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In the monuments to the dead that stud my history, it is I who am buried.

—Simone de Beauvoir

To the dead we owe only the truth.

—Voltaire








PART ONE Moonstone



Oh Lord, set a guard at my mouth.

Keep watch over the door of my lips.

—Psalm 141:3








Chapter One

I NEVER TOLD A SOUL about the money. Not a word about the marriage or the events that led me to his arms. In those days I was a young religieuse, my mother pointing me toward a nunnery. But it was the transformations of love and ease I wanted, and when we went west, I went looking. There in the sharp teeth of the Gilded Mountains, where the snow and murderous cold conspire to ruin a woman, I lost the chance to become a delicate sort of lady, one of those poodles in hair parlors and society clubs. Instead, I got myself arrested as a radical and acquired a fine vocabulary, one more common to muleskinners and barflies, quarryhogs, witches. And I’m not sorry, for it was all of my education in those two years, about right and wrong. Here in the attic of memory, I sit with my trunk of ghosts, my pen, to put down those long-ago days in Moonstone, Colorado, to report at last certain crimes, my own included, of the heart and worse, and how they tried to smash us.



We never should’ve headed up there in that avalanche month, April 1907, but already had waited two years to follow my father. Our party consisted of myself, a tall, odd girl, almost seventeen; my mother, Cherie; my brother Henry, age twelve; and the baby, François, who’d made it alive to a year and a half—old enough to travel at last. We called him Frankie, or Nipper, for he enjoyed the use of his new teeth. Already we’d crossed two thousand miles of country in a weary succession of train cars, on harrowing tracks tacked along sheer rock faces, up and then farther up into the excitement of the western peaks.

Behind us we’d left a squabbling maw of relatives crowded in dark rooms, the petit Québécois parish in Rutland, Vermont, the worn-out path to the church of Sainte Marie, its fog of incense and the Latin Mass interminable. As the railroad took us away from the granite towns of New England, I imagined my new life as a circus adventure or a tale of the Wild West, where I’d be transformed from a pious, studious girl into a bareback rider wearing spangles on a trick horse.

These were the laughable dreams from which I was soon to be waked.



We fetched up in the prettified coal town of Ruby, Colorado, and were now to travel the last eight miles into the fangs of the Gilded Range, to ten thousand feet of altitude. My father, Jacques Pelletier, had relocated to Moonstone in 1905, to escape a certain “unpleasantness,” as the bosses termed a labor dispute. They’d found him organizing stone workers for a fair wage and ushered him out of Vermont at the point of a gun. Now he worked as a quarryman for the Padgett Fuel and Stone Company, digging out the world’s finest grade of pure white marble, good for carving into statues and bank pillars, monuments. Gravestones.

“Come in April,” his letter instructed, “when the worst of the storms has passed.” “Won’t Papa be happy to see us?” said my mother. She’d offered a version of these words every day of our travels and now pumped air in her voice to refresh them. (Won’t he be happy to see us, if he is still alive, not crushed by rockfall, frozen in a crevasse, jailed by the bosses.) She was worn out to start with, and had turned stringy with travel. Still, she did not complain. Complaints are the seeds of misery was her belief. This philosophy was laced into me so thoroughly that what grievances I had were pressed behind my ribs as if by a wire corset.

At the reins of our sledge that morning was Hawky Jenkins. Fronds of yellow hair hung below his hat brim, a matching beard tucked into his coat. Weather had etched his face into a kindly expression that did not match his sour disgruntlement.

“Whattinhell’s in here?” he asked, loading our crates.

“Books,” said my mother. She arched an eyebrow in my direction, as I’d insisted on carting them all this way. Perrault and Grimm. Arabian Nights and Robin Hood.

Jenkins sniffed the box and sniffed suspicious at my father’s fiddle in its case. Soon our papa would play it in the evenings by the fire and tell his stories of Ti-Jean and the loup-garou, a wolf-man who rode a flying canoe and devoured children in his dripping fangs. Papa called me Birdy, p’tite Oiseau, though I was no longer petite, but gangling and raw-boned.

We left Ruby with cold sun dazzling off the snow-covered land, the mercury at twenty degrees, and headed for a mule trail no wider than a string of gristle. The road led through quiet skeleton woods studded green with pines, then out again through clearings, a cirque of open range. The horses drudged up a slow grade and the cold froze our nostrils together on the inhale. We pulled our mufflers up and gazed at the fearsome towering peaks all around.

“Magnifique, non?” My mother pointed out the beauty as if to sell it to us.

“You people Frenchies?” Hawky Jenkins asked. “Belgiums? Canucks?”

“American,” I said, to set the record straight from the start.

“Québécois,” my mother corrected, to make sure we did not forget our roots. “We are French-Canadian.”

“The Chinee of the East,” Jenkins said. “Not a lotta Canuck Frenchies ’round up here. Mostly bohunk polack n’dago guineas. Wopslike everwhere. Coupla chinks’n nips on a rail crew. Course your swenskas ’n norskis and messicans. Notta lottanigras, though, exception acoupla slaveswork in the castle.”

“Slaves?” I asked Henry in French. “I can’t understand a thing he says.”

“Can’t understand a gotdam thing you people say,” said Jenkins.

Nipper began to fuss. He was done with travel, squirming and quarly. I took him, then Henry took him, then Maman had him again. “Alouette!” he demanded. She sang to him in her soft churchy voice, “Gentille alouette,” about plucking a little bird, yanking out the feathers, the beak. The sledge went gliding over ruts and she wrestled Nipper under the blanket, where she nursed him.

The song turned Henry’s thoughts to hunting. “I’m gonna trap grouse this summer,” he said. “Set snares for partridge, whatever else they got here. Rabbits?”

“Ferrets,” Jenkins said. “Weasels. Company’ll let a man take an’elk offa the property if he got the price a bullets.”

Henry thrilled to hear it. He had a fascination with our voyageur forefathers trapping for furs, axing the forests to stumps, thus forcing their descendants to emigrate for factory work. “Any moose-là?” Henry asked. “ ’Cause my sister gotta find herself a husband. Enh, Moose?”

“Not funny,” I said.

He reached to swat at me behind our mother’s back.

    “Stop now. Arrêtes-tu là,” she said. “Sylvie, be good.”

I bit my tongue and resented how she shushed me, not him.

We drove toward a ridge of sharp peaks. The path grew steep. Dread grew along the wires of our nerves. On one side was a straight drop down, on the other a wall of rock. Just before noon, the wind came up, wild and biting. A long gust buffeted the sled like a warning. The sky cast over with dishrag-colored clouds.

“Sheeeet.” Jenkins cursed the air and hurried the horses.

Maman crossed herself and chewed her lip, her face skewed with fear. For Cherie Pelletier, danger threatened on a sunny morning, sin in a stray thought. But that day she was right to be afraid. “Go back. We turn back icitte.”

“We’ll outrun her,” Jenkins said. “Five miles more.” He sipped at a flask from his pocket and drove directly at the storm.

The snow started steady and fast, piling on our hats and laps. The wind slanted sharp flakes into our eyes. Maman was rigid with terror. She handed me the sleeping Nipper and fingered a rosary in her mittened hands. She had at my age intended to take vows with the Soeurs de Grâce but met Jacques Pelletier fiddling at a barn dance and left the nuns with religion packed in her valise. She carried it now in our crates, in the Lives of the Saints, with their glorious suffering.

My own suffering was ordinary, for no purpose. I was merely hungry, merely cold, my feet blocks of ice. I held out a crystal flake on my dark wool mitten.

“A diamond for you, Madame.”

“Oh, là, a diamond.” Maman destroyed it with her breath. To teach me what lasts. What doesn’t. “Poof, invisible.”

Even as they melted, the stars of snow in my hand provoked my secret longing, impacted like a boil behind the sternum. A red unspeakable greed. For what? To have, to keep it. The crystal beauty and the oxygen, ferny diadems of lace in the air. Such yearning hit me like a regular vertigo. I swallowed it down, so that my soul would not fall out of my mouth and wither away.

The horses struggled against the driving blizzard. Mats of snow clumped their manes and eyes. Hawky Jenkins got down and rubbed their snouts, clogged with ice. “Sweetie, there,” he said. “Baby, now.” When he got back up, he whipped their flanks. Blood striped their hides.

“Don’t hit them,” I whispered. “Don’t.”

“Shhush,” Maman said. “He has to, or they won’t go.” For Maman, between carrot and stick, it was stick that worked, as there was no carrot in this life. Silence is a woman’s best garment, she taught me. And because I loved my mother, I followed this philosophy despite how it chafed me.

“Oh, I’m light-headed,” she said, suffering the mountain sickness. Our lungs were so tight we had to take sips of air. Frequent thin helpings.

The track narrowed still more, the rock wall of the trail so close Henry reached and touched it. The outside edge was a sheer drop to the ravine below. A glance over the lip made my stomach fall clear to the bottom, to the underworld miles down, where dark boulders jagged up through the snow and the Devil waited to catch me in his arms.

“Fugginshee fuggit whoa,” said Jenkins. With a sudden sickening slide, the sled went sideways toward the edge. Maman clutched at Henry with a little scream. Jenkins hauled the reins in a hard turn, but the horses went too fast around the curve, and the sled swung straight out behind. A back runner hung half off the edge. We were suspended over nothing.

“Je vous salue Marie.” Maman did Hail Marys under her breath.

“Quit that,” said Jenkins. “Shitgotdam bastidbitches. Don’t nobody move.”

We froze, balanced hideously over the lip. In the teetering moment Hawky whispered to the horses, “Sweetie, Baby, rightgirl, right.” He pulled them in a carving turn till we straightened, and the sled switchbacked along a ravine worse than the last. Jenkins narrated over the howling bruits of the storm. “Was a whole party in a wagon fell down to death right here. String a jackmules pulled overside by the stumble of the lead animal.”

The weight of fear and the cold pressed our lungs empty; the horizontal snow blew wasps of ice in our eyes, no breath between the flakes. You could not see ahead. Then in the solid white air came the fairy sound of bells.

“Mule string comin’ down,” Jenkins said. “Everbody out.” We climbed down and sank in the drifts, pressed to the wall of the trail. Nipper whimpered in Maman’s arms. Bells jangled. “Hallooo!” Jenkins hollered a warning, and pushed the horses against the mountain. “Don’t make a move. You don’t wanta startle ’em. Only an inch between a hoof and death overside.”

The bells came closer, menacing. Emerging out of the curtain of snowfall was a ghost rider astride a ghost horse, whitened and furred. The trail was so tight we could’ve touched his leg through the flakes. His blanket was frozen and his hat pulled down against the wind. The horse’s eyes bulged goggling with nerves, lashes beaded with ice.

“Jenkins, ya miserable fool,” the rider spat as he passed. “Riskin’ death with women and children.” He and his horse carried on. After them followed mules roped together and strapped with barrels and crates, sacks piled on their backs. They snorted and plunged, flanks raw, patches of hair missing where the wide latigos cinched their ribs. One had a red sore festering. As the last of them passed, a blast of wind pinned us to the mountain, so loud Maman had to shout.

“Go back, monsieur. We turn back.”

“Can’t,” Hawky said. “No turnaround. Too narrow. Better go on than back. That string tramped it down some ahead, anyways.”

“I’m sorry for them,” I said.

“Pah. Going down’s nothin’,” Hawky said. “Them barrels is empty. Uphill, we load ’em to the ears. We brang pianos up. Heating stoves. A printer press. The Duke had all that mahogany wood toted here by mule.”

Mahogany wood sounded to my ears like Enchanted Forest. In his letters my father wrote that in our new town of Moonstone there lived a Duke, with his wife, the Countess. Their house was a château, with turrets and marble columns, fountains and gardens. Picturing such luxury distracted me from the aching ice blocks of my feet. Hawky Jenkins handed us back on the sledge to hunker under solid blankets, our mufflers stiff with frozen breath. He retrieved his flask from the depths of his furs and drained it. We wrapped our arms around each other and went on silent into the jaws of the storm, up the face of Dogtooth Mountain.



In the middle part of the afternoon, the grade of the trail flattened. Out of the blizzard the shapes of buildings emerged. Lights glimmered in the windows of a warehouse. “Carving sheds, on the right,” Jenkins said. “Millworks.”

“Are we there?” Henry asked.

“Pelletier’s up in Quarrytown. This is Moonstone,” Jenkins said. “Your store yonder. Your church. Your barbershop. Jailhouse. You’ll get the hang of her.”

The smell of woodsmoke came through the snowfall. A whiff of meat roasting. Signs for Koble’s Mercantile. Weeks’ Bakery. We went gliding past small shacky dwellings sunk in snowbanks, sure we would stop now, and there would be the snug darling cabin. Hot supper. But the town ended and the trail went on in the white blowing curtains of the storm. Jenkins drove uphill again, past nothing and more nothing. Maman pulled the blanket over our heads. We closed our eyes and endured three miles more.

Jenkins said, “Here’s Quarrytown.”

It was not a town. It was a collection of huts affixed to the side of the mountain, a narrow alley strung on a precipice. Paths like tunnels were carved in the drifts, leading to buried burrows, only tin chimneys visible above the snowpile.

The wagon stopped. Hawky Jenkins pointed. “Cabin Six.”

What we saw was a door in a wall of snow, a stovepipe sticking out. A sort of hallway was shoveled to the entry. Moles lived there. Badgers.

“Pelletier!” Hawky whistled.

“Jacques!” Maman shouted above the wind. “He is here?”

“He is,” said Hawky.

But he wasn’t.



With numb stumps for feet, we got down and sank past our knees, fighting to the steps. When Henry pushed in the door, the wind took it out of his hand.

“Papa?”

Jenkins dumped our last box in the drift and disappeared in the howling whiteout.

“Papa?” A green tuque hung off a peg by the door. His hat.

“Where is he?” Henry’s voice rose in fear.

“Work,” Maman said, not convincing.

We found coal in a corner and shoved it inside the stove. Wind through the cracks snuffed six matches, but we got the fire going and pushed close to it in our frozen coats, our violent shivering. The stove heated fast but we did not.

“Sylvie icitte, here’s a pot,” Maman said. “Get water for tea.”

Outside again, I scooped a pot of snow, as light as nothing. It melted over the fire, but the water it made was not much and not yet boiling. The snug house was not snug. It was not a house. It was one room of batten and boards nailed with tacks. Strips of canvas and pages from the Phrenological Journal covered the walls. Newspaper chinked the cracks. The furniture was a table and three short stools. A cushioned chair. A dust of snow on everything.

“Tea won’t boil,” I said.

“L’altitude,” my mother said. Exhaustion came off her like fumes.

Up a ladder was a sleeping platform nailed around the chimney pipe. Pelts of rabbit and weasel were tacked to cure in the rafters. Snowshoes hung on the walls with tools and implements. A flap of tar paper served as the door to a lean-to room just big enough for a shuck mattress, a washstand.

We thawed our fingers, the baby’s toes, with our breath. Our hands and feet itched and burned, turned the bright red of raw meat. Maman found bread frozen in the cupboard, a can of oysters. A can of peas. She handed these to me with a tin punch.

I opened the tins and cut a finger on the sharp teeth of the lid. Blood tinged the oysters pink. We put the cans on the stove to thaw. Maman hacked the bread and heaped bloodied oysters on it. We ate these with spoonfuls of peas from the can and drank weak tea, stunned still in our coats, our hats. We got in the bed in a pile like a litter of animals and warmed each other by shivering till we slept. Papa was not in this house. His hat was not on his head.



Slivers of frozen sunlight came through cracks in the roof. A fur of snow lay across the covers. Boots stamped outside.

“Halloo, allo!” Our lost papa like a stranger flopped on the nested heap of us. “Ma famille, look at you!” He filled the room with his loudness, his happiness, saying all our names. “Cherie! Henry! So tall, Sylvie! So beautiful, my wife!” He wrapped his arms around Maman, around my gangled shoulders and Henry’s. He gazed through the murk, light shining in his eyes, with his first ever sighting of his baby son. “Oh, mon fils.”

In the two years since we’d seen him, my father had altered, his blue-black hair long to the collar, his beard half down his chest. Nipper whimpered and hid his face in Maman’s neck. Papa chinned him with his whiskers and burrowed under the covers, playing peek till Nipper laughed. Papa wrestled Henry. He pulled my hair and made the tail of my long braid into a mustache for the baby, holding it under his nose.

“Jacques!” My mother was rosy with shyness. Happiness.

He made a mustache for her too, and pulled the covers over our heads, roaring. “I’m a cave bear,” he said. White grit powdered his eyebrows, the plates of his hands cracked and silted. “A quarryman’s a dusty man,” he said. It hurt to see how worn he was, haggard.

    Maman brushed grit off him. He pressed his brow against her forehead and removed her pins. Her hair spilled down in a dark fall. “Jacques, tétè où là? Where were you?”

“In the quarry, Cherie.” Papa pulled back, eyes on her. “I’m on graveyard-shift now. New rule. Same grievance. Same again—we organize.”

“Please no more striking.” My mother soothed her hand down over the edge in his voice, over the crown of his head, a new grizzle of gray at his temples. “You promised no more. You said it was no danger in April. But—the storm. We nearly died.”

“Non, non, non, Cherie. You did not die, no. Mrs. Luck smiled on us.”

“You mean Lady Luck,” I said, and they laughed.

He arranged the strands of her hair, tucked it behind her ears. Her hand went up to him, and he caught it, kissed it. She rested her face against his chest. Love was not a word they said aloud, but there it was, what I wanted for myself, un grand amour.

Papa put new coals in the stove, his eyes shiny with emotion. He sang “Alouette” and cooked frozen bacon in the fry pan. He watched us eat, like it was a miracle that we chewed and swallowed. “Today, mes poussins,” he said, “we go out and see the beauty up here in the rafters of heaven.”



We emerged from our burrow into the sun, looking across the ravine at the vast landscape reaching in the distance like a sea. The peaks were waves cresting into the blue. The white glory of it blinded us.

“It’s the Cathedral of God,” said Papa in his showman’s voice. He had traveled with the circus, which was why he could juggle, why he could hang off a scaffold with a chisel and swallow flames. He’d run with the Iroquois, which was why he could see in the dark and nest in the trees (he said). My father had lived in a tent all through a winter. Goldfinches nested in his beard. He spoke Canadian French, and his English was American. He could walk on his hands.

“This place Moonstone is named by the ancients,” he said, “because a piece of the moon fell down from the sky and landed here.” Half his stories were true and seventy-five percent of them were not, he liked to say, no telling which was which. He hoisted Nipper on his shoulders, took Henry by the stalk of his neck. “Let’s go see the sights.”

We followed the snowy boot-pocked track up the slope. I looked for a shop or a church or a school but saw only shacks clinging to the rocky shelf, as I clung, myself, to the hope that I was not now stranded up here on this pointy peak.

“Cabin Five is Setkowski,” Papa said. “Cabin Four is Bruner. Stone house up the hill is for boss Tarbusch and his pocket watch. All these empties are for the summer crew.” He pointed out a long tin-roof building nailed to a cliff face, propped on struts: the boardinghouse. Papa had lived there two years without us. “Mrs. Quirk runs the place. Her commissary can sell you coal or coffee, but get supplies in town. Everything in these Company joints cost a nose and ear.”

I laughed.

He pulled my braid. “What’s funny?”

“It’s ‘arm and a leg,’ ” I told him.

“Sylvie knows everything,” said Maman. “She is top to her class.” This was a rare show of pride; also a warning: not to be Mademoiselle connaît-tout. Know-it-all. What-all she wanted us to know was la langue maternelle, without the Yankee expressions that corrupted our French. She saw it on me like a rash, the wish for my own words.

We came around the bend and arrived on a flat shelf where workers and horses labored beside a gaping black hole punched in the side of the mountain.

“The Padgett quarry,” said Papa, proud of it.

“That’s it?” Henry craned his neck. “That cave?”

“Ohh, là.” Maman crossed herself.

The entrance was the toothless open mouth of a whale. Hung around it were platforms and derricks, ropes and scaffolding and ladders. Cranes rigged to the crag above poked up like antennae, dangling cables and a massive hook the size of a child. All around the yard, hunks of white rock lay piled like the sugar lumps of a giant.

“The most beautiful stone in the world.” Papa beamed. “Pure statuary white. One big vein with gold in it. A mile long inside the mountain.”

“Gold?” Henry’s eyes lit. “Real gold?”

“Nah. It’s the pyrite gives the marble the yellow streaks. Prettiest thing.”

“Pyrite is the foolish gold,” said my mother.

“Fool’s gold,” I said, unable to help myself, correcting her.

“Duke Padgett is no fool. He’s seven times a millionaire,” said Papa. “Watch how we make his money.”

“Heads!” came a shout. A whistle blew shrill blasts. A clot of men surrounded a stone block the size of a grand piano, wrapped in chains. The crane above pivoted and lowered the dangling hook. One fellow leapt atop the stone, and as it began to rise, he held the lifting chains, performed a somersault.

“He’s Setkowski,” said my father. “He rides the white bird.”

“I want to try it,” Henry said.

Our mother closed her eyes. “Never,” she said.

The crane maneuvered the stone over the lip of the cliff, where it swayed, suspended above the ant bodies of the workers in the yard, fifty feet below. The chain would snap, I thought. The block would plummet and smash the men. It lowered slowly, showoff Setkowski waving his hat, then settled on a waiting flatbed wagon. A six-horse team would haul it down the track to the mill in town.

    “That stone, là.” My father pointed. “A hundred thirty dollars a ton. Thirty tons for a Greek column. Figure how many columns in a bank. A library? Enough stone in this mountain for three hundred years. Add it up.”

“Millions!” Henry said. “Can we go in the quarry and see?”

“No,” said Maman. “The danger.”

“The beauty,” Papa said. “When the sun comes in, the dust in the air is gold, like the sparks of God. You’ll be amazed. La Comtesse herself came for a tour.”

“The Countess?” I said.

“The Duke’s wife. From Bruxelles. She’s Belgian,” Papa said. “You ladies go on back. I’ll take the boy for a look. Moonstone quarry is the Eighth Wonder of the World.”

“Sylvie.” Maman pulled me away from talk of countesses and wonders.

“But—” If I were a boy, I could ride the white bird. If I were a countess, I could go in the quarry to see the dust of gold. But I was a dutiful daughter and forbidden. What else could I not do? A long list. Even here in the Wild West, life would be a sentence of chores and boredom.

Papa saw my disappointment. “Wait for summer, Birdy. Summer is the time, you’ll see. Always there’s flowers on the hills, rainbows in the river.”

“He means trouts,” said know-it-all Henry.

“I mean rainbows,” Papa said, and went off off to show Henry the sights.

Maman pointed to the dangling hook. “See the danger? He’s always a fool for the risk, your father.”

I would rather be like him is what I thought. And yet I was like her, obedient and quiet. I took Nipper from her arms.

“What would I do without you?” she said, grateful.

Get Henry to help instead, I thought, but understood it was my fate to help her with her burdens. Henry’s was to go with Papa, to fly through the air on a white stone bird, to see dazzlements. My mother and I walked back toward the safe cage of Cabin Six, away from the Eighth Wonder of the World. My jaw slid forward on its hinge. Whatever marvels there were to see in the Gilded Mountains, I determined to see them.






Chapter Two

AFTER THREE DAYS THE CABIN was rank with smells of cabbage, of wet wool. Our sibling bickery leaked out through the cracks, and a cold rain leaked in with new jealousies. Henry blathered on about the marble quarry. The most stupendous, most astonishing sight in the universe. Magnifique.

“You would not like it,” he said, lordly. “It’s dangerous.”

“And dirty,” my mother said. “It’s not for a girl.”

I sat by the stove reading Flowers of Evil, trapped in a stew of resentment. I hated rocks. I hated mountains. Mud. Old snow like scab on the land. Nipper banged his spoon on a pot. Henry lowered a string off the platform where we slept, above, “practicing to fish.” His hook was a crooked hairpin that snagged on the end of my braid. He pulled at it. I flung the book and uttered the Québécois curse, “Tabarnac!”

To insult the holy tabernacle was to risk perdition éternelle. Maman trembled at me. “You will say Contrition. You will be good.”

I prayed to be good, and I was. Helpful, polite. Except not in my thoughts, where I was Mrs. Satan, bride of the devil. A spew of defiance was gathering in my craw. I swallowed. “Sorry, Maman. Desolée.”

I said the Act of Contrition, not contrite. After a minute she came to rest her hand on my hair. Perhaps she understood. Perhaps she once had strings pulling her toward some delight and they led her to the barn dance and my father, who landed her here on this miserable rockpile.

“God hears all things,” she reminded me, and handed me the coal sling to fill at the commissary. “Go now,” she said softly, and forgave me. That time she did.

Outside, I stumped along in disappointed boots. Steam rose off the snowbanks. In a matter of days, the temperature had warmed from twenty to fifty. On the Quarrytown path, rain had melted the top layer of snow to reveal black mats of ash frozen in front of the huts, dumped smuts of stoves emptied out of doorways. Pathways of mud threaded over ice pitted with boot prints, the ruts of wheels and runners. The sugar was dissolving, and now there was muck. Someone was staring at me.

A girl stood in the doorway of Cabin Five. She was nine, maybe younger, a sprite wearing overalls fashioned into a dress, her hair uncombed, a crust of yellow in her eyes.

“I don’t see you around here yet,” she said. “Where you came from?”

“Back east,” I said.

The girl laughed. Her name was Eva Setkowski, she said, and kept laughing.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nobody never should come here.”

“Why?”

“It’s a curse. It’s a curse on it.”

“What curse?”

“Indian Yoots put a bad spell here. This place used to be all Yoots, but the white man killed ’em and chased ’em away. So they cursed the mountains.” She stabbed her finger at the four points of an invisible compass. “Curse, curse, curse, curse. You won’t never leave here without bad evil finding you.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care if you do,” she said.



“What are Yoots?” I asked later, at home.

“The Ute people,” Papa said. “U-T-E. Like Utah.”

“Indians who lived here long ago,” my mother said.

“Not long. Thirty years,” my father corrected.

“That Polish girl said a curse is on the valley.”

“That’s only a fairy tale,” Papa said.

Was it? At the time I thought so, that it was just a legend. But all these years since, I’ve wondered if the disasters that befell Moonstone were due to the Ute curse, Chief Colorow’s prophecy, that any venture attempted by white people in the Diamond River Valley was doomed.

“Do not talk to that girl,” Maman said. “Don’t look at the men when they watch you. Keep walking.”



But I did look at them, envied their swagger and ease, their loudness, jokes, and cursing, not allowed for me, who must not look and must not talk and not go in the quarry to see the Eighth Wonder. Fetching water or hauling coal, I looked, yes, to see—was one of these fellows a sweetheart for me, someone to free me, the Devil himself, from this boredom and obedience? I noticed their sledgehammer arms, their broken-nailed fingers raking their hair, and was in love twice a day.

“They are primitifs,” my mother said. “Foreign.”

“Ah, Cherie, they’re good people,” Papa said. “Except the boss, Tarbusch.”

“Shh!” Maman put a hand over his mouth. She tied a cloth around his neck and cut his hair, trimmed his beard. In a week she’d shaped him up with clean overalls, and spruced Cabin Six with flour sack curtains in a rose pattern and a paper portrait of Notre Seigneur on the wall, golden rays of light spearing his head. She prayed for protection from primitives while I prayed for my deliverance from this rock. I could not get to town, not even for school, to finish and get my certificate.

“It is still a danger of slides,” Maman said. “Mud and rock.”

But it was the danger from men that worried her, the laborers in the loading yards, the artisans and stone carvers in the mill.

“Italians are the masters,” Papa told her. “The finest artists for statues—”

“Naked ones,” she sniffed. “Complètement nu.”

“Most of ’em stay down there in Dagotown,” he said, “by the mill.”

I did not like the way my parents talked about the foreign workers, for weren’t we ourselves called froggy and peasouper, and weren’t we migrants ourselves? How was anyone to be American?

“Company set them up separate,” my father said, “so we won’t plot for a union. But, tant pis, if the boss don’t pay more—we strike. Tarbusch cheats hours off your clock. Makes us work Sundays.”

“It’s against God,” said Maman.

“Turns stone into gold. Pretty good trick.” My father’s laugh was undercut by bitterness. He was not the Papa who played his fiddle in the evenings. He was too tired to read Robin Hood aloud or sing “Alouette” or whistle. He held the bridge of his nose pinched in his hand, massaged his dusty head. He went to work or went to sleep, and when he was awake, he argued in whispers with Maman. From listening in the eaves, we knew everything. Our debt for supplies at the Company Mercantile. The strike brewing.

Early one morning Papa came in after a graveyard shift of fourteen hours and sat taking big helpings of air, his hands outstretched to the stove. Maman brushed at him. Dust rose from his jacket and made her cough.

“It’s sugar coating,” he said, eyes closed. “I’m the sugar man.”

“Don’t breathe it,” Maman said. “You’re bones and skin. You rest.”

“No time.”

All their talk was of time. A day was twelve hours, or ten. Some days were at night. The lunch hour was minutes. Some hours were overtime, but those hours were dead.

“How can hours be dead?” Henry asked me.

“Dead work,” I told him. “Not paid.”

Their other talk was about money, never any in the jar. Wages by the hour. Rent by the month. Hospital fees for the year. Coal was four plunks per sack. Plunks were scrip, offered instead of cash, to spend at the Company store. By payday it was all down to zed. The talk of money made me want some for myself.

“The boys are set to walk out,” Papa said.

“They will kill you this time,” said Maman.

“Nobody kills me,” he said, and fell asleep with his boots on.



One evening, two weeks after we’d arrived, Papa came home in the dark and left again after six hours of sleep. In his exhaustion he forgot his lunch bucket.

“I’ll take it to him,” I said.

“You don’t,” Maman said. “Henry does it.”

But Henry had gone off to set snares for rabbits, Nipper riding piggyback. Maman threw up her hands. “Fifteen minutes. Give the dinner to the foreman. You don’t talk. You don’t go in.”

“Oui, Maman.” I headed out the door and the Devil whispered defiance in my ear.

In the load-out yard I went between blocks of stone, past the stares and whistles of the men, to a small shack by the quarry mouth. There in the open half of a Dutch door was perched Juno Tarbusch, timekeeper, stoop-shouldered and small-eyed.

“Here’s dinner for my father,” I said. “Mr. Pelletier.”

“Frenchy’s girl, are you?” He ran his finger down a page of his ledger, checked his watch. “Doesn’t deserve dinner, that one. He’s in the pit. I’ll take that.”

“I’ll bring it to him. I don’t mind.”

“Not smart,” he said, and cleared a long gargle of phlegm. “Been a long winter. These boys might just put you in a slag bucket, steal you off for a ride. We won’t never see you again.” His wet eyes gleamed. “You could slip and fall. Skirts like that.”

You could stick that pencil in your eye, I didn’t say, imagining eyeballs bursting like the vile jellies of Shakespeare. “My mother sent me.”

“Go ahead, then,” he said. “Only one way down, and that’s Satan’s Staircase!” He tapped his watch. “Better git. Time is money.”

I went past him. Now I’d see it: the Eighth Wonder.

And it was true, what Henry said. Magnifique. Incroyable. I stood inside the cave at the top of the Devil’s stairs and gasped. Men had hollowed the mountain into a white stone cathedral. Pillars and flying buttresses of marble held up the vaulted roof. Particles of glitter hung in sunbeams shafting through the entrance like God-light in a painting. Hundreds of feet below were clots of machinery, lumber, tangles of rope, chain, wire, the dark shapes of men and mules. Workers moved along ladders tacked to the walls, hung from scaffolding rickety as twigs. Hammer blows ricocheted off chisels amid a buzz of drills and stone saws. Smoke billowed up from boiler fires and stained the white ceiling of the cavern black with ash. The smell was of dampness and sulfur.

Satan’s staircase was only thin backless boards spiked to stone. I gripped the railing in one hand, lunch pail and skirts in the other. A fellow shouted and pointed. Whistles and hisses, eyes on me like millipedes. Halfway down I arrived at a terrace of rock. Workers there hammered at the wall, trading blows. They stopped, leaning on their sledgehammers, gawking as if I were a mythical creature. I nodded hello and went on into the cold and damp whiteness of the cave. At different levels were carved rough letters, hearts, initials dug in the marble walls.

On the lowest landing, six men balanced on a long crowbar, levering up a cut block of stone. Two more pushed rubble over a three-foot ledge, rattling it into metal buckets below, shovels scraping.

One of them stepped in front of me, spectacled, young, oddly dressed in a collared shirt, a silk tie of gold and crimson stripes. Pale springs of hair were tamed to a side part. He was slight through the shoulders, hatless in a suit jacket, strangely out of place. Was he a geologist? A dandy? A prospector?

Are you lost? I wanted to ask him.

He adjusted the wire-rims on his nose and leaned on his shovel to blink at me. “Are you lost, miss?” he said, Southern vowels in his voice.

“No,” I said, startled, as if he’d taken words from my mouth.

“Might I offer assistance?” His professorial air was bizarre in the dust and clamor.

“I’m looking for Mr. Jacques Pelletier,” I said.

“Frenchy? Everybody knows Frenchy.” He pointed below. “There in the green hat.”

I had knitted that hat, une tuque, fitted around the head with a flop of extra space at the crown. Pour attraper les pensées, my father said, so dreams don’t escape.

I myself should have escaped then, to avoid the impropriety of talking to a strange man, but the Devil had other plans. Though is it fair to blame the Devil? I was fascinated from the start by this odd fellow. He was owlish. Clean-shaved. His teeth white as his starched collar. His leather boots were new. He fussed with a bloody handkerchief wrapped around his hand, trying to tie it off with his teeth.

“Shall I help you?” I said, forgetting to slump into my bones, to appear petite.

“Why, yes, thank you.” He held out his hand to show an open blister across the web of his thumb, flecked with grit. “Went off without my gloves this morning. I’d be obliged, miss, if you could secure this for me.”

When I put down the lunch bucket, he handed me the handkerchief, monogrammed in blue initials, JCP. “This will have to do,” he said, “unless by some stroke of fortune you happen to carry bandages in your dinner pail? A tincture of iodine?”

Dinnah payel, he said, as if it were a languid hot afternoon.

His outstretched hand, when I took it, sent a jolt through me. I had not gone to school with boys or known any boys except loud brothers and cousins, the uncles full of snores and guffaws, curses and drinking, fiddling and singing. This boy was refined and American, his hand pink and uncalloused, streaked bloody. He smiled directly at me, as if he knew my thoughts. “That looks painful,” I managed to say.

“Those who would learn must suffer,” he said, “as my father is fond of telling me. And I am suffering, truly. The old man would send us all to the school of hard knocks.”

“Or hard rocks,” I said.

He laughed as if my joke surprised him. I wrapped his hand, its long delicate fingers, and tied the cloth in a knot. I could not look at him, his hair the color of corn, both of us pink with awkwardness, not only me. Sweat steamed his glasses. He blinked behind them, considering me. “Thank you for coming to the aid of the suffering,” he said. “Nobody told me they let angels down here.”

“It’s no trouble.” Angels did not stammer as I did. Seraphim did not wear dusty boots. The other fellows ragged him. “Ohh, J.C., the ladies’ man.” Making kiss noises.

“In my dreams only.” He grinned at me, and I had the strange impulse to take the spectacles from his face. To clean the fog off them and see the color of his eyes.

“Sylvie!” Papa beckoned below.

I nodded to JCP and carried on in a fluster to hand the lunch pail to my father. “You forgot this!”

“Cherie sends you?” he asked.

“She said give it to the foreman but—”

“Bah, non, if you give it to Tarbusch, he would eat it himself. He eats babies. He eats kittens. He’d cut the kidneys out of you and cook them for breakfast.”

“He said that you do not deserve dinner,” I told him.

“Did he?” My father’s eyes narrowed. “You see, Birdy? Big shots don’t like a man even to have his dinner.” He glanced toward the hole of light above us as if it were the eye of God all-seeing. But who was looking down was that bandaged fellow, JCP, from the rock shelf. He saluted when he saw us notice.

“That fella”—my father pointed with his chin—“is Jasper Padgett. Son of Duke Padgett. His daddy has him playing quarry boy all summer.”

This information interested me. JCP was royalty. Son of a duke. He looked as odd in that cavern as I did. He had called me angel.

Papa the showman held up his dinner pail and kissed it. The fellows around him laughed and came over to shake my hand.

“Here’s my daughter, Sylvie.” He pointed a warning finger at them. “Don’t none of you dare. Or I feed you to the wolves.” He swept his arm grandly overhead. “Regarde, Sylvie, our famous marble quarry. Splendide, non?”

“Splendide, yes,” I said.

My father pointed with pride to a hulking machine that inched along a cut with a hammering screech. “There’s my sweetheart. She goes through stone like the knife through jelly—but so slow we call her l’Escargot.”

The Snail was a channeling machine on tracks, drill bits on either side like massive sewing machine needles. “She moves one foot an hour. She eats five hundred pounds of coal every day. She’s a beautiful girl.”

The Snail’s grim industrial appearance did not match his worshipful description. He loved it for the chiseling work it saved him, his arms and back, but to me it was a burping pile of dirty metal. Black exhaust from its fiery boiler was the only hint that it might be the murder weapon that it was. That it came to be.

The fellow at the controls wore a blue kerchief around his neck, a cigarette in his mouth. “Sylvie,” my father said, “here’s Dan Kerrigan, our favorite troublemaker.”

“Troublemakers, eh?” Kerrigan said, winking, “It’s your dad who’s chief rebel, and we thank him for that, don’t we, now, Jocko?”

My father spooned up his dinner and shared it with the hungry-eyed Kerrigan. A whistle blew. The men on the floor looked up, wary as deer. High above, a man pointed theatrically at his watch.

“Tarbusch,” my father said. “Putain.”

“One a these days,” Kerrigan said, “gonna punch his doors in.”

“Gonna walk out of his doors,” my father said. “Then they pay.” He noticed me listening. “Go on home now,” he said, and returned to his sweetheart, the Snail.

Back across the quarry floor, my boots sucked in a gray paste of icy mud. I hoped to see JCP, but the only sign of him was a red spot among the white stone chips, the bloody handkerchief. I fished it out for a souvenir and started up the stairs. When I came blinking into the sun, Mr. Tarbusch tapped his watch.

“Thirty-five minutes,” he said. “Lunch break is fifteen only.” He opened his timekeeper’s record and with elaborate theater, licked his red pencil, made a mark. “Hadda dock that crew twenty.”

“Sir?”

“Like I said, time is money, so time is our enemy. Don’t forget it.”

What I don’t forget is that Tarbusch was an enemy, the tool and agent and lapdog of the actual enemy. But that morning I was preoccupied by Jasper C. Padgett, his bloody paw, the southern flavor in his voice. Angel, he’d said. The word played a shiny harp in my life of dreariness and boredom. I’d seen the Eighth Wonder of the World and bandaged the son of a duke. How, I wondered, could I contrive another sighting of JCP? The quarry no longer interested me. One tour down in the mountain bowels was enough. I stowed the handkerchief in my shoebox of keepsakes, where the red bloodstains hardened and turned brown. I have it still, all these years later.






Chapter Three

THAT WEEK PAPA WORKED LATE, and slept, and left again. The rest of us sat out on the steps in the dusk, inhaling a new green smell in the air, of shoots and leaves unfurling, watery rivulets coursing downhill. The sinking sun made bands of blue shadow along the mountain flanks, till it was only a scarlet rind behind the stonehearted ranges to the west. The night filled in between the peaks. A swift arrowed through the dusk. Nipper hummed a tune. Henry took a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Maman.

“Mr. Tarbusch says he can use me in the quarry,” he said. “Ten cents an hour.”

In the lantern light, she read the paper, a certificate granting permission for a boy to quit school and go to work. It stated Henry’s age as fifteen though he was only twelve. It gave his weight as a hundred pounds when he was not more than sixty, soaking wet. It was signed as fact by Colonel Bowles, the Company president. Bowles was also mayor of Moonstone and superintendent of schools, too.

“You’ll sign?” Henry asked her.

For an answer, she tore the paper in bits. “It’s lies,” she said. “The age. The weight. You lied. In this life, all we have is our savior and the honest word.”

“Other boys do it,” Henry dared to argue. “The Duke’s own son works there.”

“He is twelve? Non.” She stabbed the paper with a finger. “This colonel. He prefers you not to have education? To work in a mine? Bon ben, you go to school with Sylvie. To start tomorrow.”

It was thanks to my brother and his sneaky attempt to earn a dime that I escaped from Quarrytown.



Monday morning at five o’clock, we started hiking to town. Eva Setkowski passed us going uphill to fetch water. “What about school?” I asked her.

“I got to work.” She skipped off with her buckets. When she filled them at the sluice pipe, they’d weigh as much as she did.

We’d not seen Moonstone since coming through it in the storm three weeks before, and now we went along with excitement. The sunrise speared up behind the greening peaks. Echoing from the village came the barking of dogs, the bray of mules, alluring as a carnival. Around the shoulder of the mountain, we passed a sign marking Hairpin Point. Below, the turrets of a great house rose through the trees.

“The castle!” I cried. “Look, Henry! It’s Elkhorne, the Padgett château—” If I could peer through the windows I’d surely see dragon piles of loot and that odd prince, JCP, at his breakfast of poached peacock eggs, roasted hummingbird tongues.

Henry ran ahead, uninterested. We walked downhill for an hour and crossed the bridge into Moonstone town, passing stock pens of cattle and pigs and the long tin-roof sheds of the mill. Blocks of marble were lined up there to be slabbed and carved, then trucked out by wagon.

Classes were held in the church (of apostates, Maman said). We followed a straggle of pupils who examined us with suspicion. The church, when we found it, was not pretty; it was Methodist, plain without saints. Henry went to the vestry room with the younger students. I climbed upstairs, following a paper sign that said High School.

A petite young lady wrote on a chalkboard, her shiny hair piled and pinned. Was she the teacher? Teachers were wimpled, stern as crows. This was a sunflower. “I am Miss Gage,” she said, smiling. “Please have a seat.”

From my desk I studied her bright American expression. A few girls sat up front in starched hair ribbons. In the back were older boys; among them, Carlton Pfister, big as a man, with small bored eyes and clenched hands, in training, perhaps, for his future as the lout he would become. My adversary.

“Please welcome our new pupil, Sylvie,” Miss Gage said. “Mademoiselle Pelletier is from Quebec. She speaks French.”

“Frenchy Frenchy,” Carlton whispered, tipped his nose at me with his thumb.

“Please demonstrate for us, Sylvie,” the teacher said. “Parlez, mademoiselle.”

To speak French would reveal me. The Yankee children in Rutland had mocked our accents, called us frogs.

“Sylvie? Un peu de français, s’il vous plait?”

“Salut,” I said. “Bonjour.” All available blood was in my face. My plan to be American was spoiled now by this daisy teacher. Or so I thought then. But as it turned out, Miss Gage was the one who set me on my course, however unwittingly.

Sniggering stares and whispers crawled on my skin. It was the first time I’d been in a classroom with boys. Without nuns. I was shocked to see Carlton and another pocky student playing catch with a pinecone. Why did the teacher not beat them with a switch? In front of me, Millie Havilland drew elaborate hearts on her slate. In the middle row, a boy put his head on the desk and slept with his mouth open.

Disappointment pooled in my gullet. The school was for imbéciles and enfants. I would never get my diploma. Just before dismissal, Miss Gage said, “Tomorrow, boys and girls, let’s all try to be as good and quiet as our new pupil.”

I kept quiet not because I was good but because I lacked words to name the frustration throttled in my throat. How a girl could learn such words or dare to speak them would not be taught here. I’d have to find them myself. When the bell rang, I went out to see what the town might offer in the way of opportunity.



Moonstone was eight mud blocks crosshatched in a flat bowl, hemmed in by snowy mountains. Empty lots and sprouts of new buildings clustered on Padgett Street: a bank, a bakery, a saloon. At the butcher shop, Henry and I stared at sausages hung in the window, then lingered in front of Company Mercantile but did not go in. We had no money to spend, and if we missed our ride on the stone lorry back to Quarrytown, we’d have three miles to walk home.

Just before the bridge, we came upon a rack-ribbed donkey chewing a patch of weeds sticking up through old snow. A bunch of boys poked the poor creature with branches. Carlton Pfister and his friends, stabbing with sticks.

“Don’t say anything.” Henry pulled his hat low to hide his face. We passed them, silent, while the poor donkey fixed his baleful eye upon me, accusing. At the stone yard, we found the lorry had left without us and hiked uphill two hours.



Maman waited on the steps. Nipper charged us on his wobbling new legs. Henry caught him and swung him up. Voices came from inside the cabin. My father and someone. The door opened and a young man came outside. He had the scruffy look of a pirate; the white thread of a scar traced from ear to chin.

Papa followed out after him. “Sylvie, here’s George Lonahan. From Denver.”

“Not from Denver,” said my mother, disgusted. “From the IWW.” She meant the Industrial Workers of the World, the labor union that had caused my father’s trouble in Rutland.

“With respect, ma’am, it’s UMW, and I’m from New Jersey,” Lonahan said. “The Garden State. We grow the world’s best bog iron. I been sent west here to free the workingman by the strength of our own numbers. Pleased to meetcha, Sylvie.”

My parents went inside to argue behind the door. George Lonahan stretched his arms overhead and sighed. I could hardly look at him, such a dashing, rangy fellow, brown hair too long in the back, past a frayed collar inside his thin city jacket. Under a sparse growth of whiskers, the scar was a bracket around one side of his face. Perhaps he was attacked by a swashbuckler. A cutlass. My shyness was acute.

“Mind if I sit?” he asked, and then did, beside me on the step, the long grasshopper bones of his legs folded and splayed. He loosened his necktie and leaned back on his elbows to chew a toothpick and look across the gorge. “Free the workingman,” he muttered. “That’ll be the day, Sylvie, won’t it?”

He cracked his knuckles and assessed me sideways. A frisson of heat shivered through me for the second time that week.

“So, Miss Pelletier,” he said, “here’s a riddle: What are singular?”

“Singular…?”

“Here’s a hint: scissors.” He waited for the answer, an amused expression on his face like a trap. Or a lure. “I’ll ask again: What are singular?”

“Pants?” I said after a minute. “Pants are singular.”

“Ha! Bravo! Your dad said you were first in your class. What else?”

“Suds!” I said, grinning.

“Ye olde pluralia tantum,” Lonahan said. “Like measles.”

“Also riches,” I remembered. “You cannot have one measle or one rich.”

“But you can.” Lonahan sat forward with a sudden intensity. “See, right here you got a singular, measly, rich Duke, down there in his château, like you say in France.”

“I’m American,” I said. “I’ve never been to France.”

“Let’s go right now, then. You and me fly off to Paree, whattya say? Alley-oop.” He flapped his arms like the wings of a comical goose. “The point ain’t grammar,” he said, serious now. “Point is, I need to have a couple words with the fellas up here.”

“What words?”

“The singular truth. About the boot heel of injustice. Good hardworking people like yourselves deserve the fine and beautiful things, same as a duchess.”

“We don’t have a duchess. But we do have a countess.”

“Same basic snoot.” He took a cigarette from his pocket and smoked in the gathering dusk. “You tell your papa you won’t wait another year for a roof that don’t leak. You want milk for that baby. Roast chicken on Sundays. Tell him he needs a day of rest for the bones. Your mother does.”

We listened to her whispers behind the door and watched Henry pitch pebbles to Nipper, who tried to catch them in his baby paws.

“You want a ball glove for that brother of yours.”

“He’d kill for one,” I said.

“And what about you?” Lonahan tilted his head to the side like a curious crow, to examine me. “What would you kill for, Sylvie Pelletier?”

“Murder is a mortal sin,” I said, smiling.

“Tell that to the boss class.” Tendrils of smoke came from his mouth, and I breathed it in with his words like a new kind of oxygen.

“What’s sister want, then, eh? A sweet for the sweet. Whattya say?”

“Want costs money,” I said. “Many plural monies.”

“Plenty of that right here. Trouble is, how to get our hands on it?”

“Beg, borrow, or steal.” I shrugged.

“Steal?”

“Not—I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Speaking is the start of doing, ain’t it?” Lonahan said, and winked. “Not that you’d steal.” Was that the moment when the idea planted itself in my mind? He drew on his cigarette so the tip flared red. The sun was a matching circle of fire, the sky mottled with flaming clouds, purpled shadows. “Beauty is free, anyway, in these mountains.”

“Free beauty,” I said. “Could we eat it for dinner?”

He laughed and smoked and assessed me as if deciding. “Help me out here, Sylvie Pelletier. Problem is, how to get a letter to Moonstone? If I put my correspondence in the mailbox here, there’s a danger it won’t get delivered.”

“Danger?” He made risk sound attractive. The cigarette hung off his lip, and I suppressed an urge to reach over and take it, to smoke it myself.

“Certain mail to certain people goes missing sometimes from Quarrytown,” Lonahan explained, mysterious. “I’d deliver it myself, but I wore out my welcome in Moonstone. Some magoof with a badge told me to get lost. Company calls me an outside agitator, which is their most polite term for a union rep. Going to town to drop a letter is a danger.”

“I’d carry it for you,” I said, intrigued. “On the way to school in the morning.”

“Then you’d be a heroine,” said George Lonahan.

“Or would I be an outside agitator?”

He laughed. “No, you’d be on the inside, of course.” George handed me an envelope from his pocket. “Take this to the editor at the newspaper. The Moonstone Record.”

I accepted it as if it were a solemn mission.

“One a these days we’ll go to Paris for an adventure, whattya say? You ’n’ me,” George said. “When the workers of the world are free, eh?” He made it sound like a joke, but it was a struggle for the ages.

“Ha-ha-ha, sure,” I said.

When my father came outside, Lonahan stood and clapped him on the shoulder. “Your girl here,” he said, “bright as a new penny. I was just telling her: Strike while the weather’s hot, as we say in the union halls. Summer’s the time. Starve their profits.”

“Starve ourselves, more like,” said Papa. “Won’t call it for summer. It’s paying season.”

“Jacques,” Maman called from inside, “tell that man les socialistes n’sont pas bienvenus icitte.”

Not welcome, she said. My mother had a terror of socialistes. She called them godless radicals, infidels. According to the church, a socialist was a kind of demon. I perused George Lonahan with new interest, to see if he had horns. The envelope burned like a hot coal in my pocket.

“Cherie’s got the Red fear in her,” Papa apologized.

“Whether you call us socialists, Reds, dogs, whether you’re with us or not, Jocko, the slaves of the caves will free themselves.” Lonahan exhaled smoke.

“We are not slaves,” said Papa.

“You think?” Lonahan went whistling on his way, but halfway down the road, he turned and bowed to me like a chevalier of old, as if he knew I was sorry to see him go, and he was sorry too. I wanted to tell him my father was right: Slavery was abolished after the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. Perhaps the socialistes of New Jersey had not learned this fact in American history class, as I had, earning an A-plus.

The truth is that in those days I knew almost nothing about the past. I was preoccupied with the present, this new world, where a duke’s son worked in his necktie, a château towered above the trees, and a scar-faced radical smoked on our step. He trusted me to deliver a message, so I fancied myself a heroine.

Paris, he’d said. Would I ever see it? Already I’d seen the Eighth Wonder. There were seven more. All I needed was money, the price of a ticket. How was I to get it?



Before school the next morning, I found myself checking the notices in the window of the Moonstone City Record: All Printing Jobs Accepted, Inquire Within. Perhaps I would inquire for employment, though it was not likely that a newspaper would hire a girl. Perhaps I could sweep and tidy for a few nickels.

“Hello?” I called inside. Only an orange cat appeared, mewing. I left George Lonahan’s risky envelope on the typewriter there. What was in it? What did an agitator have to say to a newspaper?



At school, Miss Gage had an announcement: “An essay contest!” she said, sparkling enthusiasm. “The prize is a dollar. The winning essay will be published in the newspaper.”

What Makes the U.S.A. a Great Nation? was the prompt on the blackboard.

“You must use an example from our own local experience,” the teacher said. The judges were Miss Gage herself and K. T. Redmond, editor of the Moonstone City Record. Likely due to the influence of the Bolshevik pirate George Lonahan, I chose "Freedom" for my topic and wrote with a fierce intention to win. I wanted that dollar.

For “local experience,” I remembered the poor mules chained in a string and the pleading eyes of the donkey tortured by schoolboys, and got carried away writing a plea for fair treatment of these animals, “who have been domesticated to serve man and cannot survive free like wild creatures do…”

Freedom is our strength but comes with responsibility, went my thinking; it had to be tended and fed, or some such lofty idealism in a schoolgirl’s musing.



“Is this a joke?” was Miss Gage’s comment. “The assignment was to write about what makes our nation exceptional. Not to write about donkeys.”

My second attempt was a patriot’s cheer about the engraved words on the Liberty Bell: Proclaim Liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof. The U.S. was great, I wrote, because we had fought a despotic king. We had democracy—Moonstone town had its own election upcoming! And thanks to our revolution, we did not suffer taxation without representation. (Or so I believed then.)

My new essay was a success. “Much better!” Miss Gage wrote in flowery script. She did not suggest I expand on the idea that Liberty belonged to “all the inhabitants,” not just some. We were not taught to question ideals engraved in cast iron. My writing on the greatness of the U.S.A. earned an A-plus. So had I qualified as a real American at last?



June 6, 1907. Prize Day. I would be awarded a diploma that morning, my seventeenth birthday. We students lined up spit-shined, and marched to the village square, a patch of dirt with benches arranged around a platform swagged with bunting. Miss Gage perched there, a bright bird in yellow amid the dark-suited town officials arrayed like a murder of crows.

The speaker was Colonel Frederick Bowles, a vested man with a brush-broom mustache. He started in with his important talking, while the students pronounced his name in sniggering whispers. Bowels, Mr. Irritable Bowels. He was called Colonel, though he had never been a soldier or commander of a military unit. He owned the only motorcar in town, famously hauled uphill in parts and reassembled.

“Students, parents, teachers, friends!” His voice rang in the valley. “Tomorrow’s leaders are sitting here among us.”

Next to me, tomorrow’s leader Carlton Pfister scratched the wooden bench with a jagged point of rock, carving an obscene word.

“Don’t,” I whispered. “You’ll get in trouble.”

Carlton gave me a malevolent smile and raked the stone along my wrist so it bled. I let out a cry of pain.

“Shh,” scolded Millie Havilland, a giant white hairbow on her head.

“… and so, for her strong argument about American liberty,” said the Colonel, “the essay prize goes to Miss Sylvie Pelletier.”

People clapped and craned to look as I went blinking to the platform. Miss Gage beamed. Colonel Bowles presented me a large envelope, smiling with kind wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, while I stood like a mutton absorbing the wonder of it. A dollar just for writing a page. Here was the president of the company congratulating me.

“Thank you for the honor,” I told him. “I’m very grateful.”

“That’s the spirit we like to hear from our young people! Gratitude!” Bowles shook my hand, the smell of mothballs wafting off his summer suit. The applause petered out, but while it lasted, I savored it like a sweet and floated down the steps.

Awaiting me was a hatless woman in a plain burgundy dress. Her face had a veneer of freckles, a snub nose, sparse eyelashes.

“Congratulations, Miss Pelletier. I’m K. T. Redmond, of the Moonstone City Record.”

This was Redmond? She could not be the real editor, I thought. Editors were men in eyeshades, not freckled ladies with scraps of ginger hair escaping their pins.

I shook her hand, dismayed to see that Carlton Pfister’s scratch on my arm had left red streaks on the prize envelope.

“You’re bleeding,” she said, and gave me her handkerchief. She did not say she was an agent of disaster or of my transformation. She did not reveal herself to be a provocateur, a windbag or witch, or even a “knocker,” as she was later accused.

Her lace handkerchief was quickly stained. “I’m sorry—I’ll wash it.”

“Keep it. And come to the newspaper on Monday to print your essay.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I tucked it in my sleeve and hoped to get the bloodstains off before they dried. I’d keep it with the other one. JCP.



At home, my mother ran her thumb over the golden seal of my diploma and took the silver dollar I’d won to put in a coffee tin for my savings.

“Pis ben,” she said, hiding her pleasure. “Don’t let your ankles swell.”

“It’s head, Maman. Don’t let your head swell.”

“We say ankles,” she said, uncorrected. “On dit là des chevilles qui enflent. Finish your chores.”



Monday morning I walked to town in a thin June drizzle. My coat was sopped, but my hopes were dry, my head swelled with the new resolve of a winner, to ask for a job at the newspaper. The fact that the editor was not a man seemed a point in my favor. If a woman could be an editor, why couldn’t I—with my prize certificate—be an employee? Ask. I muttered my intention all the way down the slope.

At the Record, rivulets of rain ran down the glass. Through the blurred pane, I peered into the wide-open room, where I saw Miss Redmond standing behind a cart-size machine. She plucked a sheet of paper and fed it to the mechanical creature. With the pumping motion of her foot, she turned the gears. She saw me spying and beckoned. Inside was the smell of ink and the machine’s loud clanking.

“Miss Pelletier,” she called over the din. “Observe, please.”

She wore an inky canvas apron. Her jaw showed a slight bulldog underbite. When she was sure of my attention, she released a handle on the press and pumped her foot on the treadle. The machine opened and shut its jaws while she placed blank sheets of newsprint and removed the printed ones in a regular rhythm.

“I read your two essays,” she said. “Which convinced me we might get along.”

“My two essays ma’am?” Had there been a mistake?

“I asked your teacher for the whole rotten bunch. There were two by you.”

“Miss Gage liked the one about the Liberty Bell.”

“Well, I didn’t,” said the editor, “and I told her so. The one about the donkeys is superior. We’ll print that one.”

“I thought the one about the Liberty Bell—”

“The Liberty Bell is cracked,” said Miss Redmond. “Did you know? Why not ask the question: Is freedom all it’s cracked up to be?” She laughed while I stood stumped. “Never mind. You did well with the donkeys.”

“Miss Gage did not think so.”

“Miss Gage is a nincompoop,” she said.

I clapped my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing and screwed up my nerve. “Miss Redmond, I’d be glad to do odd jobs for you here at the paper. If you need a hand, if I wouldn’t be in the way—sweeping.”

“Sweeping?” She peered over her spectacles for a long judgmental minute and humphed. “If you’ll learn to operate this press, I could pay you something.”

“I’ll learn,” I said.

Miss Redmond looked skeptical, as if I were, probably, also a nincompoop. “I’ll give you a trial. If the verdict is in your favor, two dollars a week.”

Two dollars. It was a fortune.



Miss Redmond showed me how to work the press, how to ink the platens, screw down the type. She was all business. “You’ll do the local deliveries on Fridays,” she said. “And there’s eighty out-of-town subscriptions to mail. Any questions?”

“No, ma’am.” My first error.

“Learn to ask, or you’ll never make a newshound.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Did I want to be a newshound? The idea had not occurred to me as among the possibilities, which seemed limited to nun, wife, spinster. Now it seemed a pretty good bargain to get paid just for writing addresses on labels for the Record’s subscribers in Washington, Chicago, New York. I rolled the papers and stuck down the labels and pictured readers in their starched collars, reading about our town.

THE MOONSTONE CITY RECORD

LIKED BY MANY, CUSSED BY SOME, READ BY EVERYBODY


    
    Tom Pringle and Lee Bedford engaged in a disgraceful row. Bedford shot and perhaps fatally wounded Pringle who clings to life at the clinic. Bedford is in the town jail.
 
    _______________________

     A recently acquired and valuable property, heretofore undeveloped, is the manganese mine in Grand County Tuah. The Padgett Fuel and Stone Company has erected a small tipple.
 
        _______________________
 
    Will any brother or sister editors of the Western Slope, knowing of a nice healthy cat, please express it to my friend “Cap” Daily of the Aspen Times. Cats having litters of kittens preferred.

     _______________________
 
    The unwatering of the Black Queen mine is proceeding slowly. Just what is to be done after the unwatering is not announced.

    


   
Who was the Black Queen? What was a tipple if not a drink of liquor? Why did Bedford shoot Pringle? Had my employer received the letter I’d delivered from the socialist Lonahan? I still wondered what it said, but didn’t ask, for fear she’d think me affiliated with agitators.

I should not have worried.



One evening I was so engrossed in my typing practice that I missed the last lorry ride and had to hike. At home, Henry sat on the steps with Nipper. The look on his face stopped me short. “Something happened,” he said. “An accident.”

“Is it Papa?” A cold claw of fear clutched me.

“Pete Conboy,” Henry said. “They were lifting a block and the jack snapped, and—kerplow!” He smacked his hands together with a hard crack. “It fell on his leg.”

“He’s dead?”

“Naw, just hurt bad. They had to pry it off him. Blood all over. Hawky took him to the doctor over in Rabbit Town. They’re gonna cut it off. The whole leg.”

We could hear our mother fretting indoors. “Every day I fear, Jacques, you are next!”

“Cherie,” Papa said, “I’m fine.”

We stayed outside and watched Nipper stack rocks in a tower. “How do they cut a leg off?” my brother wondered. “With a saw?”

I shuddered and brought the baby inside to report about my job at the newspaper. The promise of cash money put a smile on my mother’s face, but the idea of her daughter working! in town! had only added fears to her collection: that I’d come under the influence of Methodists. Drunks or wild animals would attack me on the quarry road. Attention, she warned: A mountain lion had been seen prowling the boardinghouse ridge. Mrs. Quirk had tripped over loose scree and broken her wrist. A man had leered at Mrs. Bruner by the water pipe.

“Remember your prayers,” she said, and the next morning, sent me off with hers.



It was enough to remember all the keys of the typewriter and how to work the handpress. By five o’clock on Friday, my head was full of lessons and news, light with hunger. Again I’d missed the last ride uphill and now faced the climb back to Quarrytown, only raisins in my pocket, beasts and leering roustabouts on the prowl.

“Knock off now,” said Miss R. “We’ll go to dinner over at the Larkspur.”

“Oh, no thank you,” I said. (It cost fifty cents a plate.) “I can’t, I couldn’t—”

“Stop hawing and get your jacket. My treat. I’ll send you home in the tally-ho wagon.”

Maman would be frantic and fingering her beads, but guilt and explanations fit into a pocket for later. I could not turn down a restaurant dinner. We went out into the June evening, the air silky and crisp. Two girls in gingham rolled a hoop along the street. A dog chased them, barking. Dottie Weeks came out of her bakery next to the Record office to sweep the sidewalk planks and waved at K.T. “Hello, Trina!” A pair of kerchiefed women passed us chattering in Italian, carrying sacks of flour, their arms muscular and sunburnt as mine. In my dusty school dress, I’d be an eyesore at the Larkspur Hotel, a two-story affair with a wraparound porch.

Miss Redmond greeted the desk clerk. “Hello, Hal! How’s my old pal Halibut?”

“Why, it’s the lovely Miss Inkstains. How’s the gossip-and-lies business?”

“Fine, thanks, Halibut.” She blew him a kiss.

He blew one back and introduced himself to me. “Hal Brinckerhoff, master of hospitality, at your service.”

“Meet Sylvie Pelletier,” Miss Redmond said. “My new assistant.”

“Watch out, Pelletier,” he said. “Don’t trust her! She’ll eat you alive!”

“Says you.” Miss Redmond tried not to smile.

“She’ll make you confess things you’ll regret. She’s a trickster.”

“Still haven’t tricked you to spill the beans about the bandits who hole up here.”

“Bandits?” He placed a hand on his heart. Innocent.

“Padgetts aren’t the only crooks in town, Hal, old pal.” I waited for K.T. to say more, picturing desperadoes, but she didn’t.

In the dining room my employer ordered a whiskey, and for me a Coca-Cola, the first one I’d ever tried. I was fizzing already, from nerves. She would eat me alive.

“Your father a quarryman?” she asked. “What’s his opinion of the Padgett Co.? Is he a union man? A Wobbly? Does he go to the meetings? Did he talk to George Lonahan when he was up the hill?”

“We did see Mr. Lonahan,” I said, uneasy. “He asked me to bring you a letter—”

“Well, I’ll be skunked,” she crowed. “That was you? George said he got chased out of town for trying to organize at the mill. He thinks he’s got a fighting chance with the quarry boys. Does he?”

She besieged me with questions, and where they concerned my parents and their opinions, I didn’t reply, for fear of putting my father in that danger Lonahan had mentioned. What was a Wobbly? Some kind of invalid or drunk. I didn’t ask. “I don’t know, ma’am,” I said to all her queries.

“What made you write about the donkeys, then?” Her eyebrows arched in exasperation.

“I felt sorry for them.”

“Right!” she said. “That’s what I liked about your essay. Your sympathies are on the side of the underdog.”

“The underdonkey,” I said quietly.

“Underdonkey!” She slapped her thigh. “I knew I liked you.”

It was news to me that she did, a relief.

“Here’s what I don’t understand,” she said. “The majority of those essays appeared to have been written by oxen. Why are you able to write an English sentence?”

The nuns beat us, I did not say. “We have four crates of books.”

“What books?”

Miss Redmond clucked approval at the authors I listed and recommended I read Jack London and Upton Sinclair. She ordered us meatloaf and gravy with mashed potatoes, and ordered herself another whiskey, and soon a third whiskey. She was well warmed up, with the questions and habits of a man, elbows on the table.

“When I was your age,” she said, “I wanted to be a newswriter for the Cleveland Courier, like my father was. I worked my way up to copygirl, but they wouldn’t have a lady newswriter. When I heard about a position at the Post in Denver, I applied under the name K. T. Redmond, and it wasn’t till I was hired and walked through the door that anyone discovered the truth.”

“What happened when they saw you were a lady?”

“A question! At last!” she said. “That’s the ticket. Ask. Don’t just nod over there like a wheat stalk in the wind. Notice the details. Pay attention.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“No. Not yes, ma’am. You can’t just be yessing and thanking and goody-gumdrops all the time, Pelletier. You’ll end up like one of your donkeys, grazing prickers at the side of the road. In answer to your question: They took one look at me and turned me back into a copygirl.” She tapped her fingers on the table, expectant. “So? Ask.”

“Did you get to be a newswriter in Denver?”

“You bet I did,” said Miss Redmond. “But it cost me.” A flash of anger skidded across her eyelids. She swallowed the dregs in her glass.

The dinner arrived, gravy steaming. While chewing, she recounted how she’d bought a used printing press and enough type to set four pages. She’d carried the equipment to Moonstone by mule train and purchased a town lot for $125, then built the print shop with some local fellows.

“Eventually,” she said, “we’ll publish daily.” She jigged her knee under her skirt and ran her hands along the sides of her hair, which sprang from its holdings in cinnamon-colored strings shot with gray. I martialed more courage while she talked and drank and seesawed the bowl of her spoon on the table.

“I’d be glad to assist however I can,” I blurted. “You mentioned you might pay something.”

She watched me blush and squirm a minute before she took pity. “Ha! You’re already hired,” she said, grinning. “Listen. What I need is a real go-getter, hear? A regular gal Friday—what we in the trade call a printer’s devil. If you could bring yourself to keep asking questions, that devil could be you.”

It was some unholy alliance that she proposed for me. “What does the assistant… the devil… do?”

“See these?” She pointed to her eyes, then her ears and nose. “Use ’em. Take notes. Talk to the fellas, the women especially. What’s happening? What’s going on up there in Quarrytown? Who knows what shenanigans Juno Tarbusch is up to. You hear anything about management spies, if you get a whiff of a strike or see George Lonahan, you let me know pronto.”

She needed me to be a snoop? I might speak to the women, but to speak to Juno Tarbusch was a risk. My father called him une belette. Weasel.

Miss Redmond waited, testing me. “What’s the news?”

“My brother says they’re getting up a baseball team in town,” I said. “They’ll have games against Carbondale and Glenwood and—”

“Good idea. Get the game schedule and we’ll print it. What else?”

“A man was hurt yesterday,” I told her.

“Hurt how?” She sat forward, alert. If she were a dog, her ears would prick.

“A quarry block fell on his leg. They might have to— He might lose it.”

“You don’t say? No news of it here at the clinic.”

“They brought him over the pass to Rabbit Town.”

“To keep it quiet,” she said. “Doc up there is a drunk old Confederate, so he knows how to use a bone saw. If those boys had a union, they wouldn’t have these injuries, they would—” She stopped her fuming then and paid the bill. At the front desk, she spoke to her friend Halibut, and a man brought around the wagon to drive me home. She gave him a dollar.

“Listen, Pelletier,” said Miss Redmond, “you bring me stories from up in those boondocks, I’ll print ’em.”

And that’s just what happened.

INJURY AT THE QUARRY


Journeyman Pete Conboy was seriously hurt June 5 when a lifting jack snapped and a block weighing ten tons fell on his leg, pinning him. It took crews six hours to free the trapped man. Dr. Haines in Rabbit Town puts odds at 3 to 1 he will lose the leg, and meanwhile safety at the quarry remains precarious.



When I had been a printer’s devil for about a week, the Record printed my prize essay, about the burros of Moonstone. Sylvie Pelletier, Contest Winner was the byline. I was proud to see it but unprepared for the trouble it caused.

Hawky Jenkins spied me passing by his smoking post outside the saloon and blocked my path. “Young Frenchy! I seen your story about my good old mules.”

I waited for him to compliment me, but he gripped my arm, swaying on his pins. “If the Company’d pay to feed those animals, I’d feed ’em. If the Company’d pay to shoot ’em, I’d shoot ’em. But they don’t pay for feed nor bullets. Write that, why doncha?” His fingers clamped my bones, fumes of whiskey and tobacco off him. “Anyways, when Padgett gets his train tracks laid up here, it’s bye-bye to alla us drovers ’n skinners. No more mules neither. Write that!”

“Mr. Jenkins—you’re hurting me.”

The barkeep came through the saloon door. “Let go of that girl, ya sonuvabitch.” He pulled Hawky away. Two more drinkers came outside to help, started punching. It was a brawl now. The barkeep escorted me across the road. “Young lady, don’t you walk this side of the street. Women don’t belong here.”

“Yessir,” I said, well scolded. If only I’d kept to the other side of the road, kept my opinions to myself, if only the newspaper had not printed them, I wouldn’t be in this trouble with the sour breath of the muleskinner in my hair, bruises on my wrist.

I went to tell K.T. To my dismay, she took notes.

“Don’t print it!” I said. “The whole town will know.”

“Exactly, child. That’s the point. We run a newspaper. And why shouldn’t you walk on that side of the street? It’s your right.”

She went out to ask questions, and I saw that to be a newshound was to sniff for trouble and run toward it. I admired that gumption and wanted it for myself—without the consequence of bruises.

The Record reported BRAWL AT LOCAL GIN HOLE, with an Editor’s Note:


The proprietor claims that such incidents would not happen if ladies would not exercise their rights to walk on the east side of the street. Any lady will tell you the east side is as good as the west if not for the men who violate those very rights.



“Next time, Pelletier,” Miss Redmond said, “you’ll write the copy yourself.”

That prospect thrilled me. Increasingly, I saw stories everywhere; in all the houses and shops were secrets and histories, even of the Ute people, cursing us from beyond the grave. Even a Quarrytown girl had a story, and mine was about trying not to be cursed, striving toward a happy tale, hoping I was in one.
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