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 CHAPTER ONE

This will be a good weekend for reading. I picked up a dozen of Vernie
Crabtree’s killer chocolate chip cookies at the French Club bake sale
yesterday. (I don’t know what she puts in them, but they’re chewy and
crispy at the same time.) Those, a pot of coffee, and a good book are all I
will need for the rainy weekend rolling in. It’s early September in our
mountains, so it’s warm during the day, but tonight will bring a cool mist to
remind us that fall is right around the corner.

The Wise County Bookmobile is one of the most beautiful sights in the
world to me. When I see it lumbering down the mountain road like a tank,
then turning wide and easing onto Shawnee Avenue, I flag it down like an
old friend. I’ve waited on this corner every Friday since I can remember.
The Bookmobile is just a government truck, but to me it’s a glittering royal
coach delivering stories and knowledge and life itself. I even love the smell
of books. People have often told me that one of their strongest childhood
memories is the scent of their grandmother’s house. I never knew my
grandmothers, but I could always count on the Bookmobile.

The most important thing I ever learned, I learned from books. Books
have taught me how to size people up. The most useful book I ever read
taught me how to read faces, an ancient Chinese art called siang mien, in
which the size of the eyes, curve of the lip, and height of the forehead are
important clues to a person’s character. The placement of ears indicates
intelligence. Chins that stick out reflect stubbornness. Deep-set eyes suggest
a secretive nature. Eyebrows that grow together may answer the question
Could that man kill me with his bare hands? (He could.) Even dimples have



meaning. I have them, and according to face-reading, something wonderful
is supposed to happen to me when I turn thirty-five. (It’s been four months
since my birthday, and I’m still waiting.)

If you were to read my face, you would find me a comfortable person
with brown eyes, good teeth, nice lips, and a nose that folks, when they are
being kind, refer to as noble. It’s a large nose, but at least it’s straight. My
eyebrows are thick, which indicates a practical nature. (I’m a pharmacist—
how much more practical can you get?) I have a womanly shape, known
around here as a mountain girl’s body, strong legs, and a flat behind. Jackets
cover it quite nicely.

This morning the idea of living in Big Stone Gap for the rest of my life
gives me a nervous feeling. I stop breathing, as I do whenever I think too
hard. Not breathing is very bad for you, so I inhale slowly and deeply. I
taste coal dust. I don’t mind; it assures me that we still have an economy.
Our town was supposed to become the “Pittsburgh of the South” and the
“Coal Mining Capital of Virginia.” That never happened, so we are forever
at the whims of the big coal companies. When they tell us the coal is
running out in these mountains, who are we to doubt them?

It’s pretty here. Around six o’clock at night everything turns a rich
Crayola midnight blue. You will never smell greenery so pungent. The Gap
definitely has its romantic qualities. Even the train whistles are musical,
sweet oboes in the dark. The place can fill you with longing.

The Bookmobile is at the stoplight. The librarian and driver is a good-
time gal named Iva Lou Wade. She’s in her forties, but she’s yet to place the
flag on her sexual peak. She’s got being a woman down. If you painted her,
she’d be sitting on a pink cloud with gold-leaf edges, showing a lot of leg.
Her perfume is so loud that when I visit the Bookmobile, I wind up
smelling like her for the bulk of the day. (It’s a good thing I like Coty’s
Emeraude.) My father used to say that that’s how a woman ought to be. “A
man should know when there’s a woman in the room. When Iva Lou comes
in, there ain’t no doubt.” I’d just say nothing and roll my eyes.

Iva Lou’s having a tough time parking. A mail truck has parked funny in
front of the post office, taking up her usual spot, so she motions to me that



she’s pulling into the gas station. That’s fine with the owner, Kent Vanhook.
He likes Iva Lou a lot. What man doesn’t? She pays real nice attention to
each and every one. She examines men like eggs, perfect specimens created
by God to nourish. And she hasn’t met a man yet who doesn’t appreciate it.
Luring a man is a true talent, like playing the piano by ear. Not all of us are
born prodigies, but women like Iva Lou have made it an art form.

The Bookmobile doors open with a whoosh. I can’t believe what Iva
Lou’s wearing: Her ice-blue turtleneck is so tight it looks like she’s wearing
her bra on the outside. Her Mondrian-patterned pants, with squares of pale
blue, yellow, and green, cling to her thighs like crisscross ribbons. Even
sitting, Iva Lou has an unbelievable shape. But I wonder how much of it has
to do with all the cinching. Could it be that her parts are so well-hoisted and
suspended, she has transformed her real figure into a soft hourglass? Her
face is childlike, with a small chin, big blue eyes, and a rosebud mouth. Her
eyeteeth snaggle out over her front teeth, but on her they’re demure. Her
blond hair is like yellow Easter straw, arranged in an upsweep you can see
through the set curls. She wears lots of Sarah Coventry jewelry, because she
sells it on the side.

“I’ll trade you. Shampoo for a best-seller.” I give Iva Lou a sack of
shampoo samples from my pharmacy, Mulligan’s Mutual.

“You got a deal.” Iva Lou grabs the sack and starts sorting through the
samples. She indicates the shelf of new arrivals. “Ave Maria, honey, you
have got to read The Captains and the Kings that just came out. I know you
don’t like historicals, but this one’s got sex.”

“How much more romance can you handle, Iva Lou? You’ve got half the
men in Big Stone Gap tied up in knots.”

She snickers. “Half? Oh well, I’m-a gonna take that as a compliment-o
anyway.” I’m half Italian, so Iva Lou insists on ending her words with
vowels. I taught her some key phrases in Italian in case international
romance was to present itself. It wasn’t very funny when Iva Lou tried them
out on my mother one day. I sure got in some Big Trouble over that.
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