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“The Scent of Words”

On the date that he christens his newly built home, Clay Sizemore rises on the moon-drenched night to go out into the yard to survey his work.  Clay sits down in the grass to look at his mountain home.  Silas House writes with extraordinary empathy for his character in Clay’s Quilt: “He had spent his whole life listening to stories from the past, and now he had his own, and it was slowly building, chapter by chapter.  It was just like a book that he could pick up and hold in his hands.  He could feel its weight, could put his face against cool pages and breathe in the scent of words” (224). 
It is “the scent of words” that drives one of the finest new writing talents today: Kentucky writer Silas House.  Since the publication of his first novel in 2001, this rising literary star of eastern Kentucky has eclipsed most of his contemporaries.  Not since the writing phenomenon of several decades ago that became Lee Smith, House’s mentor and friend, have we seen such a surge of high quality writing and vivid storytelling coming from the hills and hollers of Appalachia.  In the poetry, plays, and novels that flow from his pen, House has shown himself to possess the profundity and lyrical quality of a Jayne Anne Phillips, the poet’s eye for detail of a Robert Morgan, and the depth and universality of a Denise Giardina.  He has become an extraordinary voice for “working men and women” of Appalachia and a talent already making his mark in the literary world.
Until he was nine, Silas House lived in a trailer in Lily, Kentucky.  Later, his parents moved to a home on the banks of Robinson Creek.  His father, from Clay County, served in Vietnam and worked at the CTA Fiberglass Factory, which suffered a devastating explosion a year or two after he retired.  His mother, Betty, was from Leslie County, of Cherokee and Irish descent, and worked in the Lily Elementary School lunchroom.  If there were few material things in his life growing up in Lily, there was no dearth of what truly mattered.  House writes in his essay “This is Not Nowhere”: “When I was a child, I thought the ridge above my house was the center of the universe, the middle of everything” (25).  He remembers that everything he needed was in the mountains around him—“trees, a creek, the sky, a pasture.  Here I could run as fast as I wanted, or holler at the top of my lungs, [or] go to sleep with my good dog Fala as a pillow” (25).  What the mountains could not provide, the little community near the Laurel River could: “People who loved me, my school, the Laurel River, which supplied us with endless enjoyment (swimming, skipping rocks, ice-skating), my Aunt Dot’s store, which was well-supplied with plenty of candy and pop” (25).  If the family went Lexington or to Knoxville, it was because “someone was nigh death and had to be shipped off to one of the hospitals there” (25).  There were no malls in Lily, no fancy restaurants.  “As far as I was concerned,” he writes, “the only reason to go to the city at all was because they had a better bookstore” (25).

House writes in “A Conscious Heart,” the keynote address to the March 2008 Appalachian Studies Association Conference: “I am a writer because I grew up in a family of storytellers, of working people. . . . I lived on a one-mile stretch of road where I was either kin to everyone or knew them so well that we might as well have been kin.  My family always ate together. On Mondays everyone came to our house.  On Tuesday we went to my Aunt Sis’s, and Wednesday to my Uncle Sam’s” (32-33).  House recalls, “Mine was a boisterous family who talked loud, lived loud. . . . My people danced hard, sang hard, fought hard, loved harder.  Many of them lived hard; others worshipped hard. . . . They told stories with all their might.  Stories, stories, stories told around the table. . . . And then, later, out on the porch and the yard where everyone sat or played” (33).  The men gathered in the front yard around a broken-down truck engine to talk, the women shared their stories at gospel-sing rehearsals or quiltings, or the community met at Aunt Dot’s store.  Life was a tapestry of talk, and stories fell like the squares of colored fabric in a quilted mosaic.  His was a family, in short,  of natural born storytellers. “When someone was asked how things were at work,” writes House, “they were never answered with ‘Just fine,’ or ‘Alright.’ They were always answered with an epic, a big long story full of exaggerations and well-timed pauses and bouts of laughter.  Stories, sentences, words” (33).  Early on, House understood the power of language and storytelling.  “We talked as if our lives depended on it,” he writes.  “Now I see that our lives have always depended on stories, on telling stories, on hearing the stories of others.  On words” (33).
Growing Up in Lily and Becoming a Writer
Growing up in rural eastern Kentucky and in such a close and nurturing community was an exquisite gift for a boy of extraordinary talent.  In the country schools he attended as a child in the 1980s, House was encouraged to develop his love of books and talent for language.  At the Lily Elementary School, he was recognized as a precocious and gifted student.  His seventh-grade English teacher, Mrs. Sandra Stidham, saw that this “gentle and good” boy who sat in her class had a special gift, so she worked with “Dwayne,” as House went by his middle name at that time, and encouraged his love of writing and reading.  House never forgot the time and attention she gave him, years later attending the ceremony when Mrs. Stidham was awarded the 2003 Outstanding Art Educator Award presented by the National Society of Arts and Letters (Stidham 21).  
House was surrounded by a close-knit community that included the Holiness Church where he was a member.  When he became a teenager, he was encouraged to attend college, and he became one of about five hundred students at Sue Bennett Community College in London, Kentucky.  After receiving his two-year degree, he attended, as a commuter student, Eastern Kentucky University, where he was a brilliant student majoring in English, with a concentration in American literature.  One of his teachers at EKU, Dr. Barbara Hussey, recognized that House was a born writer, and it was she who suggested that he use his first name, “Silas.”  Though an American Literature major, House’s first love was always writing and thinking about the art of crafting a story, so it wasn’t surprising that he went on to attend Spalding University in downtown Louisville, where he earned an MFA degree, all the while working an array of odd jobs from pouring concrete to restaurant work to Wal-Mart cashier, and, after returning to Lily, to delivering mail.
It was upon leaving the ridges and hollers of home, however, that House learned first-hand about the prejudice that the educated, and not so educated, elite sometimes reserve for those who don’t fit their preconceived notions of “correctness.”  House remembers that at school he encountered the “first really aggressive attacks because of the way I talked” (“A Conscious Heart” 33).  Particularly the liberal-minded were quick to put down someone who spoke differently from them: “Those who were on the constant defense about ethnic slurs and such were perfectly happy to negate my own ethnic identity, that of an Appalachian.”  Away at school, House remembered his extraordinary family of storytellers: “When being judged based on my dialect, I thought about the way my family had all loved words so much, and now we were being accused of not using them properly, not because we were grammatically incorrect,” but because of a different accent.  “It didn’t matter how good my grammar was—and I assure you it was far better than that of the people who talked ‘proper’—I was still the hick, the hillbilly, the brier, the dummy, the ignorant one.  I was country come to town and apparently I was there to entertain people” (33-34).
House understood that to “question someone’s intelligence” because of “dialect or . . . geography or social standing” was reflective of deep-seated prejudice about Appalachia in general.  “There are people all over the world who truly believe that we are all rapists with banjoes,” he writes.  House laments those misguided attempts by teachers to decimate the dialects of young people from Appalachia.  “Our dialect is part of our culture,” he says, “and if we let that be taken away from us, we’ve given up a chunk of our souls” (“A Conscious Heart” 35).  Regionalism,” he writes, “is just another caste system and when dealing with Appalachia, a perfectly acceptable and politically correct one” (36-37).  Even today, there is a kind of academic snobbery that House rightly equates with some degree of masochism in the academy: “Over and over again in the academic world I see self-hate occurring.  I can’t tell you how many times that  I’ve seen people at Appalachian schools want to rub out the Appalachianness of the school” (37).  House is fond of sharing what Lee Smith once told him, “I talk this way,” said Smith, “for a reason. It’s a political decision” (35).
In 1995, House sent a short story called “The Evening Is Now” to Appalachian Heritage.  Then editor Sidney Farr liked it, asking House to change the title to “Daddy, Tell Me About the War.”  Shortly after it appeared in the fall issue that year, House sent the story to Lee Smith; then sometime later he attended a reading she gave in Hazard.  When Smith wrote down his name as she autographed one of her books, she recognized “Silas Dwayne House” and insisted that he attend the Appalachian Writers Workshop in Hindman, in order to get the feedback on his writing and make the kind of connections necessary to be a published writer.  When he finally made his way to Hindman two years later at twenty-five, he brought a tent to stay in since he couldn’t afford the room charge, but his unaffected naturalness charmed everyone he met that summer, particularly Smith who was one of the workshop leaders that summer.  In time, Smith became a sort of champion for House.  House writes: “Lee fought for me.  She opened up doors for me. Lee and Robert Morgan,” though House adds that writers like George Ella Lyon and Ron Rash have also been an inspiration (Brosi 12).
Today, Silas House still lives in Lily, where he is raising his two daughters, but he no longer delivers the mail to support the family.  In 2000, House was selected as one of “Ten Emerging Talents in the South” by the Millennial Gathering of Writers at Vanderbilt University.  The following year he published his first book, Clay’s Quilt, at age twenty-nine, to critical acclaim.  In 2002, A Parchment of Leaves was published, followed in 2004 by The Coal Tattoo.  Two plays, The Hurting Part and Long Time Traveling; a collection of oral histories on mountain-top removal, Something’s Rising; and a new novel due out in the fall 2009, Eli the Good—all attest to the prolific nature of Silas House’s talent.  The literary awards he has garnered since the Millennial Award are a ready testimony to House’s fulfillment of the potential so many believed he possessed less than a decade ago: two Kentucky Novel of the Year Awards, the Award for Special Achievement from the Fellowship of Southern Writers, the Appalachian Book of the Year Award, the Chaffin Award, as well as two finalist recognitions by the Southern Book Critics Circle Prize and the Fiction Prize from the National Society of Arts and Letters.  His stories and poems have appeared in a variety of anthologies and journals, including Appalachian Heritage, The Oxford American, and Bayou. House is a contributing editor to No Depression Magazine, occasionally appears on NPR’s All Things Considered, and has a variety of writing and musical projects under his belt, including an album dedicated to the abolition of mountain-top removal, Public Outcry, produced by Steve Lyon, with Kate Larken, George Ella Lyon, and Anne Shelby among others.
What makes the writing of Silas House so immensely appealing, both to critics and readers alike?  There is the lyrical quality of his prose, his sensitive understanding of the natural world, the spirituality he finds in the land and its people, and the universality of such themes of family, living life with gusto, music, the power of telling our stories, and others.  However, there is one aspect of his prose beyond all else that engenders its appeal: the vivid and true-to-life characters House has given to his readers.  Appalachian Heritage editor George Brosi has written this about House’s work: “Silas is so good about capturing the feelings of his characters and because they are so well drawn . . . readers care about them” (15).   
In the essay “State of Grace” House writes about the prose elegance of Marilynne Robinson.  In the process, he shares insights about  his own writing.  “This is what I love most about Robinson’s work,” he says in the essay, “she allows emotion to stand in every sentence” (16).  House laments the fact that too many contemporary writers fail to portray such open and honest characters, opting instead for the “cynical, dark, gritty, [and] graphic” (16).   Editors want fictional characters with an edge, hard-nosed, he says.  Speaking of his own characters, he notes that they rarely have that hard-edged quality.  
They’re not out being fierce and wild in the faddish way. They’re being fierce and wild in their strength, in their hard work, in their love for one another, in their honesty.  I think that’s what most readers want: characters they can relate to, characters who experience the joys and fears that they do. (16)  
Among those favorite authors who achieve such honest characterization, House lists Thomas Hardy, Willa Cather, Lee Smith, James Still, Larry Brown, Louise Erdrich, Harper Lee, Harriett Arnow, and Alice Walker.  
When House first read Lee Smith’s Black Mountain Breakdown while in high school, he remembers that the book “made me realize that I could write about my own place and my own family” (Worthington 1).  Smith’s writing gave House permission to explore his own heritage and identity and to create characters that came from the place he knew best.  Similar to Denise Giardina, who discovered that less is more when creating the personality and speech of her Appalachian characters, House found that he could use “word placement, syntax, and sentence structure to secure the sounds of the dialect on the page,” rather than attempting phonetic spelling of every word of dialogue.  In an interview with Marianne Worthington, he confessed that while writing his first novel, Clay’s Quilt, he attempted “to spell words the way they sounded . . . dropping the ‘g’ in words like ‘drinkin’ or ‘singin’.  Then,” he continues, “I realized that the book looked like a script for Hee-Haw.  I was condescending to my characters” (4). What House cannot accomplish with more subtle suggestion, he can create with metaphor and simile, rendering the color and richness of the Appalachian people and their dialect in a way that maintains the dignity of his characters.  The characters always drive the story, which he prefers to ponder and reflect on until the story “writes itself” through the voice and consciousness of the characters.  To say then that his work is character-driven is an accurate description of Silas House’s approach to storytelling.
A Parchment of Leaves

Though Clay’s Quilt (2001) was the first story that House chose to write in his award-winning trilogy, which also includes A Parchment of Leaves (2002) and The Coal Tattoo (2004), the beautiful and lyrical A Parchment of Leaves begins the story of the Sullivan family.  This is a book about building bridges to span the gaps between folks, chasms made by race, gender, and other differences.  It is likewise a book about cultural clashes, family loyalty, deception and betrayal, and finally forgiveness.  The book is narrated through the point of view of Vine, a dark-eyed and striking Cherokee woman who captures the imagination of two brothers, Saul and Aaron Sullivan.  The three meet when Aaron, Saul’s younger brother, is bitten by a copperhead and Vine saves his life.  Vine, like so many of House’s female characters, has extraordinary perception and strength, though her Scot-Irish neighbors are more inclined to think she is a witch.  When Saul begins to court Vine and finally carries her away from her Cherokee kin who have lived for generations in the small mountain community of Redbud, Vine’s life is changed forever.  Saul’s open-mindedness sees a kinship between his Celtic people and the Cherokee.  House writes: “He had always liked Cherokees; he figured they had much in common with his own Irish ancestors, long mistreated in their own homeland.  He didn’t know any Cherokees to speak to, but he liked the way they carried themselves in town.  They kept their shoulders square and their chins high” (7).
Saul brings Vine home to God’s Creek, and together they build their home.  In time, his mother Esme comes to love her daughter-in-law as her own, and Vine becomes friends with a wonderful, free-spirited woman named Serena, whose life revolves around music and her mountain neighbors, her voice filling the mountains with the ballads and hymns of an older time.  Others are not so open and accepting of Vine, who not only looks different but comes from a tradition that some view with suspicion and a sense of superiority.  At one point, Vine has a run-in with mine-owner Tate Masters, who calls her “stupid” after she accidentally bumps him in town, making derogatory remarks about her being an Indian.  Later in the story, Masters is responsible for running Vine’s family off their land and taking Redbud and their mountaintop for his own, an event that will be addressed again in The Coal Tattoo.
As time passes, it is clear that Aaron’s fascination for his brother’s wife evolves into obsession.  Eventually, Aaron brings home his own dark-eyed wife, a Melungeon named Aidia, but Aidia is not Vine, and trouble soon sends Aaron to drink and abuse his wife and daughter Matrachia.  Vine and Saul have a child as well, Birdie, who becomes the constant companion of Serena’s little boy, Luke.  As time passes, Saul must leave God’s Creek in order to work in the logging industry that provides resources for the war effort.  The separation is hard for Saul and Vine, but the one benefit that Vine finds comes from Saul’s letters, rich and full of detail which he doesn’t seem able to share in their everyday talk.  Vine thinks as she reads Saul’s thoughts far from home: “Words become solid on the air when spoken, but quickly drift away.  Ink last always” (92).   
Tragedy touches the story when Aaron’s obsession becomes uncontrollable, and one night he comes to the cabin and rapes his sister-in-law. However, Vine is no fading flower.  As she fights back, she fatally wounds Aaron.  How she overcomes the consequences of this appalling night provides the most extraordinary part of the narrative, particularly in light of Esme’s adoration of Aaron, resulting from a secret that she eventually shares with her daughter-in-law, and Saul’s own loyalty to his brother.  Family, for Saul, matters immensely.  Ringing in Vine’s mind as she drags Aaron’s body up the mountainside to hide it are her husband’s words—“That’s all anybody can ask for . . . to have somebody love you and depend on you and take care of you when you’re sick, and mourn over your casket when you die.  Family’s the only thing a person’s got in this life” (27).  
Serena tells Vine that she must never tell Saul about the event, and Aaron’s past volatility and unpredictability make folks think that he has simply up and left or perhaps that Aidia has finally had enough and killed her husband, to which most in the town would say good riddance.  However, the death of Esme and Vine’s insistence that Esme’s wish not to be buried beside her husband Wilhelm cause a breech between Vine and Saul, who cannot understand why his mother would not want to lie forever beside his father.  Saul thinks there are secrets between him and Vine that go beyond the matter of his mother’s resting place.  When Vine tells him all, he is devastated, leaving God’s Creek for a time to sort things out.  As the days pass, it appears that the very thing Vine had feared would never allow Saul to forgive her—his loyalty to his family—brings him back to her.  “Nothing matters but you,” he tells Vine (275), and with these words this powerful story about family ties which transcend the superficial differences that separate us is resolved, though by no means ended.
House has created in A Parchment of Leaves an extraordinary, well-crafted, and organic novel.  He gives us a story with no easy moral scheme, but rather the sense of a fearful symmetry at the core of an inscrutable universal morality that makes our “right” choices and actions difficult.  House also portrays the interrelationship between prejudice, violence toward the land and the people who work the land, family violence, and the larger world stage of the violence of war.  Like Marilou Awiakta, House associates such violence with the dislocation and disruption of the harmony created when one honors and respects the land and when a gender balance between the two sexes is achieved.  Saul and Vine are able to overcome the trials that face them because they learn to honor each other, not with a model of the disproportioned power dynamic that characterized Esme’s and Wilhelm’s relationship but with the model of a natural equality provided by the Cherokee culture.  
House fills his book with poignant and remarkable symbols and metaphors, the most important of which is the redbud tree itself, with its heart-shaped leaves and early blossom signifying hope and renewal—the comfort of its heart-shaped leaves being “like a parchment that holds words of wisdom” (218).  Vine thinks amidst her trials about the tree she had brought from her parents land to transplant on hers and Saul’s land:

My tree thrived.  Its heart-shaped leaves were as big as hands, so green and full of life that they sometimes looked blue in the approaching dusk.  The limbs fanned out in a shape so perfect it looked like it had been shaded by binding.  I imagined the roots pushed deep into the round, curling about the rocks that laid beneath the rich soil.  Pods of seeds hung from the branches like flattened green beans.  The redbud tree stood in the yard like a guardian, its trunk straight and knowing.  It seemed to watch over us. (237)

Yet the redbud is a complex symbol since to some it is a “Judas tree,” associated with betrayal and jealousy.  For Vine, the tree, like everything else in life, is what one makes of it as an individual.  Its meaning is dependent on the content of one’s heart and the choices and actions that one takes.  

Perhaps the most appealing quality of A Parchment of Leaves is its lyrical response to nature, in large part coming from the character Vine who feels the world around her with extraordinary intensity.  On a day when Vine and Serena take the children up to the top of the mountain, they encounter an expanse of wildflowers that literally takes Vine’s breath away—“trout lilies, toothwort, wild geraniums, Trilliums . . . so many no one could have ever counted them, and their scent seemed to cover us as soon as we got to the summit.”  When 

Vine sees her daughter Birdie pull away and run into the midst of the flowers with exuberant joy, she thinks, “Something said to me, Take this moment.  Memorize it, tuck it into that place that is made for such things” (71-72)—a Wordsworthian “spot of time” in an Appalachian spring.
The Coal Tattoo

The second book in the trilogy, The Coal Tattoo, follows Vine and Serena’s grandchildren, Easter and Anneth (Birdie’s and Luke’s daughters) and develops even more explicitly the themes of spirituality, the interconnectedness of all things (symbolized in the water images in the book), the quest for freedom, kinship, love, and above all the idea of being truly alive and awake to the world around one.  In this story, House gives us one of the most remarkable questers in contemporary literature, the wild and exuberant Anneth, who is maddening at times for her poor choices but always honest, fine and sincere.  

Anneth and Easter‘s lives have been tinged with tragedy, first with the death of their father Luke in a mining accident, when Anneth is just a baby, and later Birdie’s slow descent into madness on losing Luke and her death by hanging herself from the locust tree in the backyard.  The two sisters and their brother Gabe are raised by their grandmothers, Serena and Vine, who instill in the children a gusto for life and a solid love of music.  Nonetheless, tragedy hangs over their young lives, and the sisters choose to travel down very different paths as they attempt to cope: “The day Vine died, Anneth had decided to be as wild as possible; when Serena died, Easter had decided to walk through life like a whisper” (20).  The spiritual Easter has the gift of “sight”—the ability to know things before they happen; and her spirituality contrasts with the full-hearted gusto of her younger sibling, who runs headlong through life with abandonment.  

Though both sisters love music, Anneth’s predilection is for honky-tonking.   On a night that Anneth talks Easter into joining her, Easter meets El, with whom she feels an instant affinity—Anneth already having formed a relationship with one of the musicians Matthew.  After Easter and El marry, they settle down at Free Creek where the girls had been raised.   Anneth, on the other hand, follows Matthew to the city, where she pines for the mountains and for home.  What House does in portraying these two very different, yet devoted women is to show not only the interconnection between spirituality and music, but the importance of living every moment with intensity—which Easter achieves through religious faith and Anneth through the incredible life force that possesses.  
The relationship between Anneth and Easter is complex, and there is a tension between the two as well as a bond that cannot be broken.  In some ways, Easter, several years older than her younger sister, is both sister and mother to her sibling.  When Anneth leaves Matthew to return to Free Creek, a rift occurs between the sisters.  Easter senses something is amiss when she finds El and Anneth dancing one evening in a too suggestive way.  She tells her sister to leave, and Anneth gets a job at the local café, moving into a little apartment there.  When Easter’s child is still-born, with the mark of the coal tattoo, the two sisters have a wordless reconciliation.  Anneth tells her brother-in-law, “Sisters don’t make up, El.  They just go back to the way things were” (161).  The tragedy of losing their child is a dark cloud that is hard for Easter to dispel, but eventually Easter and El come to find the coal tattoo, which is the black mark left when a miner is injured by coal, a sign for survival as well as sacrifice; and having no alternative, Easter tries to go on living with the business of living.
When Anneth meets the well-tanned and handsome Liam, her life takes yet another turn.  Liam, son of a mine owner whose family now lives in Huntington, is smitten with the vibrant Anneth and wants nothing more than to marry her.  The irony of the two families coming together strikes Anneth when she spends the night at Liam’s home at Altamonte: “Altamonte had once been known as Redbud, and Vine’s family had lived there before the mining company took it away from them.  Now the valley belonged to Liam’s family, who had bought it several years back . . . .  [H]e was now mining her family land, stolen from them” (185).  Against her better judgment, Anneth marries Liam, soon realizing, however, her mistake.

Liam’s job in his father’s mine is to call in the broad-form deeds, which give mineral rights to the coal companies who purchased them fifty to a hundred years prior.  Liam is vaguely aware of the immorality of what he is doing, but he will not stand up to his father or the company.  He is likewise not much moved when Anneth’s and Easter’s brother Gabe is laid off from the mine and goes to Liam for help.  Liam feels no sense of obligation toward his brother-in-law, and not only will not help him, but when he learns that the mountain behind Easter’s family place had been sold off in broad-form deed to the company by the ill-fated Aaron, Liam determines, family or not, to enforce the company’s legal rights.  As it is, the women make a dramatic stand against the dozers and the company, causing enough trouble and publicity to make the whole question of the broad-form deeds a community and statewide issue.
By this point Easter has returned to her apartment above the café and her old job, and at this juncture, into her life comes the remarkable young soldier Bradley, who will become Clay Sizemore’s father.  Anneth meets Bradley, a gentle and callow young man, at the café on his way to Korea.  They have only two days, two extraordinary days, but that is enough.  As they drive across the mountain roads, Bradley tells Anneth about his life, about his mother with whom he was particularly close, growing up in Laurel County, and coming from a Pentecostal family.  As she listens and falls in love with the power of his words, Anneth understands that at this moment in time, on his way to war, Bradley’s telling his story becomes particularly purposeful: “She realized the power that storytelling gave him; she knew that if he told his stories he would become immortal in a kind of way, and wasn’t that what anyone ought to do when faced with going off to war—share their lives with someone and make their stories a solid thing that could be carried on and given to others” (268).  Anneth knows that she will become pregnant from this meeting, and she tells Easter that she will have this child and pledges him to her sister who lost her own child years before.  When Clay is born, Anneth is surprised at the bond and connection she feels and determines that the three of them, Easter, El and she, will raise Clay, their son.
The Coal Tattoo is a tightly and artfully constructed book, filled with poignant symbols and prescient details. Its narrative unfolding is cleverly managed through well-timed flashbacks, dreams, and memories.  Even more explicitly than in A Parchment of Leaves, House links the destructiveness of the mines and the destructiveness of war—both just another kind of “rape” which wounds the people and scars the landscape; and the land is that abiding entity that offers hope, health, and sustenance to those who appreciate it—here clearly not the coal companies.  The vivid portrayal of the destructive results of strip-mining leaves little question, as far as House is concerned, that the scars it leaves will not soon heal, neither those on the land nor the people.  Yet, throughout all that happens to these two sisters, kinship is the bond that sustains, and Anneth’s remarkable zest for life and quest to find its meaning becomes the book’s center.  Her final choice at the end of the novel sets up the tragedy for the third book in the series, Clay’s Quilt. 

Clay’s Quilt

The donneé or seed for Clay’s Quilt was planted, recalls House in an interview with Marianne Worthington, when he was just a boy: “When I was eleven years old, my uncle was murdered in a shoot-out” (2).  While a boy, House had spent most of his summers in Leslie County, Kentucky, at the homes of his two maternal uncles, Sam and Jack Hoskins, who were next-door neighbors.  When House was eleven, a second cousin murdered Uncle Jack.  The event haunted House as he grew up, since no one in this “family of talkers” ever mentioned the painful family event. “My uncle’s killer walked.  So that’s how the novel started, with a story from my own family.  Turning this family story into a novel provided a way to cleanse myself of this dark spot in my family history” (2).  Though writers seldom explicitly delineate themes for readers, House has been very candid about revealing the main idea of this book and its relationship to music: “A major theme in this book is passion.  And . . . music is the ultimate expression of passion” (qtd. in Worthington 3).  While music figures in all of House’s books, it has a place of prominence in Clay’s Quilt, as it establishes “a time frame and a sense of place,” as well as characterization, House tells Worthington (3).  What also makes Clay’s Quilt particularly interesting is that it is a touching bildungsroman, or coming of age story, or as House says, it is about “finding yourself and celebrating what you have found.  It’s about coming to terms with our pasts so we can move on with our futures” (Worthington 5).  
The key to understanding the novel is this last important detail: “coming to terms” with the past; for the past colors everything about young Clay Sizemore’s life, and until he is reconciled with the past, he is not able to imagine or achieve any future for himself.  A single event has cast a pall over Clay’s life: the horrific memory of the shooting of his mother, Anneth, on her way to her sister Easter’s home, across a snowy Buffalo Mountain with her brother Gabe, her four-year-old son Clay, and other family members assisting Anneth’s fleeing an abusing husband, Glenn.  Glenn is obsessed with his wife and jealous of her affection for her son, whose soldier father Bradley, Anneth tells Clay in a letter he reads many years later, was the only man she ever truly loved.  House begins Clay’s Quilt with this vivid and utterly gripping memory—the brutal killing of Clay’s mother.  Most of the book’s narrative structure is in the form of memories, flashbacks, and dreams, as Clay struggles to become a man, find himself, and reconcile with this dark past.
When the story proper opens, Clay is a young man trying his wings in the world, having been off on his own—sharing a place with his best friend Cake, the son of his mother’s friend Marguerite, who taught Clay to enjoy classical music.  Clay has come back to the home place not sure what he will do next with his life, but knowing that there must be more to living than honky-tonking and working in the mines.  Heretofore, his life has been like his Uncle Paul’s “Crazy" quilt, a poor man’s quilt as Paul tells Clay: “They don’t go by no real design.  It’s all up to the quilter. Ain’t the best-looking quilt there is, but I like em” (37).  Indeed, if there is any quilt, the central metaphor in this story, that represents Clay’s ill-fated mother’s life, it is Paul’s Crazy quilt.  Clay’s life, just as all our stories, is dependent to a large extent on chance; however, if he is able to come to terms with the tragic past which has left him with deep, though unacknowledged, scars, his time on this earth may be more measured and careful than Anneth’s—a quilt sown from a different pattern.

At the wedding of Darry and Clay’s cousin Dreama, Gabe’s daughter, Clay sees for the first time a beautiful fiddler, Alma, whose music and image he cannot get out of his mind.  “The music seemed to flow right out of her skin.  He felt dizzy from the beauty of her fiddling and swallowed hard.  Even after she stopped play and the ceremony began, he watched her.  He didn’t even notice when one of the candles in the tall, brass candelabra fizzled out with a hiss, foretelling infidelities, and a little murmur rose up from the crowd” (49).  The hissing candelabra portends accurately for Dreama and Darry, whose roving eye and abusiveness isn’t improved with marriage.  When their child is born, it is Clay and Gabe who are there for Dreama, not Darry.

As Clay pursues Alma, it is clear that he is changing from the callow and wild young man he had been—his hunger for the stories of Uncle Paul, to know the family legends, to find his own place among his family at Free Creek, and most important to learn about his mother’s death become paramount.  He thinks as he listens to the stories of Uncle Paul, “He had spent his whole life listening to stories from the past, and now he had his own, and it was slowly building, chapter by chapter” (224).  The power and importance of their family stories had not struck Clay before this point, but now he understood that the stories associated with our lives are necessary in determining who we are and what we will become.  “It was just like a book,” Clay continues to muse, “that he could pick up and hold in his hands.  He could feel its weight, could put his face against cool pages and breathe in the scent of words” (224).  
Clay must go slowly to win Alma’s trust, for he learns that she is in the process of ending an unhappy and abusive marriage to Denzel, who despite his own affairs, controlling nature, and verbal and physical abuse of Alma is loathe to give her up.  However, Clay is persistent, and his gentle nature soon wins Alma.  When her divorce is final, the two plan their wedding, and Clay builds Alma the home the he longs for.  Before the wedding, Alma dreams that she is fiddling madly while standing by the ocean: “I play so hard and wild that eventually my body rises plumb off the ground to drift way out over the water,” she tells Clay (195).  Alma’s dreams are also plagued by visions of muddy water, a sign that portends death.  Water thus becomes another complex symbol, like the quilt, to portent the characters’ lives.
Eventually, Clay learns that truth about his mother’s death, having been given a letter written to him by his mother Anneth, which Easter had saved for her nephew.  The letter answers many of Clay’s questions, and Gabe provides other details when Clay asks how Glenn died after shooting Anneth, assuming that Gabe killed him.  Despite Gabe’s protest that when somebody fools with his family, he’d “kill them before even thinking about it” (185), Clay learns that Glenn had actually drowned as he tried to escape being captured after the shooting: “Law said it looked like he’d wrecked and tried to run off, but he fell through the ice on the creek. Drowned” (187).  Clay is astounded—“So he fell and drowned?  “That’s what they said.  He was dead, and that satisfied me,” Gabe replies (187).

With this knowledge, Clay is ready to start his own life with Alma, and he wants to choose something different from the restless wandering of his mother, and yet retain her sense of joy and wonder with life.  On the day of the wedding, with his family around him, Clay insists that everyone sit at the table to eat together—the women usually serving the men first. “No, I want us all to eat together,” Clay says. “They’s enough chairs.  Call Dreama and Alma, and we’ll all eat together. . . . That’s what I want for my wedding day” (215).  It is clear that Clay will plot his life differently from many of the other men of his family, that his and Alma’s life together will be a partnership, with no one to dominate and no one to sit back in the shadows.  That night as he and Alma survey the progress of the house and watch the twinkling flickers of the lightening bugs, Clay recalls how, despite the few years he had with his mother, Anneth taught him to be aware of the incredible beauty of the world around him.  “I remember when I was real little, my mother woke me up in the middle of the night to look at the lightning bugs. . . . It must’ve been three in the morning. . . . I never seen so many in my life.  Just floating everywhere, so thick it didn’t seem real” (223).  Anneth’s life was wild, like Paul’s “Crazy” quilt, but Clay knows that his mother understood what was truly important in the brief time she walked this earth.  “Remember this, Clay,” Anneth told the boy as she held him close and shared the wonder of a genuine and glorious moment with her child.  And Clay thinks . . . “Finally I did” (223).  Later, when Clay feels reconciled with the past, it is clear to him that “when he was young, the past had haunted him here on this creek.  Now, he was comforted by it” (227).
It is at these times, when we most think we have a handle on life, that its vicissitudes run rank and foul, and sometime after Alma and Clay have moved into their home and the family is together, tragedy repeats itself, with a terrible and dark irony.  Marguerite and Cake have joined them, and when Clay and Cake go outside to smoke, they see someone coming down the road—it is Denzel, who is drunk and angry.  Clay grabs the .22 from the living room and Denzel demands his “wife”!  “She’s my wife and I want to see her,” he tells Clay (245).  When Clay sees the silver barrel of Denzel’s gun, he raises his own.  “Clay heard the sound of his own pistol bounce off the mountains before he saw the blast of light” (246).  As he watches Denzel stagger, Clay screams: “He let go of all the screams that had been latched away inside him ever since he was a child, ever since he was a little boy lying facedown in the snow with his dead mother’s scarf wrapped around his hands” (247).   Easter fights the law who come to take Clay away, thinking to herself that he could never kill anything, not Clay, and remembering the day he came home with a hunting bag filled to the brim with walnuts.  “Raising up food beats killing it any day,” Easter tells her boy (250).
Clay is not charged with Denzel’s murder, Denzel’s rough nature having preceded him.  And when the incident blows over, he and Alma leave for the ocean, Myrtle Beach, where Clay tries to put his life back into some sort of order.  One afternoon, Alma watches Clay float in the ocean, his arms outstretched—“gulls flying overhead would have thought him crucified,” she thinks (267).  The water, which has played such an immense part in his story—from Free Creek to the icy pool that Glenn falls into and drowns, to Alma’s dreams and foreboding—now gives Clay some peace of mind, his demons expiated and his “sin” washed away.  Alma and Clay return to Free Creek, to home; they have their own child, and on a day in the spring, when Clay has gone to pay his respects to Uncle Paul’s family after the “quilter” has quietly passed away, Clay is given a gift from Paul: a quilt made from fabric collected from Anneth’s dresses.  “Paul made this for the baby,” Easter tells him. “It’s a Flying Bird quilt.  It worried him a sight because he didn’t have her a quilt made when she was born . . . . He got it done bout a month ago and was waiting for the baby’s birthday to give it to you all” (289).  Clay holds the quilt close to his face, breathing in his mother’s scent: “Tabu perfume, Teaberry chewing gum and the detergent in her dresses.  He could smell her skin and strawberry shampoo” (290).  As he snaps the quilt into the air to let it settle on the living room floor, Alma goes down on her knees to feel the fine workmanship of Uncle Paul, who provided for his nephew a loosening of those rigid gender roles of the past.  “This was my mother’s,” Clay tells Alma (290).  Clay is a new generation who will take the best from those who have gone before him to forge his own path through life.
If Clay’s Quilt is about “passion,” as Silas House asserts, it is also about being truly alive to the world around one and, as Thoreau says in Walden, passing through our waking moments “being truly awake”—“To be awake is to be alive” (900).   Most of us live our lives in “quiet desperation,” but when those special moments come when we are keenly aware and alive the business of living and the natural world around us, what Robert Morgan calls a “Piscah vision,” then we must take note and remember (This Rock 312).  Anneth’s life may have been perhaps too brimming over, Uncle Paul’s Crazy quilt; Clay’s, however, will be like a “Flying Bird.”
Appalachian writer Gretchen Moran Laskas has written that Silas House’s work is not just about the “breakdown of society, of the family, of tradition, but how to scratch out a personal happiness in spite of such trials” (30).  For Laskas, who has worked with House at the Appalachian Writers Workshop in Hindman, Kentucky, House’s work represents a new breed of Appalachian writing, one that doesn’t just catalog the dislocation and violence of our times but finds hope amid the trials we suffer.  The final, lyrical scene in the trilogy that centers around the Sullivan and Sizemore families is a testament to hope in the future, as well as the abiding strength provided through family.  Clay gathers his toddler Maggie into is arms just as daylight is breaking across the mountains: 

[Clay] moved along the steep mountain path effortlessly, feeling as if he were going to the top of the world.  The sun fell in straight lines through the bright new leaves.  Dew dripped out of the sarvis and dogwood. . . .  Halfway up the mountain, Maggie awoke, but she didn’t take her head from Clay’s shoulder.

At the summit, the sun washed out over the earth, so bright and yellow that he could see through the leaves fluttering on the trees.  He walked across the top of the old mountain and looked out at the land below.  There were no strip mines to be seen from here, no scars on the face of the earth, only mountains, pushing against the horizon in each direction, rising and falling as easily as a baby’s chest. (291)
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