used to get from the day-old bakery, and all of them would laugh and 
laugh.  He still had the dream sometimes, except that his father came 
to his apartment in Philadelphia, and Alice opened the door and they 
all drank bourbon at the kitchen table.  He had to think his dad would 
have liked Alice.

His mother’s house looked nearly the same as it had the day Dillon 
drove off five years ago, but drooped, somehow, like a wilting flower. 
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It was awkward anyway, those kinds of memories.  Lee had been 
six when their father died and Dillon, eleven.  Dillon had been old 
enough to remember his father’s stubble in the morning, how he’d rub 
it against Dillon’s cheek to wake him up.  Dillon remembered the way 
he would put their shoes in the freezer on hot days.  He used to draw 
pen lines connecting the freckles on their arms and said they were 
skin constellations.  Dillon doubted Lee would remember that.  Once, 
he’d traced Alice’s freckles that way, and she’d gotten annoyed that 
she had to use rubbing alcohol to get it off.

The house smelled like his mother had been baking.  He took in 
the cinnamon on her skin when she threw her body into his arms.  
There was less of her, except that smile. Always was too big for her 
face and her front teeth turned in like two boxers squaring up.

“You look healthy. Good drive?” she asked.  Her smile widened 
further, stretched to the edges of her dimples until it contracted back a 
bit, caught taut like a yo-yo.  

“Easy drive.  Really easy, Mom,” Dillon said.
“Hungry?”  she asked. Without waiting for an answer, she ges-

tured him into the kitchen.
“I had something on the road,” Dillon said, following, “but I could 

eat.”
She warmed a plate of pork roast and diced potatoes and served 

spice cookies for Lee.  She grabbed three glasses from the cupboard, 
filling them with ice and water.  She stirred in a few drops of lemon 
concentrate and set them on the table.  She could afford real lemons, 
he knew, but the settlement money had remained nearly untouched 
except to pay for mortgage payments.  She could afford new clothes, 
and a new roof, but she always called it blood money.  Blood money, 
blood money, blood in the dust money.  His mother had always looked 
sideways at the widows who suddenly bought new houses after the 
accident.

“You know I’m heading up the refreshments tomorrow,” his 
mother said, “so don’t eat all of those cookies.  But have a couple at 
least, Dillon, because they’re good fresh.  I should’ve made them in the 
morning.”

“I’m sure they’ll keep,” Dillon said.
Dillon ate, and his mother Saran Wrapped plates of cookies on the 

counter: long strips of red, green, and blue wrap.  Lee walked in and 
out of the room, popping a cookie into his mouth on each trip.  He’d 
always been fidgety, and he couldn’t sit in the chair for too long.  He 
wandered into the living room and returned with a copy of the year-
book, a paper he’d written about Crazy Horse, a picture of a girl in a 
poppy dress.  Lee presented these things to Dillon and finally settled 
against a counter near his mother’s work.  Dillon paged through the 
yearbook, the checkerboard of faces staring up at him.  He couldn’t 

The paint on the shutters and the doorjamb was scraped off.  Each 
time he returned, the yard was half crabgrass and half dandelions.  
The tree out front had already lost its leaves though it was only 
August, and the tar paper roof peeled back like scabs.  

Only his brother, sitting on the porch swing, looked different.  
Seeing him only once a year was a flip book of puberty; Lee finally 
looked something like a man.  He stood up when the car pulled 
close to the house and waved the hand that wasn’t tucked into his 
pocket. 

Dillon waved a hand back, and leaned against his car.  “Hey, 
Lee.”  

“I was starting to think you weren’t coming,” Lee said, his long 
legs taking the porch steps in one stride.  He stood in front of Dil-
lon’s car and rubbed its warm, red hood.  “Nice Beamer.  New?”

“Leasing it,”  Dillon said.  When Lee whistled, he added, “But 
trust me, it’s nothing but trouble.”  Lee peered in the windows at 
the interior.  The crickets in the neighbor’s tree chirped and Dil-
lon lit a cigarette.  Lee probably was more handsome than he was, 
Dillon thought.  He’d always had that handsome potential as a kid.  
He looked like their father: the sharp hairline and the small nose 
like an old movie star.  Dillon took a slow drag and asked, “You’ve 
been waiting long?”

“I don’t know.  Long enough to wonder.”  
“I told you I was coming,” Dillon said. 
Lee ran his eyes over him like a kid standing in front of a row 

of TVs.  “It’s so good to see you,” he said.  
“Where’s Mom?”
“Inside,” Lee said, straightening up.  “Don’t make her upset.” 
“Look who’s giving orders.” 
After a minute, Lee smiled and started toward the porch.  “We 

gave in and ate.  She wrapped up some roast for you.  You better 
put out that cigarette before you go in.  She quit.”

“Again?” Dillon said, but he crushed the butt under his heel.  
He had taken up smoking to have something else to do in Sut-
ton besides sit or eat, or walk by familiar houses again and again.  
From the day he turned sixteen, he bummed cigarettes off of his 
mother and they’d swing on the porch, watching the kids do laps 
around the block on their older brother’s bikes.  

“You’re old enough,” she’d said.  She was as distant as he was 
in those times, sharing a lighter and not much else.  

Lee tramped up the porch steps.  Dillon had forgotten that 
sound, the way that after their father’s death, Lee used to be so 
lonely for the sound of his work boots hitting the steps that they’d 
have to go stomp up and down them before dinner.  He nearly 
mentioned it to Lee, but the kid was already halfway in the door.  
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find his brother, and so shut it.  “I don’t want to grease up the 
pages,” he said.

“How’s Alice?” their mother asked.
“Good,” Dillon said.  
“You should’ve brought her,” she said.
“Wedding season.  She’s busy.  Lots of portraits and things.”
“Then Thanksgiving.”  She turned to face him.  “We’ll set a 

place.”
“It’s hard to get away.”
She paused in her work and wiped her hands on her apron.  

“Well, tell her I’m doing some photography, too,” his mother said.  
“The ridges off of the Elk.  The Sutton Dam.  Got a book from the 
library of Ansel Adams.”

“I’ll tell her.”  
“Even of the mine and the trains full of the coal off for coking.  

A woman at the depot said they might buy a copy of it.  One of the 
widows said she loved the print.”

“I’ll tell her,” Dillon said again. “I might go bring my things in 
and go to bed.”

“It’s early,” Lee said.  “We could go driving or something.  I’ve 
got a car, too, you know.”  

Dillon shook his head and his brother slumped against the 
counter.  “I can’t believe my little brother can drive.  Makes me 
feel old.”

“I’m almost eighteen,” Lee said.  
“He’s been on the road all day, Lee.”  His mother sat by Dil-

lon.  “At least you missed the heat wave.  It was hell on earth last 
week.”

“Remember summers when we were kids?” Lee said.  He 
swilled his glass of water around and cleared his throat.  “Remem-
ber we used to freeze army men in the middle of ice cubes?”

“But their guns stuck out the top,” Dillon said.  “I remember.”
“And it’d make us want to drink our water to keep the soldiers 

from drowning, and we’d race.”
“I remember that,” their mother cut in.  “You two were always 

peeing out in the front bushes even though you knew better.”
Lee started laughing.  “And Dillon froze an ant in the ice cube 

one time.  When it defrosted, I swore it swam in my lemonade.  
Right, Dillon?”   

“How that thing survived, I don’t know,” their mother said, 
laughing.

“Dad did that,” Dillon interrupted.  “Not me.  Don’t you re-
member?”   

“That’s right,” she said.  “God, that sense of humor.”  She 
smiled at him, something like a Sunday school teacher.  When 

he came home, she was always morphed like this, from the woman 
smoking to some different character she tried on.  Once, she’d taken 
in renters to fill the empty rooms.  Once, she stayed in her room the 
entire time he was home.  

Dillon looked like his mother, moved like her with a military-
like stride.  Their parallels always proved fodder for their differences.  
They’d fought on the porch after he’d stolen her wallet once, in low-
ered tones so Lee wouldn’t hear.  Once, after she had left him to watch 
Lee, he called her a bitch.  She’d cried in his arms for an hour, tear-
ing at his hair like a fussy child.  She wanted him to work in Sutton, 
never understood why he’d wanted to leave her so fast.  She said he 
didn’t respect his father.  When he left at eighteen, a sense of amnesty 
drowned him even as he drove away.  She lived off of the self pity of 
his death for years, he’d realized as a teenager.  So had he.  Too much 
sorrow for two people.  They agreed too little, especially on Lee.  Lee 
was always a cheerful kid and too sweet for his own good.  He wished 
Lee were a little less naïve.

“I’m going to bed,” Dillon said.
“What’s the matter, Dillon?” his mother asked.  She reached across 

the table and laid a hand on his.  
“I’m getting a headache.  Maybe it’s the air down here.  I don’t 

know.”  He stood up. 
“Lee’ll help you with your bags,” his mother said.  “Won’t you, 

Lee?  Dillon, don’t worry about it now.  You get some rest and we’ll 
talk more tomorrow after the service.”

Dillon’s bedroom smelled like cedar chips.  He opened up the 
drawer next to the bed and saw a pile of them laying on top of a stack 
of folded shirts.  The next drawer down had pants.  His father’s shirts.  
His father’s pants.  

It was better with the renters, when at least he could get a room at 
the motel up the road.  He was angry for a moment that they’d done 
this, moved him in with a ghost.  He ran his fingers through the chips 
and flipped a row of them like charcoal briquettes.  His father used 
to use cedar to get the sooty smell out of his clothes.  He remembered 
the heavy coat his father had worn in December, how the wood had 
ingrained itself into the threads.  It had even gotten into his father’s 
skin.  He wondered if his mother had put cedar chips in there just to 
lay on the bed just to steep in the smell of him.  

He opened the window and looked out at the dark backyard.  The 
night after the collapse, when neither he nor his mother could sleep, 
they slipped on his father’s thick shirts and walked laps around that 
grass.  She had told him that she had loved his father.  She had told 
him that his father had loved him and Lee, and she hadn’t cried, not 
even at the funeral.  Sitting in the pews at church, she grasped their 
hands like they were walking through a big crowd.  Don’t get lost, her 
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hands said.  Stay.  When the article came out in the Charleston 
paper the next day, the knife had sliced the paper so hard that it 
nearly ripped in half.  He wasn’t sure that that wasn’t exactly what 
he’d really wanted.  

He lay on the bed with the lights on and pushed on his eyes.  
His skull hurt.  The smell of cedar was so strong he had to bury 
his head in the pillow to sleep.  When he dreamed, he dreamt of 
army men and the sound of boots and an ash blue sky.

When he woke up, he collected his things and stepped into 
the hallway, the cedar scent trailing along with him.  It’d gotten 
into his skin and his hair, into his shirt and his socks.  He dropped 
his bags by the door and walked down the hall.  He heard water 
running in the bathroom.  Lee was shaving in front of the sink, 
and when he saw Dillon watching him in the mirror, he turned 
around. 

“Morning,” Lee said
“Why are you shaving when you don’t have a bit of facial 

hair?” Dillon asked.
Lee laughed and rinsed the rest of the cream off of his face.  

He looked down the hallway.  “You going somewhere? Your bags.”
“I don’t know.  I’m thinking I should get back to Philly after 

the service.”
Lee followed him down the stairs, buttoning up his dress shirt.  

“Does Mom know?”
“She probably guesses.”  He stopped in the front hall.  “You 

want to drive?  I can pick up my car after.”
“I just don’t get you,” Lee said.  He stood still, for once, and he 

blocked the door.  “Hell, you know he doesn’t care if you come, 
Dillon, but she does.”

“And what about you?”  Dillon shoved past his brother, knock-
ing him against the doorframe.  “You miss me?”

“Fuck you,” Lee said, shoving him back.  “You probably don’t 
even think about us when you’re not here, but you’re ours any-
way.”

It was a quiet drive, and Dillon spent most of it with his head 
half out the window like a golden retriever.  He watched as the 
sun got caught in the trees of the Appalachians.  Lee kept turn-
ing almost sideways to look at him, his eyes and the car drifting 
off the road for a moment, then both righting themselves on the 
rumble strips.  Dillon knew he should say something, but his ton-
sils had turned themselves inside out.  The more he looked side-
ways back at Lee, the more he kept seeing his father’s profile.  Lee’s 
car did most of the talking.  The air conditioning puttered out in a 
consistent, foul way, like a kid blowing raspberries at them.  

They were getting closer to the mine.  The fence started a few 

miles away and circumscribed the shafts.  The land was flatter here.  
The sun had nowhere to hide except behind the sun visor.  When Dil-
lon pulled his head back inside of the window, he said, “You got a girl-
friend yet?”  What did brothers talk about?  “Alice is gorgeous.  Maybe 
you’ll meet her sometime.  Thin, legs for hours.  You want me to give 
you the sex talk, or have you got it all figured out on your own?”

“C’mon, Dillon,” he said.
“You should come to Philly,” Dillon said, unsure where the idea 

came from.  It felt right in his mouth.
“I’ve got to finish high school,” Lee stammered.  “And there’s 

Mom.”
“Mom’s fine.  Like everyone else here, she can’t get out of these 

hills.  Save yourself.”
The crinkled ridges passed them.  They were getting closer to the 

mine.
Lee turned to him again.  “Is it nice in Philadelphia?”
“Beautiful,” he said.  “Different kind of beautiful.”
“I don’t know,” Lee said.
Some of the widows camped out near the granite memorial.  Their 

family had done that on the third anniversary.  Lee helped their 
mother pitch a tent, and he and Dillon wandered off to throw their 
empty pop cans near the shaft entrances.  They had played Crack the 
Whip with the other children on the wide stretch of land which Lee 
pulled into now, parking alongside a scatter of other cars.

It was early still for the memorial, and their mother was stand-
ing in a clump with some women; the sun-dressed little girls crowded 
with them, pressing themselves against their mothers’ thighs and 
pulling on skirts.

 “Excuse me, but my boys are here,” their mother said as he and 
Lee approached.  She stepped between the two of them and they 
walked toward the memorial.  Lee shuffled his feet on the grass and 
kicked up puffs of dust.

“Good turnout,” Lee added.  “Better than last year.”
“Well, those big anniversaries like ten and twenty-five drive them 

out here,” she said.  “I hear Brigi’s daughter came from Colorado, and 
you here from Philly.  Philly’s not as far as all that, though.”

“Far enough,” Dillon said.  
Lee looked at him, then away, on toward the mine. He redoubled 

his scuffing and the dirt caked the toe of his dress shoes.  They joined 
the group gathered around the memorial.  There was a podium and 
a large wreath stuck on an easel and wrapped round and round with 
blue ribbons.  Every ceremony was the same: a reading of the names, 
a speech by Pastor Rictors, whose nephew had died in the accident, 
and a chorus of “Amazing Grace” sung by a local girl.  The song was 
melancholy and went sharp halfway through.  Dillon stared at the 
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wreath and wondered who would sell something so terrible, so 
gaudy.  Their mother snapped a photo with her camera.  It was a 
nice camera; Alice would have had something to talk about with 
her, after all.

The group made a wavy semicircle around the monument.  
The granite memorial blocked the sun.  A tall man in a suit rose to 
read the list of names; the hands of the circle closed in and con-
nected.  His mother reached for her sons’ hands.  A thin man with 
his dress shirt tied around his waist grabbed Dillon’s other hand.  

 It’d been his family pictured in the paper, much like this: 
hands together and faces blank.  Dillon always wondered why 
their bodies had been cropped into the article, their blank faces 
rather than the blank faces around him.  He wondered if other 
families had the clipping in their family books.  

His mother squeezed Dillon’s hand as his father’s name was 
read.  Dillon didn’t squeeze back, still thinking about the wreath, 
now about Christmas.  When he was ten their father had given 
him a pair of thick boots and a snow shovel.  He told him to take 
care of the house if it snowed, clear the walk so their mother 
wouldn’t trip on the ice.  He took him out and they cleared away 
the half-inch that’d fallen in time for Christmas, and it’d been 
so warm that he didn’t have another opportunity to use it that 
season.  He grew out of the boots before the next Christmas, gave 
them to Lee who only used them to tramp up and down the front 
stairs and yell that he was home.  He was home.

When the group broke up, Lee and Dillon walked toward the 
fence surrounding the compound, mother trailing a few steps with 
friends, carrying the carnations to thread through the fence bars.  

“Consider it,” Dillon said sideways to him.
Lee nodded.  “You still leaving?”
“Yes.”
Their mother caught up, laughing and handing them flowers.  

“I’ll take a picture of you,” she said.  “Put them through.  Smile.”
Dillon nested the stem in the metal, and it hung there, an 

absurd green thorn.  Dillon put an arm around his brother’s shoul-
ders and squeezed him, tight.  Two brothers, blank faces and be-
yond the fence, the hills beaded like a necklace into the distance.

Evan Ventris
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