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Praise for The Sleepers

“Readers who love stories about extraordinary women, the histories of labor, Irish Immigrant stories, and the American West will love The Sleepers!”

—Sarah Valentine, PhD, author of When I Was White: A Memoir, and Decoding the Devil: Black Women and The Secret War Against Stalin’s Bomb

“A beautifully inviting, immersive portrait. Sturdevant excels at showing how economic hardship, labor organization, and family bonds intersect in the daily lives of working people. It feels personal. She is one of the most talented storytellers of our generation.”

—Shannon O’Neill, Chicago playwright and winner of The Jeff Award for Best New Work: The Kelly Girls


“We are at a threshold—climate crisis, social injustice and war is currently shaping our world. We refuse to learn from the past. But The Sleepers is a reminder of where we all came from.”

—Helle Helsner, visual artist and bronze caster, Ireland 


“Feminists, fans of historical fiction, people interested in working-class people and the amazing, undertold stories of the struggles of American miners will want this book. This book will be loved by readers who value beautiful prose and a compelling story equally.”

—Dr. Deborah Adelman, author and professor emerita, Department of English, College of DuPage


“I love that it brings to life what life was like for the Sixth Street Irish and that the details were so well researched. It is not a book based upon the stereotypical roles for women during the times.” 

—Kathleen Fitzsimmons, Leadville resident, photographer, and historian


“It highlights how working class people practice resistance and organize a culture of resistance.”

—James Walsh, University of Colorado Denver



“Now is a time that the wealthy are trying to squeeze working people. This book shows the importance of working-class solidarity, and it shows the contributions of immigrants to the US.”

—James Madigan, author of Political Prisoners USA and Other Poems


“In our time of questioning the validity of information we see and read, it is important to read this telling of another period where people similarly kept secrets but also had faith that justice would prevail.”

—Joanna Moran, writing instructor and author


“The world needs awareness and appreciation for labor organization and power as our collective human rights are under assault by the ruling elite. Her novel shows the power in regular people and generates the right amount of outrage needed to confront oppression and claim our dignity as a collective.”

—Nicole Lombardi, poet and activist, Centers for Justice and Peace in Israel and Palestine
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Dedication 

for my dad, an HVAC man who liked to read books

 after work, rest in peace.







Foreword

This novel is a prayer: a prayer that working class voices in industrial spaces can be recovered and freed from harmful caricatures, a prayer that the lens of history can be liberated from those who enjoyed political and economic privilege. Molly Sturdevant constructs these voices by painstakingly walking the archival landscape of Leadville’s silver rush and the Irish immigrant community that inhabited the city’s east side. I met the author on her first research trip to Leadville, a place that I had been visiting and researching for many years. We met in the Catholic Free (pauper) section of Evergreen Cemetery, site of the recently constructed Leadville Irish Memorial. Years later, she was gathering turn-of-the-century broken china that she discovered scattered near the Coronado Mine as she searched for possible burial sites for miners who were on strike there, in September, 1896. The shards of this china are now scattered at the base of the Irish Memorial, offerings to the stories and characters she designed, and the souls buried in sunken, unmarked pauper graves. The book’s magic lives in the detail that it paints of working families and the ten-month strike they endured through a Rocky Mountain winter at 10,200 feet. Sturdevant illuminates the minutia of everyday life—food, banter, strategies, household items, fears—all of it gathered from union handbooks and meeting minutes, blueprints and engineering contracts, injury and death reports, newspaper archives and union spy reports, and broken dishes, leaving us with this prayer that will surely be added to the list of classic working class literature.

Michael Mooney, the respected Irish labor leader who led the 1880 miners’ strike in Leadville, once said, “We may not have the whole American flag, but by god we’ve earned a corner.” The author’s prayer, however, isn’t directed entirely toward struggling 19th century Irish immigrants. It is more for those of us who inhabit the 21st century. Today, immigrant families in the U.S. are being hunted by masked, heavily armed federal agents. Thousands have been grabbed off of the streets or pulled from their cars and workplaces, disappeared into a growing maze of immigrant detention centers. National Guard troops have been directed to assist in these efforts in at least a few American cities. All of this is rooted in the same dangerous lie: that immigrant workers are somehow dangerous criminals and threats to white hegemony. Working class and immigrant communities today are modeling the kinds of fierce community resistance that this book highlights, using whistles to alert neighbors of ICE presence, confronting masked federal officers with appeals to their conscience, organizing rapid response teams, and forming human barriers to protect the vulnerable. The struggle that Sturdevant has constructed should nudge Americans of all backgrounds to reflect on the ancestral struggle that leads to their own doorsteps. Today’s workers and immigrants many not have the whole American flag, but by god, goes the prayer, they have earned a corner.


—James Walsh, University of Colorado Denver







Quote 

“But this mountain will not leave me alone, wanting not only sweet soft words but everything I have left, which is not so much really.”


— C.A. Davids, How to be a Revolutionary







Part I

Salutation







The first time she told the story, she said nothing at all. Frances Byrne opened a drawer of lead sorts, where single letters and common words were spread out, ink-stained, silent. She touched the cold metal of their fonts. She lined them up, word by word, fitting them into the frame. Soon, the opening line was ready. 

She’d had all winter to tell it to herself. All winter to sit with noise in her head, with vague movements in her gut, all winter to get up and push the front door against a wall of snow to prove that she was not the one who had been buried. She had been the one burying—she was the one now burying—now covering over all the noise and faces, the gunfire and the sound of the shovel’s spade—she wanted to shove it down where no lamp at all could ever expose it. 

Word by word. Line by line. She tightened the quoins around the summary and rolled ink across the plate. She could at least tell this much. Could print one hundred copies, and stuff it in mail-drops all over town by noon. It was a start. The text glistened as the ink roller pulled away. She could smell the words:

Monday, 3 May, 1897 

The star of the people is in the ascendant.

Cigarette between her lips, one hand on the chase, the other hand gently nudged the flywheel. She pumped the foot treadle. The story was rising up, even if there were details she could never include. Sure, she had written it safe. Brief. Her article gave away no family names. She revealed nothing about those missing. And yet, in agreement with the union stewards who had been bringing her food the last several months, the article stated plainly that the strike would endure. 

Gains are immanent. For a living wage, and for the free coinage of silver at 16:1, subscribe. Our victory is only delayed.


When she held up the first print to dry, the story flew up off the page and grabbed her shoulders and screamed—or, was it singing—
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Fran 

Thursday, June 29, 1893 

Harrison Avenue

Leadville, Colorado

Frances Honora Byrne scanned the crowd swelling around her. Felt like all fifteen-thousand residents, minus three-thousand men underground, were competing for a place on the sidewalk. Smells of cigars and armpits drifted under a sky of blue so bright it hurt. She shaded her eyes with her hand and looked west. No amount of parade-goers could obscure the view of Mount Massive. From where Frances stood, holding little Eddy Kelleher’s hand, the biggest mountain in the western territories looked one-inch tall. Its fresh, untouched spindrift was white in the summer sun. 

Frances held up her fingers as if to measure the beast mountain, then plucked it out of its range and set it in the palm of Eddy’s hand. It wasn’t funny this time. The kid tugged on her sleeve. She squatted low to the ground and let him climb on her shoulders. She staggered up, holding his ankles. Someone stepped on her foot. She tightened her grip on Eddy’s boots, and wanted a third hand just to get tobacco from her pocket.

Overnight, the smelter flumes on the south edge of town had produced a contrail of oiled fog. Every window in the bank’s top story reflected the oily, iridescent stripes. Fran peered between the bass drums collecting in the middle of the street to see who was there, posturing on the bank’s stone staircase. Three men: debt collectors, in their usual jackets and black ties. One of them was William Skewes. He pulled his hat off and scratched his head. He was looking for someone. His beard moved as he surveilled the crowd from left to right. He loosened his tie, same one he always wore. His jacket had deep pockets, and in one of them, Fran knew, he kept a tablet of notices of fiscal delinquency: printed on octavo sheets, black ink, in orders of twenty count. 



The drum major raised up a mace and the snares rattled like a slow fuse. The brass section roared past, followed by the fire company and its racks of bells. Eddy kicked and bounced, taking Fran’s hair with him. She swiveled him down to her hip. When the Knights of Labor came into view, the crowds stepped off the sidewalks to march alongside. Fran kept pace until they got to the broad intersection of Fourth and Harrison. 

She ducked out on the other side of the street, dropped the kid down in the grass. Behind a scraggly pine, she took her time with a cigarette. Eddy lifted up the lowest branch. “Is that him?” he said, aiming at Will Skewes square in the chest.

“Don’t point.” Fran tapped her ash and kept her eyes fixed on the toe of her boot. She was an ordinary height, but a very full width. Blending in, mostly. She covered her head with the shawl that had been loose on her back. 

“It’s him, coming down from the bank, look—”

“Don’t stare, Eddy.” 

“He comes knocking on your door, I’ve seen him.” 

“And then he goes away, doesn’t he.” 

Her monthly payment had been a small thought until now. She set to work trying to shrink it back down. She’d mind Eddy for another half-hour then return him to his mother, who would be done with the hotel sheets by then. She could then go back down to Harrison Avenue to work through the afternoon. Given the look on Skewes’ face, through the evening. She ran the numbers: fifteen cents per hour, cash not a bank note, at least until eight p.m., with a bonus for equipment repair as long as Peter Doyle was able to get the parts, and she’d have it. She’d be ready for Skewes’ visit by morning. 

Little Eddy Kelleher managed to get up in the scraggly pine just high enough to see the crowd edging toward a stage, where hulking slabs of granite were being lowered into position for the hand-drilling contest.

Leadville was a miners’ city, not so much a woman’s city, or at least, no one had ever put two women on a stage to race at their work until the fastest was covered in prize money and fawning fans. Fran dragged the cursing boy the long way home, the way that avoided the bank, the way that had them climbing up the alley between east Sixth and Seventh, sloshing through the deep muhly grass in Starr’s Ditch, scattering gravel at the level crossing on Hazel. 



They emerged breathless on the corner of upper east Sixth Street. Fran sent Eddy sulking home. Agnes Kelleher was out front. She waved a diaper in Fran’s direction then pinned it to the line. Another neighbor lugged a tub to the road and emptied it into the dry dirt. Fran walked through the gush up to the last house in the row, to its tiny front porch. There was a small sack under the flowerpot, just like Peter Doyle said there’d be. Its contents clattered. Her own home, a house almost in miniature, was as green and yellow as it ever was, directly across from the Doyles. She went in and saw that Mary Byrne was asleep. She stepped out quietly, before the woman could wake and announce another memory Fran needed to hear before it disappeared again. 

Agnes pulled aside the knickers she was pinning and gave Fran a look. Fran waved her off. There was no time to explain. She passed by the Kelleher’s lawn and took a chunk of cake from Agnes’s outstretched hand. The cake had coffee bits in it, and the grind was pleasant as she chewed. But the Kearney’s barn was loud. Someone had given Davy Kearney a harmonica, and his nearly dead dog was busy disapproving.

By the time Fran was halfway back down the hill toward Harrison, a snare and fife corps was eking out a new march. Fran knew the tune, a good tune. If she were a singing type, she’d do it now. If she were an idealogue, or had no payments due, she might even skip work and go hear the political speeches. But there’d be lots of drama there. That, and eye contact. No good. 

She chewed the crumb cake and savored the last bite. It would be no good at all, to join a crowd full of feeling, no. There would be placards and emotions. Petitions. Shouts. Gestures of every sort. She had no interest in any of that. She wiped her fingers on her skirt. Better working alone, best to be responsible. Capable and quiet. A pin holding the neighborhood together. 

In the reflection of the windows of McCarthy & Moore’s shoe emporium, Fran pretended to admire the display: it was a pair of ladies’ boots with pearl eyelets all the way up the side and rabbit-hide trim at the top. Who in her right mind would give up money for those— she turned to see if anyone had heard her think it. Well, whoever she was, she’d not be getting far at all, not with that wee nubbin heel. Fran preferred the men’s used boots on her two feet, same as every day. She observed her blouse and tucked it in. The old linen was fresh enough, but it was no longer bright. She pulled the waist of her black wool skirt to return the buttons to the back, where they were supposed to stay. Why the garment always shifted around her big middle when walking downhill, she couldn’t explain, but she didn’t care about clothes, or fashion, or getting far. There was nowhere else beyond Leadville that Frances Byrne had ever been. There was nowhere she would go. She would not leave this town, and would absolutely not be escorted out of it in Will Skewes’ wagon, not a hope.

The job-print shop was one door down from McCarthy’s, with bright red pilasters in front and displays of her work in the window. She whapped the door open with one hip and shut it with the other. She would stay put. Stay absolutely put. Work. Whoever works hard, will make it. Isn’t that what they’re always saying? She gave herself the luxury of a long sigh. 

Every smell of ink and heavy paper embraced her like a family might. The entire print shop could fit inside the foyer of the Herald’s building. But excellence requires no magnitude, she knew. 

The mirror on the wall was a tall oval, and her head was not. She got closer. Her nostrils dotted the center. She tried a smile, as she had seen ladies do. No good. There was nothing looking back from the glass but the round head of her, the hair plain and dark. And the wide waist where her fists now rested were as hospitable to a corset as a feral cat to a herding dog. So be it. Cigarette between her lips, Fran wound up her hair and secured it with a pen. She tied her shopman’s apron on and reviewed her list of orders. Her tally of charges per customer was calculated by hand, neatly, to the quarter cent. There could be no surprises now, no changes. Not to math, metal, or prices. If everything held up, by dawn tomorrow, old Will Skewes could sod off for another month.  

First thing: fix the Chandler and Price. Fran dumped the ratchet and screw out of the sack Peter Doyle had left for her. The shiny parts clattered across the drafting table. She picked up the screw and inspected it. 

The shop was empty of people, full of parade noise. She preferred it this way, empty, though it didn’t seem right that Yost was never there. 

She had not told John Yost of her plan to repair the shoddy work his Denver mechanic had done to this machine. It occurred to her now, as she lit a fire in the stove and set an ink jug on the rack, that it might be an easier fix than she’d thought, given what she’d started yesterday. 

The next step would just be to synch the flywheel revolutions with the speed of the ink rollers. She thumped them gently. The rubber was well-maintained, but when she lifted the ratchet pawl, it skipped about two beats on the ill-fitting connector the donkey mechanic had put in. 

She wiggled the cold metal. He’d used an ordinary bolt, wrong size with soft threads, then gone too far on the other end. The scamp would turn any wingnut all the way to Sunday given the chance. Leave it to a man to touch one part and call it a day. She undid the donkey’s work and started over, following the function of each interrelated piece to the next so the tension was optimal the whole way through. The right amount of loosening. Oiling. Cleaning. She got under the press and raised the cog on the flywheel. The rods and springs she had retooled yesterday gleamed. She reset the pawl and stood up. 

As one would with an infant or a prized horse, she pet it, running her hand along the iron surface of the flywheel, then across the clean ink plate—prepared to hold a blank sheet for the day’s first impression. She pushed the heavy wheel away from her and pumped the foot treadle. The machine, nearly the size of herself standing, gave no resistance to the adjustments. 

The wheel was whirring, rotating, steady. She stopped it, and got the ink. She poured, and drew color across the plate. The rollers were rich with it, lathering up and crackling the ink’s tiny bubbles in their path. She fit the chase with an old sample, then dropped in a blank sheet and pulled it out once it received the image. Very good. 

She started with the simpler, monochrome surgeons’ certificates. Then she cleaned the plate and poured out a magenta ink. At arms’ length, the first hotel menu she produced looked good. An inch from her eyes, it still looked good. 


Outside: sun climbing, and a round of applause. Another Sousa march. From somewhere, a tin whistle, setting its small but high melody on top of everything else. 

A half-hour into her work, that same noise quit. 

Dead quiet, and it had not been since dawn. 

Light flickered at the shop windows as two men sprinted down the sidewalk. The telegrapher from the station ran past the shop, clutching a long roll of paper that flapped behind him like a tail. 

There was no fire bell, no hospital bell, no music, and in the town’s sudden silence all the warmth and exactitude she’d mustered in the last few hours rushed out. 



She turned and listened for the cast-iron bells’ dreaded signal from the mines: the triple clang on repeat meaning men were dead. She heard nothing but her machine’s whirring flywheel and the heavy clack of the iron plates. 

The next slam of the plates took two fingers clean off: pointer and middle. When the plates opened, one side pulled skin from the bones. The floor rose and sank under her legs. Something came up her throat when she screamed, her belly turning at the sight: pale nuggets of bone were visible, pink as raw poultry, blood ponds blossoming. She reached for a rag with her other hand to cover it. 

It hurt most on the inhale. Her options were few: get to the post-office to ring Doctor Blose and rack up a debt, or scream for a carriage to Saint Vincent’s, then owe the sisters. 

The pain flooded into unaffected places: thighs, ears, thoughts. The irrational paths lit up a panic on top of the pain, fecking heavy fucking printing-press machine plates shit. She wrapped her saturated hand in a second layer of cloth and kicked open the door. 

On the street corner, a pair of skinny women gave her a look. The deputy’s whistle stopped them all in their tracks. A black cab Fran had never seen was ushered through the signal. Its horses were curried and sleek; sunlight bounced off their flexing hides. The curtains at the passenger’s side were buckled shut. A mounted officer followed behind, his duster cocked to the side, revolver in full view. A red drop of blood colored the dirt. Another hit the toe of Fran’s boot. She stepped into the street before the deputy could signal again. 

The post office was wedged too full to move. She had seen the postmaster Ed Lehane make a telephone call once before, but now it was his wife Hattie at the counter, holding the black cone, reading from a narrow strip of paper. “No whole dollars!” she yelled. “It says, sixty-two and one-eighth cents!”

Stuck in the back of the room, Fran held up her red, wrapped hand. Hattie Lehane saw and swung a rolled-up newspaper at the next cussing man in line, cranked her phone, and asked for 131. 

Outside, Fran sunk down to the sidewalk planks. Her round legs were spread out, ankles thick over the top of the boots. Everyone was looking, gawking at her exposed knees, her bloodied rag. Their eyes got big with assumptions of the worst sort. 

Fran had to work to breathe both ways, in and out. She tried to get her head above the pain with a new focus: how that phone worked. How did Hattie Lehane’s voice get in that wire, then travel up the side of the building into one of those tall posts, to Dr. Blose’s ear? 

Pain shot through her arm, down her ribs. She looked up. All along Harrison Avenue, each telephone pole had eight horizontal bars at the top—she counted them, which was almost like breathing— and each of these tall posts, she strained to see, had a row of eight green-glass insulators. Exactly eight. However they worked began with a sound, she thought, until she heard nothing at all.

  Eyes open, a man in black was crouched down by his portmanteau. It lay open across the boardwalk like a flayed fish. The man hovered over Fran’s hand. She felt good, as if levitating, on a fine vapor. His tools were silver. Silver was good. A little brown bottle lay empty by his tools. Bottles were good. Fran felt no sensation in either arm. She watched him wrap bloodied tools in a cloth and lay them in a bag. 

“I can’t pay you now,” she said. Her tongue was big, soft, like cheese. She clucked it back to life. Thoughts belonging to the light of day competed with the strange dark gravity of the medicine. “But I will.”  

 “In time.” The doctor spoke as if he were being kind, but it was clear he belonged to a class of people who believed time gave instead of taking away. As if money were a matter of faith. Fran laughed out loud at the notion. “Well, I’m working,” she said, “and what’s going on?” She scanned the hovering oglers. Hattie Lehane was among them. 

“You can stop talking now,” the doctor said. 

“I will not stop.” 

Hattie and the doctor yoked Fran’s arms around their shoulders. 

“I’m fine.” Fran pulled, but they had her tight. They hauled her to a black carriage with high wheels. 

“Calm yourself, Frances,” Hattie said. The herd of spectators nosed in for a closer view. 

“What!” Fran hollered. “Go ’way, eejits!”  

“Frances—” 

“They’ve nowhere to be? Not a word of this on Sixth. I have until tomorrow I think, Monday at the most.” 

“I’ll find Jenny, to help you out, soon as I can.” Hattie gestured to Blose. He slapped the reins to the dashboard and the carriage jerked forward.

“Hattie!” Fran yelled, but Hattie was gone. 
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Her Sister, Jenny

Paydays, Jenny Byrne locked herself in her office, which was once a closet, and did her books. She thumbed through a stack of paper bills. They felt loose and cheap, like leaves. She turned a Morgan silver dollar in the light, then put it on top of the stack to weigh it down.

Using a wire hanger as a straight-edge, she drew another row on the ledger spread out on her lap. Her sister Frances could have calculated these ledgers in one sweeping glance. Could have drawn a conclusion about the sum, could subtract, divide these numbers up, god willing—multiply them. 

Alone, Jenny had established this much: with the consent of the rest of the Pioneer Building occupants, she could get an average of five dollars per evening, if all six rooms were booked, after payouts and the vice tax and supplies. By this time next year then, buy it, and clean it up, and this level would be a legitimate hostel. Could even grow into a hotel, maybe with a breakfast service. In a few months after that, she could likely march up east Sixth Street and tell Frances and Aunt Mary: she’d done it. She’d gotten out of dancing and child-minding and into hoteling, and there’d be money enough to pay off 701 and keep going right here in Leadville in perpetuity. 

I’m a hotelier, she’d say. Hotelier—with her picture in the paper and everything. Move over Liz McCourt. “Liz McCourt Big Baby This-and-That Tabor.” At the sound of Jenny’s voice, a cat slithered out of a box on the lowest shelf behind her chair. Jenny crumpled up the photo of Baby Doe Tabor and tossed it across the floor, but the cat had no interest. Jenny opened the door. “Out, scamp.” 

Jenny sneezed, recovered, and tapped her pencil on the row of expenses for the linens. “Baby Doe, you clever cunt.” It was annoying, how every touring baroness had to ask: Have you seen Baby Doe? Do you know who that is? Could we see her? Do you think she’s in town? Do you think she’s wearing her infamous vest sewn with real silver threads, and if we reached out and touched the hem would we be healed from bleedin’?—Jeezus. 

Jenny smiled. Not even a silver-threaded vest could hide McCourt’s wind-burnt cheeks after a couple days up here, like any other girl. Sure, they say she’s very kind. Well still, what look does a girl give a married, geriatric millionaire to get him to leave his wife and stuff her in a silver bodice and have all the tourists come asking after what must surely be the only living woman in Leadville, Colorado.

Looking to the side of her expense column, where the margin of blank paper was wide enough, Jenny imagined it: her own portrait. A photographic one. Her likeness mixed with liquid silver—however it was they were making pictures now, with camera boxes and artists hovering hunchbacked under a blanket like magicians or priests—she would get one of them made, and in it, there would be an Etruscan vase in the background, maybe a sleeping dog at her feet, some kind of spaniel. She’d have a gown with long vertical stripes. And then wouldn’t the neighbors stop with their questions—Where’s she been? What’s she done? Is she contagious? Had she orphaned any babies? Had she lost a fortune to drugs yet and did she think there would still be a place in heaven for herself with Mary Magdalene or were there no feet left to clean with her big temptress head of hair, the holy show of it all? 

She rubbed rose water on her wrist and took a deep sniff. Moments like this, her sister Frances would want to smoke, do something with her hands. Jenny, however, had the distinct desire to find a daily mass. To do something beautiful, with singing, or incense. A mass, so. But not up on the high east side of town at Annunciation, at home on upper east Sixth with the dry-cracked knuckles of mothers and miners at the top of the town. Better off all the way down the hill toward Granite, down at Saint Joseph’s with the damp Tyroleans, the Bohunk brewers and smelters, all snugged into the pews smelling wet, where they wouldn’t know her at all. She’d have to have something for the plate, though. She drew out a column for expenses. 

A tap on the closet door came—soft and rapid, as if afraid to knock—doubling its annoyance by being sorry for it. “Miss Jenny, it’s me. It’s about Tess.” 

“I’ve moved on from that floor Della.”

“What for?”

“I’m starting a hotel.”



“In a closet?”

“I have ambition.”

“That’s no good to us.”

“What’s wrong with Tess?” 

“She says her man won’t look at her.” 

Jenny cracked the door open. “Man? It’s barely lunch.” 

Della pressed her face into the closet. “He’s barely a man.” 

Keeping the hanger in the book to mark her page, Jenny closed it between her knees and pulled her thick black curls up on top of her head. She followed Della out the back through a short pedestrian overpass that led to the building next door. There were four rooms in a row along a narrow, dark hallway. In the last one, a teenager with a swollen black eye stood facing the wall, fully dressed. 

“Problem?” 

“No, ma’am.” He looked down at his feet. 

“Tess?”  

“He’s just standing there, Miss Jenny. He said he wants to stand there for a while.” Tess flung one naked leg off the edge of the bed and pulled a blanket up to the fuzz in her armpits. 

“Hey,” Jenny said to him. “What happened to you? Why aren’t you at work, or the parades?” He had a soft, milky face burnt to sudden patches by the mountain sun. He hadn’t been in Leadville long.

“I was sent up, ma’am.” 

“Sent up?” 

“I just got to this camp, ma’am. They didn’t care for my pace.” His shirt was too big. It puffed out under his cotton overalls, the kind zinc miners wore from the low states. 

Jenny opened the curtain over the diamond-shaped cut in the door and looked out. “What else.” 

The boy looked up at Jenny Byrne, just once, then back to his shoes. “So, I said to them they oughta have permits for their digging and I reckoned they didn’t. They didn’t care for that. One beat me, then his company took pity and sent me up.” 

“What company?”  

“Ought’n say, ma’am.” 

“And you’ve never done this?” She got no response. Seemed like he might cry for godssake, what with all the bad men and loose women now swirling about him. She asked him in a different tone. “You never gone shaggin’ a blooming toffer, like Teresa waiting for you there now?” 

“No, ma’am.” He blushed good and red. 

“Where are you from?” 

“Missouri, ma’am. Branson County.” 

Jenny spied a moment longer on the men downstairs, then dropped the curtain. She braced one heel against the bedframe, then slowly beat the headboard against the wall. Gaining speed, she signaled to Tess, who feigned her pleasure while Jenny rocked the bed in a series of definitive slams. Jenny cracked the curtain just enough to see their beards as they tipped their hats up to scan the third-floor promenade.  

Jenny held out her hand. The boy dug through his pocket and gave her some coins. “Drink some water,” she said. “And quit those men. Try the Maine House, go out the other side, uphill, east till someone tells you where.” 


“Did you have to charge him?” Tess sat up when he left, wearing her blanket around her shoulders like a cape. “Robbin’ him blind.”

“I was not robbing him. He was in this room, wasn’t he? And so were you? That’s your time. What difference does it make if he shoves his willy up your hollow or takes a nap. You could be doing any number of things right now but you’re not, because of him. That’s money.” 

“How come you didn’t send him to the Daley House, or the Healy’s?” 

“’Cause I never heard of Branson County.” 

Jenny didn’t go back the way she came. She passed by all the rooms to the end of the promenade. A quiet swivel on her heel, and she tucked into a supply closet where a ladder descended alongside the dumbwaiter, down to the first floor behind the bar. In the darkness, she pressed her ear to the thin wood. 

“—not give jack shit about the white metal. The lion’s shipping all his dirt down mountain. He’ll get on the electric current the bear’s sending up after that. I’ll see your five and raise it.” 

“Moffat? I thought he was Lion. Call.” 

“He’s Bear, I think. It’s gonna get heavy. Call.” 

“One of them goes by Wolf.”

“Could be Campion.”

“I said, Campion goes by Lion. And after this news about silver, they could call themselves little bitch beavers it’d be the same. They’ll aim to make a point now.”



 “They’ll end Cripple Creek, get men on the scaffold, get replacements en route. Then cut them down up here. Let’s see ’em.” 

“Won’t happen. In a city like this? Near a third the size of Denver. A pair, all I got.” 

“’Nother pair. Surprised you find this camp so game.”  

“Silver’s shit.” 

“They’ll do it. Find reasons to evict a sleeper here or there, chip away. You’re up. Your deal.”

Back in her closet-office, Jenny stood still as stone. What news? What kind of grown man calls himself Bear, playing games on a weekday morning? Why were they not at the parades and who were they? 

She lit the wick. On a scrap torn from her notebook she wrote: end Cripple Creek. Moffat & electric? Silver—Sleepers— She turned the wick up as high as it would go. She did not like to be alone. She wished Fran were there, at least to confirm her sum. She tried to focus again: after putting money up for her share in the building and a loan for six hotel-quality beds, she had dipped into the red. That much was clear. She inked her pen again.

Digging w-o permits—Scaffold— Another knock at the door came confidently this time, hard and higher up. She lowered the flame and wedged her note between her breasts. 



The doctor’s taxi lurched as his mules took the incline up Sixth Street. The grand hotels and opera houses on Harrison Avenue began to shrink, like pastel cubes of wood, the kind of blocks a toddler might occupy herself with for an afternoon, colorful, playful, and simple. At the same time, the shapes of the mines and engine houses began to grow more distinct, like the lines Fran once drew during geometry in school: shapes with purpose, shapes becoming more full and alive as they drove up the hill.  

Fran shifted her place on the bench and scooted close. She ought not sit touching a wed man, but the medicine had won its victory over her, and there was some feeling in her now that could have her sitting where she wanted, maybe turn to him and kiss his mouth, buy things, scream out to her sister where have you been, punch something, see for miles. 

To the north, an arabesque of black smoke from the Coronado lined the horizon. They’d been running the Coronado with the latest oil-tank technology, rigged inside a high wall of fresh cribbing. The price of all that oil, for that one engine plus the cost of its weight in freight, amounted to the longest number Fran had ever seen in print. She looked again. The end of the smoke trail was fading, and the stack was turning out nothing new. “Can you not afford horses?” she asked.

“What? We’ll see about the news,” the doctor said. “Miss? Or Mrs?” The doctor dropped the safety through the spoke, then took his hand off the brake. All the east-side Leadville streets were platted directly upslope. They were stoned and laid out like a respectable grid until east of Orange Street, then they were hard dirt for two more blocks, cut straight in anticipation of their stones. Higher up, they were worn only by carts and boot prints, until they spun off the grid like the frayed edge of a rope, weaving into the mess of retaining walls, tramways, and shaft-houses at the highest point of Carbonate Hill. 

“It’s Sixth and?” the doctor said.

This man knew, and he knew nothing. Of course she lived on upper east Sixth. Her head: wrapped instead of hatted. Her decade-old coat: loosely flung over her shoulders on this cool summer day. Her shoes: men’s leather boots, a hand-me-down from her neighbor Peter Doyle. Even so, east Leadville was no mere camp. Built of native timber and small as cabins, the mining families’ houses were painted every possible color, with scroll-sawn trim lacing the eaves. A bride and groom across the road walked up to a blue and purple house, their families waving. 

“What do you mean, news?” she said.

“Miss?” 

“You said, we’ll see about the news.” 

The doctor said nothing. Fran shivered. Not understanding things felt like being naked, and whatever news it was seemed to have knocked the whole town off kilter. The newlyweds disappeared into the darkness of their open door. At least, Fran could offer two explanations for marriage, the heat of a proximate body being one. It was reason enough in life above 10,000 feet. She could go by Mrs. Robert Coad still, but the marriage of one weekend in the month of April, 1887, was too brief to warm up to the title. The other explanation for giving up one’s territory in a narrow bed could only be this: that two people had experienced the pleasure of obsessing about the same thing. Rob Coad’s skill in engineering pumps and headframes had made her look, and he was pleased to be seen. Her suggestion about taking tension off the winch had made him go quiet for a long minute, and she had not forgotten it.

Dr. Blose pulled to the right. The round-headed rottweiler who lived nowhere in particular and whom they all called Madra came to inspect, her half-collie runt following at her heels. Smoke chugged from some of the houses, laundry flapped behind all of them. The house nearest had a short white fence, no more than knee-high.  

“What you have, miss, is a partial amputation, which is a serious injury, to the right hand.” He took pains to enunciate. “Make every effort not to get distracted from its care. Keep your nerves calm. Do your best not to let the wrappings get wet in your washing and cooking and try not to agitate it for two weeks. Fourteen days. We’ll meet then. Make no adaptations or decorations to it. I can repeat this for you, if need be.” The doctor turned his gaze high up, where Rob Coad’s towering headgear still operated over the Chrysolite shaft. He studied the turret of crossed beams that began slightly wider at the front of the straight-spined base, then narrowed up to a sturdy platform around the apex of the hoist, where the sheave-wheel waited for its cue.

“It’s a Cornish A-frame,” Fran said. “One hundred feet six inches high with a force-and-lift pump and a Hornsby winding wheel in the engine house. I can repeat this for you, if need be.”

The doctor examined his sleeve and flicked something off. 

“Rob Coad made it,” she said. A kind of heaviness filled her, like being in line for confession. It was a far-away feeling and unclear, but she could neither spit it out nor cease from wanting to wield its power against the doctor.

“Yes, and where is he now,” the doctor said. 

“Botallack.” 

“Pardon?” 

“In a little box.” 

The doctor’s vest had shiny, matching buttons she saw as he opened it, producing a tiny jar and a steel pen. 

“Coad’s remains,” she said, “are in a box.” 

“That’s plenty.” 

“Is it now.” 

“Your address, miss.” 

“They asked him to come. We shaved edges off the durns to the quarter-inch before putting them up. Then they sent him to an older unit to see if he could balance another there,” she said, as the doctor turned his head away. “Monday after our wedding, he went to secure that snore-piece on the original pump when some stiles slipped from the overhead and hit a hidden thermal pool, so. Himself and two pumpmen were scalded and drowned—” 

“Ma’am.”

“—and brought up on the cage in bloated pieces. In big, wet bags. It’s 701. The green and yellow one.” 

The carriage bounced loudly as she stepped down. The doctor handed her a bill and said nothing more. 

Fran opened her front door and remembered it: how, after money for Rob Coad’s box and in the letter going home, she had been left with the rest of the loan. She had been given the option not to sign, but she’d taken a long look at Mary and Jenny seated there at that table and accepted Skewes’ pen.  

If they fell behind, the deal was, the Byrne women would be relocated to some boarding house in William Skewes’ employ, anywhere from Minturn to Rico. But maybe the doctor had sewed her fingers back on, maybe Hattie had gone to find them and ran them back over the road and it was just a bit of tailoring done then. Or, even with eight fingers, say, she could work later than usual and get ahead in the orders. Take rush orders. Charge extra. Make good on her promises to Mary and Jenny. Fran wiggled what she could inside the tight new cast. She felt nothing but pangs of guilt. She could have not signed, could have not wanted a house so bad, small as it was. 

Inside her little house—or was it Skewes’?—she crumpled onto her bed. She pinched the doctor’s bill in her left hand to shake it open, although Beulah Dewar once said that opening mail with the left hand was bad luck. Fran didn’t care about luck. She blinked and brought it closer, checking the position of the decimal point, the number of zeros. The amount was an obstruction to all possible permanence. 





3

Underneath

Peter Doyle was 750 feet below his own neighborhood. Somewhere below McHugh’s Bait & Tackle, he figured. In his pocket, he kept a paper axe. His boy had cut it out at school for a lesson on George Washington’s birthday, and Peter had taken it to work folded up in his pocket since February. It was not there now. Above ground, he was not a superstitious man. Underground, mountains swallowed reason whole. 

He put his tools down and got low, hat off, flame to the floor. He ran his hand over the stony ground, feeling for paper. A flake of rock tumbled off the ceiling. He pulled his wick-lamp off its bracket in his hat and held it up.  

Unbelievable, to think Campion’s Ibex investors wanted to go to 1,200 feet, to bottom out at twelve degrees on a decline, just one hill south. Not without his paper axe they weren’t. He reattached his lamp to his hat. His son had colored the paper axe red and green, ought to stand out down here. A bit of paper ought to crisp under his fingertips as they brushed across the rock floor. 

Everyone, whole town, ought to know how it is underground. How it feels. How a man shouldn’t have to wake in the dark, work in the dark, go home in the dark. How one thing can throw you off, no matter how small. 

His back did its thing where it shot a bullet of pain down his spine, right through his butt to his thigh. As he stood up to stretch, his light shone on his leg. The paper axe was caught in the cuff of his pants. 

The public ought to know what it’s like underground. That could be an opening line, he’d tell Frances Byrne. Doesn’t have to be an entire vertical. Not at first. Just get a few subscribers to start, and tell how they’ve been chipped away at the mountain for years, even while the price of silver hung on, and was sure to rebound with a bimetallic solution, or a populist candidate. They were all staying here in town, that was certain. No more confiscations of whole families with their trunks of spoons and books and garments, sending them to Arizona like mail. 



And they deserved four fifty per day. Not this shyster wage in an operation run by the sons of rail tycoons and donors to the gold ticket, the fuck. The miners on Carbonate Hill would not accept it much longer. 

The miners on Carbonate Hill would not accept it much longer. Might be a good headline in that. He’d tell Frances, it would bring in some money too. Do it up with ads from McCarthy & Moore’s, from D. A. Sullivan’s. Just a small thing. A newsletter. Once monthly to start. And handbills listing demands for the meetings. That should do it. She could say no again if she liked. But he could ask again too. He’d go down with Kelleher and Joe Hodges after work and get Byrne’s cooperation all right. 

The paper axe crinkled lightly in his pocket as he gripped his pickaxe. He hung the axe down almost to his ankle. 

He’d have his way. He’d have the newsletter, and next summer he’d paint his blue house red. Get the new scrolled trim Ellen wants for the awning over their tiny front porch. Build a second room off the back. Join the committee to get a library going for the east side, and finally take his boy to that water in Glenwood. Or Ouray. Make it an annual family tradition from here on out to the grans and after, and he’d start at Fran Byrne’s tonight. He swooped the axe backward in a circular motion and sent its head hard into the next strike. 



The yellow wildflowers along the south side of the Kelleher’s house were bright against the red and pink paint. Agnes thought to pick some for a vase, but her arms were full, and those flowers soon went flaccid when snatched off their ground. 

The house was across and three down from the Byrne’s, on upper east Sixth. The decorative patterns in the shingling were a repetition of pink circles over red triangles, painted back when they were a three-dollar-a-day family, when Gerard had trained men on jack drills. Every child that lived here now had been born inside it, but this had ceased to be a tender thought some years ago. 

At least children became useful at some point. In late spring, when the last big snows piled on, they always put their teenagers Catherine and Michael Gerard to shoveling the snow that was heaped behind the house over to the front of the house, so the exposed pump in the back might start to loosen up. But this year, Michael Gerard had moved himself to a room way up at the Daley House to be at the mine year-round. And now this toddler Rosie was squirming out of the swaddling tied around Agnes’s chest as she took down the last dried sheet from the line.


A doctor’s carriage pulled by mules clopped down the road at an easy pace. Agnes saw no one in it but Doctor Blose himself. 

She opened her front door with her backside, arms full, and began unloading. Gerard was stretched out on the floor of the front room, half-asleep. Their newborn was lying across his chest, fussing. 

The house was a single story with a loft, where a ladder made of scrapped cribbing ran up the wall next to the stovepipe. In the front room, there was a large rocking chair and a settee with the upholstery worn thin. 

Agnes set the happy toddler loose on the floor. A low table in the center displayed books and toys. Next to that, in the corner, Hercules Powder crates sat filled with more books, parts catalogues, and rosters and lapel ribbons for the Knights of Labor. She picked up their newest, fussing baby off Ger’s chest. The rocker creaked as she got situated, lifting her breast from her blouse. “Ger—” she started.  

“I know it.” A pocket watch was strung from a nail by the door. He dragged himself up, squinting to see it. 

“It’s half one. You’ve four hours to sleep,” she said. 

“Can’t sleep.”

“So you’ve heard?” she asked. “Ellen came by. She said that Peter said to her, last night, silver wouldn’t ever go lower than it did in May, but it just did, and he’s still underground now so doesn’t know, but it did, so. Maggie Saveri went by Sullivan’s and she said he said the same.” 

Ger got down on the floor again, stretching out his warped spine. “Will Skewes was here,” he said. 

“For what? You opened the door?” 

“Was Catherine, going out as I was coming in.” 

“Tell her not to, Gerard.” 

“Do I have to defend myself every day? In my own home?” 

The baby unlatched and howled. “Gerard.” 

“He wanted me to verify that the Byrnes still live there,” he said. “He said Frances wasn’t home and no one answered the last two days.” 

“Fran won’t open the door if she doesn’t feel like it. Mary won’t if she’s alone.” Agnes switched the infant to the other breast. 



“He went to the Sweeneys next.”

“The Sweeneys won’t budge for anything.”

“Tell Hugh Sweeney, and tell Fran Byrne, that Skewes just sent Buckley out of state.”  

Agnes winced for a sudden, sharp bite on her nipple. “Mona and the kids and all?” 

“Whole Buckley family. Where’s Eddy?”

“Maybe coal will be better than silver now.” 

“Where is Edward?” 

Her husband was not a tall man, but in his day he was cut. Savage, the girls said among themselves. At age fifteen, he’d held the drill for Cathal Ryan’s sledge and Ryan would only partner with Ger after that. Ger was rounder nowadays, and unhappier too. “Eddy,” she said, “is whacking a ball down the hill with a stick. What did your crew have to say about it?”

“Is he by himself?”

“It’s all right. What did your man Hodges say, about this price of silver they called up?” 

“Saw Hodge clocking in on my way out. He’s of the mind that some new digs outside of town will let men go. The smaller companies might stop work for the winter. That was all.” 

“Was it all?” 

“He and Doyle think Yost’s print shop should do a monthly bulletin for the east side. Pro-union. And make handbills of demands to hand out at every meeting.”

“That’s good.”

“No, it is not good. We don’t need propaganda. A union’s a second job, and we already have the Hibernians and the Knights. Enough clubs. Campion’s operations will stay open. Moffat’s too. The Hibernians have said this before. We cannot eat ideas. Sure, they start with speeches but they end with riots and then Leadville’s no better than Haymarket, so.” 

The infant spat a hot white stream onto Agnes’ collarbone while she patted his back. “Catherine’s bleeding now. Catamenial,” she said. 

“What?” 

“We ought to get meat next week,” she said. “Red.”  

“I need you,” he said, slowly getting off the floor, “to refrain from pinning the hotel laundry in the front yard. I’m still working you know that. I get more for the third shift anyway. Remember to warn the Byrnes.” He shrunk away down the hall and closed the bedroom door. 

Agnes’s right ankle was swelling. It always did that when her husband disappeared, puffed right up like a loaf of bread. It was the mix of feelings that caused the swelling—what Mary Byrne had once said. The body doesn’t know what to do when relief in someone’s absence, and fear that they’ll leave, have become the same. Or, as Fran Byrne would say, just get your work done. You can’t get caught up in passions. That was it. 

That was exactly it. That’s what they ought to tell Fran Byrne if they want that union bulletin: tell her it isn’t political, it isn’t a feeling, it’s just math. Money or math. Just run articles on the wage. The numbers. Say it like that, and bring her some burley tobacco or that stinky, dense Cornish tea if they have it. Just wait till Peter Doyle hears it: this is how you get a newsletter out of Fran Byrne.

Both children were crying now. She let them. They would easily shush with a rhythmic story or rhyme. But now she needed their wailing to cover over things, like a curtain. She stepped discretely to the wall by the front door. She looked over her shoulder, then slid the top surface of the wooden crucifix downward, revealing the inner contents. Nudged between the holy chrism and a candle were two dollars. 

Money in her pocket, baby tied on, toddler on the hip, the sheets were folded up in the sack in the wagon all the way down the hill, to the delivery dock in the alley behind the Delaware Hotel. On the way up, they went right in the front door of D. A. Sullivan’s. 

Their shadow was long with afternoon sun as they returned up the long hill of east Sixth Street. All the way back to the house, it was the baby Eugene still wrapped up, but no money, it was Rosie in the wagon, holding a cut of Sullivan’s beef and a box of dense Cornish tea. They found Eddy, but not his favorite stick, and now he was crying, sitting right where the sack of hotel sheets had been.



Inside the mountain, mornings were black and afternoons and evenings too. All the hours had their flickers of yellow in front of the lamps, but even so, the hours after the noon meal were the hardest. It was not only dark, but it seemed that eating begat sleeping. A miner knew it: eat a little now. Eat more later if you could. Peter Doyle had not eaten his all at once, but he felt barely alive regardless. 



At best, he could resist sitting down. He stood at the face opposite his morning’s assignment. He was 806 exact vertical feet under the end of upper east Fourth Street now, somewhere under the empty quarter-acre lot they used as a baseball field, he guessed. He felt a decade older than he had when he woke up in the dark that morning. He tied his axe and sledge together and got a bag of gear off a nail in the overhead.  

The southwest tunnel at the level beneath him, as of last week, connected the tunnels of the Coronado with the tunnels of the Robert Emmett via a pump line that traveled through the Maid of Erin. It was his view that there ought to be a stop-gap between each system. They were soon to be vulnerable to the selfsame line. It would make the extraction of carts go at a gallop, but it was unwise altogether. 

It was so unwise. A man alone. Making his way through a new tunnel, descending a short ladder, turning right, where he’d only ever been one time before. Should be outright illegal, and given his chance, he’d make it so. Peter turned his forehead to the right, then the left, training his lamp to be sure: there were more than two options. One was new. 

He’d ask Frances, after she agreed to printing this labor newsletter, what it was worth, one hour of his expertise maintaining that pump. He guessed he safeguarded 12,000 dollars’ worth of economic rock every day, and came home each night with three dollars and ten cents of that. He patted down his pocket and began to hum, a very long song, in order to put some distance between the rage and the risks of his present task. He came to the top of a ladder poking up from the ground. Shined his light down, wiggled the top rung with his boot. Saw the faint light on the bottom rung, looked about eight feet long. He jumped down. 

He found the pump. The light grazed the steel siding of the water jacket as he pulled his next candle from his shirt pocket and stuck it between his boots. The dome of his waxed leather hat looked like a giant egg in his hands. He touched the waning flame of the old candle to the white wick of the new one. In their combined brightness, he could see the crust of dirt in his cuticles. He slowly swiveled the new candle in its place, then hooked the bracket back onto his hat. 

He approached the gauge, which jutted out from underneath the pump like a tail. He got down to feel it, and the last candle in his pocket rolled out. Wouldn’t be so bad, but there was water where it fell. Peter stood completely still. The ladder he had just hopped down began to creak. It snapped in two and was replaced by a boulder that occluded the exit. Peter shone his light upward. The winze overhead was clear, until he heard a whooping sound, a snuff or swallow—a mountain’s gasp. His flame went out. 



Mary Byrne heard something. It was a spacious thing—it was a cavity in the world, a lack of sound, a nothingness. She listened harder: no clacking, no tramway gears. No powder blasts up deep in Mosquito Pass. She sat up and looked out the window. 

It was Thursday afternoon, was it not? End of June. As ever, the right side of her bedroom window showed the back of the Kearney’s barn. The left half of the window showed Mount Massive. Or was that one Elbert? Both of them really, plus the rest of the Sawatch peaks, all snugged in together, eternally. But something was not right. The midday sky: too quiet, bright blue. The La Plata and Harrison smelters should be well into their charges this time of day. The valley smelters to the southwest should have had their smog curtain drawn across the whole western range. Leadville should stink of the mash-tuns downhill in Stringtown. But only a few weak puffs drifted, there was nothing new coming. 

Mary’s own face looked back at her in the glass pane. Her snow-colored hair was receding. Her forehead showed spotty wounds from living so level with the sun, and she may as well have said it out loud: she was the only person around who had gotten this old up here, and she was very old at that.  

A Steller’s jay tattered the trim under the awning outside. It darted off. Mary felt her head. One braid of white hair fell slack and unraveled, to hang loose until Fran could weave it back up when she got home. 

Mary was amazed every day that she grew older, while her girls seemed suspended in time, with Fran always fending off her feelings and desires with work, and Jenny scheming to provoke Fran’s feelings. They’d been the same when they were children. 

Children had been buried in droves in Mary’s time. Plot by plot. Row fifteen for the stillborn and unbaptized. A steady march of little holes across the forest floor after that. The pauper’s lot, people said. Catholic Free, it was called. They’d all gone and left Mary alive, to experience age—this rare dusk of human life—where a day expands so wide you can hardly fill it, and yet the future shrinks in kind. 

She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and looked down at her toes, cramped and cold, nearly green. “Don’t fall down, so,” she said. She began a Glory Be to get steady. She shuffled past a stack of newspapers and opened a tobacco box on the shelf. One dollar. 

Mary’s money had come from telling prospectors where to sink shafts. In her day she had gained a good reputation identifying at least a dozen paying veins. Even so, the metallurgists had laughed openly to see her holding her palm over the clumped grass. Women. There’d been no men inquiring after Mary’s feelings about the ground in years, although she still had them. “As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be—” 

The mattress in Fran’s room creaked. But Fran should be at work. It creaked again. Mary froze. On one hand, upper east Leadville was a bastion of hard but peaceful communal living. The older generation were but a few remaining. There was Mary herself, the oldest, and Cathal “Charlie” Ryan with his own wild white hair unraveling every year, and Beulah Dewar, who could extend fresh game far past a single stew. There was the McGary’s grandmother, lean and pious, an angular, unsmiling woman. The rest of Mary’s cohort were long dead.  

Before they came, this gulch—the highest in all the western territories—had been a spread of arid grass that could not be crossed in a day, framed in dark skirts of forest. Beyond the forests’ timberline, the entirety of the gulch showed a circumference of metalliferous peaks. There would be no more of that grass or that forest, except for whomever could remember it, or draw it, or tell someone about it. For it was soon cut up and stitched with wooden sluices, scabbed with slag piles from placer digs. All that ancient subalpine coniferous timber was cut and sculpted into a world unlike a forest, and the old, primal scenes only lived in stories spread out in minds that grieved them still.

On the other hand, men had been drifting the last two months, since the first announcement about silver. And Leadville had seen a fair share of headline crimes over the years, mostly every spring, when men had been stretched to such complete desperation by nine months of winter, that their bodies got suddenly active while their brains were still frozen stiff.

Whoever was in there moved the bed again. Mary picked up a steel-point pen. It was no gun, but she gripped it hard. 

It could be herself that was carried down tonight, to the wide, pine-addled acreage of Catholic Free. 



She shuffled along the wall toward the door’s edge, and raised up her spiked fist to confront her foe. 



A sound like a man’s whistle came, faint, maybe a timber stretching. Joe Hodges stopped moving. He stopped running his glove over the cables. He stopped his breath. 

He had a family on the surface and a family underground; the far call had sent a current through his forearms. Rud Leitner was on the 500 level. Peter Doyle should be on pumps. Hugh Sweeney was alone down here somewhere, and the four of them should have been within sight or calling distance every minute. And he’d said this very same thing to Simon Ablett that morning, and yesterday too. 

Someone oughta kick Ablett in the nutsack for ignoring it and ordering them to spread out. For “economic” reasons. Goddamn. Could be, Ablett wouldn’t tolerate a Black man advising him. Joe stopped and pulled up the slack on his boot laces. One broke off in his hand. In fact—Joe thought, looking at the section of string in his palm—every time a manager dismissed his requests, the bosses seemed to increase that manager’s emoluments. 

Joe resumed his work, shining his light and running his hands over the steel threads in the cable. Then the call came again. He laid his coil down and moved toward it. “Hey?” he called out. Tunnels with high pressure ate sound alive, low pressure pushed sound around. But an answer came, north by northeast. Joe followed the new tunnel farther than he’d ever been, having only come down to inspect the cage cables near the shaft. 

A fork divided the tunnel into a new pair of auxiliaries, both roughhewn with no timbering. Joe shone his flame up a new winze he didn’t know was there. He aimed it at the floor. The steel track was laid recently, no brake pins coming into the curves. There were no lights at the vanishing points in front of him, and no space to muster between the track’s edge and the sides of the tunnel. The whistle again, and Peter’s Doyle’s voice, down here! or was it, stand clear! 

Two drops plonked in a puddle nearby, but he hadn’t seen anything wet. The cart stop was just beyond the junction, behind where he now stood. It shouldn’t have been left this way, and wouldn’t have if they’d appointed their own shift captain. Joe rubbed his hand down his face, thought of god, begged his ears. The voice called out again, sounding equally sourced from the left and right. 

 

Hugh Sweeney’s hair hung in clumps all the way to his beard, where a scar crossed through with no hair at all. It made a stripe up his right cheek. He scratched it. He wished to Jesus he were in his kitchen with a coffee and the mutt Madra sleeping at his feet, and a bit of sunlight left in the day. He turned a shovel over his load. 

Sweeney reflected on something Doyle had said recently, that he didn’t believe in ghosts. If he’d thought about it in the moment, Hugh wished he’d have retorted that men who said that were usually the most afraid of them. It was no schoolyard banter. Sweeney believed. He missed his partner Sam Danko, dead now, but Danko was a good enough man that his ghost wouldn’t hang around causing difficulty. 

Sweeney used muscles in the back of his throat to pull a ball of nasal drip into position. He launched it hard out of his mouth, and the effort made him pass gas. He smirked, imagining what Danko would have said. But, other than possible ghosts, he was wholly alone.

It wasn’t the same knowing that Doyle and Hodges were somehow down here too; he shouldn’t be mucking by himself. Doyle shouldn’t be mucking at all. Rud Leitner ought to be visible from where he stood. It had been a long morning in these shadows alone, and the more he thought about how dangerous it was, the faster Hugh felt needled with rage, could have blasted through the face of the tunnel with his bare hands, the mood he was now in. Wasn’t it Ablett, always trying to make the Knights of Labor’s practice of pairing sound cumbersome and expensive. All that for three dollars a day. It was murder. A venial sin, maybe mortal. Theft.  

But they’d make it four dollars a day by New Year’s Eve. Four dollars to live by or there would be hell to pay. He wanted it written down. Printed out. Demanded. 

He took the old sock he used for a handkerchief and wiped his brow. Sweat was coming down his eyelids with a payload of dust. He whapped the sock against the air to knock the dust free and tucked it back in his pocket. 

Shouldn’t be alone down here. Shouldn’t be any wet mud squelching under his boots, either, for this was a dry tunnel. Shouldn’t be working these new tunnels without the proper finishes. Asked to be flexible in a fresh auxiliary drift, fuck’s sake. The fifth of his ten carts was finally full. He pulled the pin out from the rear wheel and launched it harder than he needed to down the track. 



Fran knocked her head against the wall. Pain burned in her shoulder, her hand, her head. She opened her eyes and saw Mary, hovering over the bed, fist in the air. The steel pen turned a small bit of light as Mary spoke. “You’re not at work?”

“What day is it, Aunt Mary? And what were you going to do with that pen?” 

“Thursday. Kill you.”

Fran rolled onto her back and surveyed the ceiling in dismay. 

“But you’re no intruder after all, so,” Mary said. She picked up Fran’s clubbed hand. “What’s the story?” 

Fran pulled her hand away. “Has Skewes been here?”

“Never mind about Skewes, Frances. Where is your hand?” 

“I’ll have the money tomorrow.” 

“Will you have a hand?”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“We should eat.” Mary sneezed. There was a clink in Mary’s chest like a coin falling on the floor. It rattled before it settled. “I’ll get you some water, Frances. Stay put.”


Fran rubbed her eyes. She thought of their dollar bill in the tobacco box on the shelf. All the things on which the dollar should be spent went to war. A crow shouted, and from somewhere not far off, a cat moaned. The Kearneys had evidently not been satisfied with just a harmonica. They had acquired a squeezebox, and now someone was in their barn, learning it. 

Fran’s head pulsed, the pain was a metronome, a ticking clock. It was the same note on repeat, and it was pump water so cold it hurt her teeth to drink it. She gave the mug back to Mary and laid down.



Joe Hodges chose the leftward tunnel. He moved ahead with his hands on the cold wall. The slightest rumble came, as something travelled through the mountain parallel to where he stood. If it came his way next, there’d be no clearance to let it pass. 

What came, was a flash of his life, a thought of his wife and her art, and the giant front porch on which they met on a summer night in Illinois so full of life and air—air so hot and damp he believed they would melt. The whole scene grew, and it unfolded inside him without reason, commensurate with the expansion of his fear. It came at him with sensations he did not know he remembered: grass taller than men, air full of chittering bugs and bold voices and Leona’s laugh. The way she thought about things so long and deep. Tassels on fields of corn fanning out in the hazy sun, miles of sky in every direction. His promises to her about something different, far away. Her hand, and such softness, as he’d never felt up here in this camp of frozen dirt and steep descents. 

If he died today, would a moment so real as that be lost forever—fireflies and cicadas, giving way to crickets, sounds of life that don’t exist up here— 

The drips joined into a steady stream. He kept going. The tunnel was cold, and he was deeply aware that he was the only life that had ever been in it. Humans do not belong everywhere, the mountain said to him now.

Joe took a breath. The smell of the inside of a mountain was raw metal, it was like a tomb, even worse—like a time before death—it was the smell of ages before earth had any men at all. 



With his back against the wall, Peter squatted low with his arms over his head, occasionally calling out. The draw slate was hard metal; it wouldn’t crack for sudden noise, but even so. In the silence between the call and response, Peter recited the Confiteor, just in case. 

It was hard to breathe. Nothing to see. Letting the eyes search in darkness so absolute was making it worse. Samuel Danko’s ghost is not real, is not real. I won’t be left down here. Enough now, Peadar, you’re talking to the dirt— Since Danko, the crew had made a protocol for blackouts. No matter how easy it might seem to trace back with your hands, stop. Sit down. Wait. 

Peter had been the one, just a few months ago, who stepped forward at the Danko’s front door holding his hat over his heart; he was the one who had to sit with Maria Danko and tell her how hard they had searched, and for how long, and that it was not possible anymore. They had each given her a week’s wage. 

He looked at the dark ceiling, but could not make out even a single shadow of texture. His eyes hung open, their apertures spread for nothing. 

He buried his head in his knees. I won’t be left. Will not be. Ellen’s got the papers anyway but she’s no twelve dollars for a stone. Ellen McMarron Doyle, just lay me down in the pauper’s lot, Kelleher will burn my name in the plank for free. 

No. 

Peter Doyle 1862-1893 it will not say. John Joseph will not stand by weeping to rales in his chest for his old man— Water rose up from the ground under his heels and then up to the waist of his pants. 

When it was at his ribs, he raced to decide: fight it by holding his breath, or open his mouth and let it take him fast. He grabbed hold of his shirt pocket and the paper axe as if to keep it dry. 



Fran’s cigarette smoke wove webs of white thread. When Peter Doyle was twelve years old, he rolled the first cigarette Fran ever smoked, at the bottom of Chicken Hill, just after Christmas. The image was clear as yesterday: how the snow piled on Peter’s eyelashes as he licked the paper to seal it. They’d been sitting squeezed together on a baking sheet they’d stolen from Beulah Dewar, and they’d been sledding on that sheet, on that hill, until they could hear Beulah hollering. Now, Peter had said, we got to get right in the head, before we face the woman.

She exhaled one puff that spiraled upward. She could not reproduce the shape, but the spiral’s dissemination into the room calmed her regardless. 

There was heat where her fingers once were, or perhaps still were, and there was new pain in her elbow, but for now it seemed that the morning’s levels could be staved off. 

An hour or more passed for alternating between calm and enraged. She found no satisfactory middle ground. She had not yet landed on a practical strategy for both making the usual ends meet and getting around the fourteen-dollar doctor’s bill, unless she could double the orders in a summer holiday season, starting Monday morning. That was it. And get an advance from Yost. And have the shop open five days a week. Meanwhile, ask Skewes for another week, that could do it. 



She turned the cast around, inspecting every detail. She wondered if she was being charged for the supplies, the gauze and medicine, or just the service? And, what do people who have no bills or wounds—what do they think about? 

Another coin rattled on the floor of Mary’s lungs. Fran sat up. She threw off the blanket. Holding the casted hand in the air, she shoved her feet in her boots and tucked the laces down deep with the good hand. They’d be a bit loose. She’d figure it all out at dinner. All of it. Peter would know what was going on in town today. She’d start there. She flopped her coat over the cast, covering it completely, and met Mary at the door. 



Joe Hodges stopped when he saw the fresh wound of the mountain and heard the water underneath where he now stood. He had enough light to know the descent had been positioned somewhere around this hole, but there was no ladder. He sat down on the edge of the broken floor, hung his legs in and dropped onto the boulder. The light on his hat was wild. Only the smallest glimpses could crack the darkness. 

His heart jumped. A man’s hands were gripping the rock ceiling across a pool of water about ten feet wide. It was water so cold it hurt every part of Joe’s body as he moved. 

When Joe got hold of his shoulders Peter nearly pulled him under, grasping. There was no more light. Joe fought to recall the footholds that got him there, one by one, as the water pulled down walls and crested over the boulder. They got up on top of the rock enough to catch hold of whatever narrow outcroppings of stone they could feel in the wall. They traversed it until their hands found the edge of the dry path where it had collapsed. Hugh Sweeney’s light bounced toward them.





4

Hard News

From the Byrne’s house on the corner of Sixth Street and Ash, it was three blocks to the Toledo boarding house. Fran could smell the Thursday night community dinner already, same as usual, a good smell. It flipped her stomach just slightly for want of the familiar stew, and beans on the side if there were some, and it smelled like there would be. But it took some time for the pair to close the distance, with Fran holding her long coat over her arm and Mary heaped in shawls. 

Mary shivered. Even in summer, what sun warmed them now would be eaten by the Sawatch range by the time their meal was finished. The air would be blue and cool again on the way home. “We’ll need to board a fellow or two, Frances,” Mary said.  

“We don’t need help.” 

Mary stopped walking. There was gold around the pupil in Mary’s blue eyes. 

“I just mean,” Fran said, “that we’re close. I could do it, run the shop. As for the rent, on Monday, I’ll figure it out. Let’s keep going.” 

“It’s also last month’s payment still undone, is it?” 

“We’re getting there, Aunt Mary.” 

“Have you gone to see your sister lately?” 

“Not actually my sister.”

“Stop, have you seen her?”

“I signed for that house and I have work, and I’ve enough fingers for it and it’s fine.” 

“So you’ve not seen her.” 

“I can do this.” 

“The head on ye.” 

A squeal and a squelch of gravel came to a skidding halt behind them. Davy Kearney jabbed his heels into the road to hold them up: two boys on a wobbling homemade tricycle. John Joseph Doyle sat behind him, clinging to Davy’s shirt. Catherine and Eddy Kelleher were running behind. They’d made their ride out of the three-spring running gear from an old surrey and abandoned bike wheels. The rear right tire was wobbling off as they rolled downhill. 

“Frances!” Catherine hollered. 

“Hang on.” Fran caught up and tightened the cap of the hub with her left hand. 

“Can’t you use both hands?” Davy said. 

“She’ll fix it,” Catherine said, knocking the heel of her hand into Davy’s head. He stomped on her foot. 

Fran pressed the sole of her shoe against the end of the axle and turned the bolt with her bare fingers until it was tight. “There. But get a wrench,” Fran told him. “And keep it with you. That’s gonna get loose again.” 

They took off, steady and efficient. Fran held her elbow out for Mary. “I’ll put money down on Blose’s bill and get an extension. Skewes will wait. I’ll have it, Mary.” 

“Start with supper.” 


Bodies warmed the noisy hall. It had fifteen-foot ceilings, not so much for drama but high and long enough to fit four long tables and feel different than a house. It was airy and gray and smelled of grass, though there had never been livestock there. The kitchen was built in an add-on off the side of the building, and there were two pumps out back, with a ladies’ and a gents’ in their own separate sheds. 

Agnes Kelleher threw her wraps over the back of two chairs to save them. Fran sat between Agnes and Mary. She ate, dizzy. The knuckles that had been the trunk of two digits burned and pain was coming up from the wrist. The feeling this morning, when it happened, was like being shot, she imagined. She had never been shot. She had read about it plenty. The newsmen at the big paper had caught on, observing the uptick in subscriptions when they reported such things. Things like riots, railmen turning over their own cars, strikes, barricades, arson, things people do when they lose themselves in ideas. Fran spooned the ambiguous stew to her mouth, her left hand unsure of its new role. 

“Frances,” Agnes said. “Skewes came by. Our house.” 

“I wish he wouldn’t take my business over the road.” 

“Said no one was answering.”

“Mary won’t answer if she’s alone.”



“Mary won’t. Where’s Ellen Doyle anyway? Well, the point is, Skewes has an eye on the house. A buyer, Ger thinks.” 

“Jesus. He’ll be paid.” 

Across the table, Maggie Saveri swallowed her coffee and put her cup down resolutely. “See, Agnes? All one needs is to employ himself.” 

“Himself? Margaret. We’re never not working and most of us are in arrears.” 

At the far end of the table, the Saveri’s toddler climbed up his father’s vest. The young father ran his hand over the child’s bobbing head, then ushered him back to his mother. One of their daughters punched the toddler’s shoulder for getting too close to her plate. 

“Stop it.” Margaret scowled at them. “No point in spreading hysteria, Agnes. Silver swings and what difference is it in the long term, we’ll make do anyway.” 

“‘Make do’ in my hole. Don’t look at me like that. You’ve been here the whole time; you were a child, in ’80, was it? When our two fathers struck for four dollars a day? A man makes less now, less, Maggie.” 

The sunlight on their forks and plates went dark. A cloud at the small, high window traveled past, then the air burned bright again. “And Ger Michael is set to go underground fulltime in a year’s time. He’s already there, living at the Daley house. He’ll be staying the winter—” 

“All right, Agnes,” 

“—not finished! At two-fifty? It will be the nineteen-hundreds when my son is promoted to compressed drilling, and for three dollars a day, even then? How long.” Agnes looked at Fran, stone silent. Fran spooned another bit of grub up to her mouth. 

“And now I need cream vermicide. Again. The smell’s filling the whole house,” Agnes said. 

“Who is it this time?”  

“Rosie. Should be too far into the summer for wells shifting, but she’s burning through the laundry. A quarter. Been one day. A quarter. Tomorrow thirty cents, then it’s the price of silk knickers. Frances, get your head around that. Twenty-five cents is one hour of drilling rock, am I right? I am right. For a tube of cream. Do not mention it in front of Ger.” 

A fork beat against a tin cup. Fran sunk her spoon in her bowl. A man got up, having eaten quickly and in relatively fresh overalls. He’d make his speech or announcement, then head up into the gray rocks for second shift. “Go on, Danny,” said his friend. The speaker stood on a chair. “Good evening,” he managed, patting down his shirt. 

Fran wished Jenny were here to tell her who this Danny was. He was easy on the eye, but therefore, likely unemployed. Fran surveyed the room. She noted all their familiar mussed or clumped, curled or cut or balding heads of hair, but did not see the Doyles, or Sweeney, or the Hodges. 

“Name’s Dan Hansen,” he said. “Pleased to advise that the Daughters of Erin have partnered with the Ancient Order of Hibernians to move the tables after clean-up, for a social evening. The cost is five cents, to contribute to the Knights of Labor. And we have among us a fiddler from Victor who is a brother of the Machinists and Blacksmiths Union, and will be honored to call the dance.” 

“What dance?” someone shouted. 

Dan Hansen leaned down to the fiddler. “Heel-and-toe polkas,” he said. “A pair of hornpipes and a scotch reel.” 

Fran looked right at the speaker, bold, in the eyes, as though they had just consummated the sacrament of marriage. She did not know why she did it, and she hoped he would not overthink it. He nodded at her and stepped off his chair. 

As if Dan Hansen’s descent had pressed an unseen lever, the door on the west side of the building opened. Light framed Joe and Leona Hodges. Joe was solemn-faced in his Sunday shirt. The sun shone behind them.

The heat around Fran’s felled fingers bristled. Peter and Ellen Doyle walked through the light next, their faces raw with some new concern so raw and uneasy the room went quiet.

Joe and Peter took off their hats. All eyes were on them, for they were different now than they had always been. Joe spoke plainly. There would be no dance. A meeting, mandatory for anyone who wants to have a job and live, would start here at eight o’clock. Peter added more. It was an emergency, he said, and they would take no questions until the meeting. Mandatory, he repeated.


The moon-pocked texture of Ash Street could be seen in the dusk. Mary and Fran held on to each other in silence. Despite the cool air, Fran felt sweat in the crease of her neck but dared not wipe it, would not reveal the hint of anxious fear to Mary. She looked away, pretending to take in the view. The birch and aspen groves farther up the hill were silver now, their edges lost, absorbing the last light like hard news.

A shrill animal call came, from higher up on the mountain. A marmot, Fran thought. A marmot someone’ll shoot if it’s chewing through the pumping belts again. She braced for a rifle’s report and hoped to hear it, to feel the gun blast though the noxious tension that seemed to have come up the mountain with this morning’s news and settled in. Nothing. Then, a man’s footsteps, moving fast. 

A figure in overalls and a jacket buttoned at the top approached, carrying a stack of paper. He was a stout and solid figure, familiar as winter, even in the dusk, wearing overalls he got from O’Donovan’s Dry Goods, Fran knew. To think, they’d once shared a long desk at St. Mary’s, where he’d quietly carved a stick-figure into the wood. The young Fran had been pressed to name the vandal, but never did. “Peter.” He had a look on his face she had never seen before. It would have been bold, but there was heaviness in it.  

“Frances. Mary,” he finally said. He tipped his weathered cap. Madra came up and passed between them to smell Mary Byrne, then ran off.

Fran kept her casted fist low under her coat by her hip. She knew he’d not say one word more about whatever had happened to him underground today; another near catastrophe, near death—“Tell me again,” she said, “what silver fell to?” 

“Sixty-two cents per troy ounce, Frances.”

“They wired this morning?”

“Plus a quarter cent, yes.” 

“Peter—” Mary began. 

“Tell me, Mary.” 

“You saw the very worst today, I know that. I can see that,” Mary said. The man shuffled his boots in the dry gravel, ready to start walking again. “I won’t ask about it, but I will put a question to you, Peter. Could the union not sue for their cause now?” 

“There’s hardly a union. But we’ll have our house in order by the time the federation arrives to sign us in. They’re putting their time into Cripple Creek first. And, Frances, would you put in a word at the shop? I’d like to have a conversation. With yourself and Yost, about the press.” 

“We’re not a press.” 

“We’ll be there Monday, after first shift.” 

“I’m not political.” 



“We start now, Frances, you understand? Hodge and Sweeney and I will come. Monday.” He walked on without a joke or kind word. 

Mary and Frances shuffled forward in the darkness. Nearly home, they froze. They could just make out a creature in their yard. 

Mary tried to stifle a cough. The figure shifted low to the grass, then it got big again. Fran’s heart thumped. She looked around for cubs. She listened for Madra’s bear-growl but Madra was nowhere near enough. The shadowed beast moved right up to the house. It stood up and got a bit of moonlight on its head. It was Skewes, shoving papers through the maildrop in their door. 

With her good hand, Fran tightened the ropes on Mary’s bed, then her own. She tapped a toothbrush in the water-pail hung on a nail in the back room. She rubbed the bristles in a tin of blue mouthpaste and cleaned her teeth, spitting out the back door.

She poured more water into the pail for Mary, who, Fran saw as she turned around, had been quietly standing behind her the whole time. 

“Christ!” 

“Come here to me, Frances.” 

“What.” 

“I know what happened.” 

“Skewes’ envelope? He shouldn’t have come until tomorrow. I’m not opening that now, so. Nothing to talk about.” 

“I’m the one talking. And not about that. I remember every detail of a certain story now, Frances, and if I move, I may forget.” 

Fran raised her shoulders high so that her blouse would come untucked from her skirt-waist. She crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. “What now?”

“It was at the Healy House, Frances. What I heard one night, off the north end of the porch, from the side yard.” 

“The side yard.” 

“Where I was, ah, there’s a smoking lounge on the north end with a window they threw very wide.” 

“Did they.” 

“And wasn’t I there nosing around. ’85 or thereabouts. When they had this conversation which I could hardly avoid.” 

“How could you have?” 

“I didn’t know I remembered it until today, and you know, I never understood it until I thought of telling you. What do you make of that?” 



“I’m blown away.” 

“Ah, go on so. What they said was this, the money was all gone bad. The first mines were played out. But there were new smelters being built in other camps at the same time, see. All the money was on those processors, not theirs. I heard them making the plans then, with my own ears. They said the owners aimed to build refineries to strip all the bullion right here in town, Frances.”  

“They were making bets then, not plans.”

“Why bets?”

“Process all the silver here, I guess. What it sounds like. They’d need just need enough base metal to mix with the dry, but it meant they’d have nothing else to sell.” 

“I knew you’d make sense of it.” 

“They probably bet it would be a windfall as long as silver was strong. Cut out the other processors. Take the gamble. Bet it all. Who was it, the four owners—is it still four, Mary?” 

“Ah, John Campion, certainly. David Moffat. And Tingsley Woods now I believe. And the Smith lad. Ewan or Owen.”

“They’ve had their money on zinc for at least a year. Zinc and electric. Not Tabor though.”

“He’s in a bad way now. Baby Doe will have to sell her shiny clothes.”

“Now silver’s hardly sellable.”

“I had a feeling.” Mary patted something in her pocket, remembering it was there. She handed Fran a nearly empty vial of vermicide. “Ah, for Agnes. We had some after all.”

“They bet the whole town, Mary.” Fran held the vial in her palm, but looked past it. “They bet us. We’re done for, Mary.”

“Stop, you’ll not be able to sleep.”

“Hell of a bet, really. And why not, if you’ve got cushions of millions to fall back on.” Fran tucked the vial in her pocket and followed Mary to her bed. “Campion probably has a billion dollars by now. Moffat too. I’d have done the same.” 

“You would not.” Mary waved Fran away, pulling the covers up by herself.

“Would.”


Alone in the front room, Fran turned down the wick on the sconce. Smoke circled its glass belly. So, the nation had gone all in on the gold standard, doubled down, stood by gawking at the freefall. That was it, then. Its highest city would have to fold. 

She squeezed Skewes’s envelope in the crook of her right elbow, since there was no right hand to hold it, and lifted it to her mouth. Keeping her left hand behind her back, she tore it open with her teeth. But there was no such thing as luck. In it, was a final notice of fiscal delinquency, resulting in contract termination for 701 East Sixth.


Two glass jars with remnants of a kind of hard cider, homemade, more hard than cider, had been kept on the high shelf for ages, years, it could have been. Epochs. Possibly, the stuff would be strong enough to compete with the pain in the hand, and the pain in Skewes’ notice, if not resolve it in some way. Without tasting it, she swallowed a good portion down.

Anger and alcohol of apples long gone bad wormed into her pain and her thoughts, it all blossomed in the bulk of her breasts and conspired with a nervous hunger to fill her not with resolution but rage, and isn’t rage preferable to pain?

She looked for a fork, and then for bread. Eating angrily—that could be another way to ward off pain. The miners were always on about their pains; it was an eye gone, or an ear or a boot blown off, or some brutal scrape, and now she too could belly up to the bar and talk about work being dangerous. There’s that silver lining Jenny’s always talking about. Or zinc, as it were. It was a decent spin, anyway. But it still hurt. And she was still hungry. And hurting makes thinking difficult. And thinking was the best skill she had, while grace was something she had none of, so fuck it, she stabbed open a tin of peaches with Mary’s steel-point pen and ate out of the can. 

When she was done, she emptied the next old cider jar down her throat, gave it a minute, and belched. She took the same pen she had used to eat and skewered Skewes’ notice, then flung it into the stove. She jammed the pen into the table repeatedly then threw it across the room. The papers in the stove turned red. They curled so far inward they became nothing at all. 

The Byrne’s pump was still in the yard, still uncovered, no kitchen built around it yet. Fran looked up at the stars, but their beauty was annoying, unhelpful. There were too many to count, some of them diffuse and clustered, in purple mackled puddles that spread down the center of the sky. The pump chortled and gagged. She shook the handle, and it went quiet. Ice-cold water poured over Fran’s wrists, then into her jug. 

When she found her chair, she took a long draw of water and pulled a blanket over her legs. The old pump: too cold. To think, Margaret Saveri already had a faucet with two handles, indoors, just one block over. Eunice O’Brien on Eighth had a washing ringer inside the house and a hallway leading to a water closet. In the Byrne’s yard out back, they had a sad sagging rectangle of dirt where Fran had tried vegetables last year. Joe and Leona Hodges had always said that gardens need a long summer, air with some heat in it all night. Leona had even said, Warm rain. As if. 

Fran shivered. The floor was gently listing to the room’s portside. For want of music and stability, Fran tapped her foot. Music was not her gift, but it captured her whole whenever she could hear it. If she could make a machine to produce a song now, she would. She would put in for “Tralibane Bridge” on fiddle, or call for a song with a hundred verses, so she might have time to stare at the wall and sort things out. There was a third jar. She took in half. It was the last one. “Where you at, Frances?” she said to herself.

She got comfortable on the floor, wrapped up, and felt a real feeling of affection for the ceiling, and too for the east wall, with its unfinished timbering behind the stovepipe. This, no doubt, was where she lived. She wondered what the punishment was for just one nice, tidy murder. Was there anyone expecting Skewes at home? She could not imagine him at ease in a home, as a part of anything human. 

She moved some loose hair from her forehead with her left hand. She realized as she did so, that while in deep thought, she liked wrapping strands of her straight brown hair around one finger, then sliding that finger out of the twist. But the left hand could barely manage it, and the usual habit failed to satisfy. 

She would never be a doctor, no. Pain was too unreal, gone one moment, demonic the next. But it wasn’t a thing at all. It was unthinkable. Like the Laramide orogeny, Leona Hodges once said. Time like that, like the centuries that push up mountains, that kind of time could eat whole years for breakfast. God—breakfast. Ham, and a whole firkin of butter, spread out on brown bread, the very thought of it made her roll onto her side and whimper, then keel onto her back again and flop out her limbs. “Ham is so very thinkable, that I cannot not think it. What the devil.” She got quiet. She dreamed of it. 

When the knob in the front door squeaked, Fran opened one eye. It was just before dawn, judging from the freezing air and the blue color of the walls. Her hand twitched. Something in the core of her went dark. The intruder’s black leather duster was fine, very fine, trimmed in fox, maybe ermine. Fran’s stomach growled loudly, but the criminal walked right past her.



Jenny Byrne dropped her hood back and sniffed. She picked up the jar on the table. There was some left inside, and there on the floor, was the girl she’d called her sister since she was four years old. On the floor, fully dressed, waking up. There was just enough time to take the jar and Mary’s pot outside. 

When Jenny came back in, Fran was awake, sitting up, arms folded over her chest, and mad. Jenny held up her chin, waiting for it. 

“Go get that jar,” Fran snarled. 

“Or maybe, good morning, sister mine.” 

“Get it.” 

“Or, it’s been some time, so very pleased to see you.” 

Fran stormed down the hallway. 

“It’s empty!” Jenny called after her. “It’s too far gone, poison. Poured down the loo!” 

“Jenny?” Mary emerged, with her quilt wrapped around her. “Will I put coffee on? Please stay this time.”

“I’ll put the coffee on, Aunt Mary. What happened there?” Jenny nodded toward Fran, now cross and weary, lying down on the floor again.

“She got curious, Eugenia,” Mary answered, “pedaling the Chandler and Price at the shop. She got it moving, faster than she herself could go. And then she looked away from it. So. Blose involved himself next.” 

“Have you seen it?” Jenny asked. 

“Blose’s bill?”  

 “Fran’s hand, Mary.” 

“She won’t undo the cast. Refuses.” 

When Jenny animated her clothes, the room smelled of bergamot and sawdust, maybe lemon. Wisteria, cigars, and hides. The bones in her face made a handsome shape. Her hair was as dark as her eyes were light. She picked up the doctor’s bill from the table. 

“Jenny. It’s been a year,” Mary said. “Agnes Kelleher has a baby boy, Eugene. A whole year. Will you stay now?” 

Jenny put the fourteen-dollar medical bill into the pocket of her skirt. “Till Sunday, Mary.” She raked the bottom of a box of tea and pulled up a pinch of leaves.

“Sunday! Well. What’s it like downtown now, what are they saying?” Mary’s hands quivered as she set a plate of cold bread on the table. 

“Crowded trains going out, only out. Couple of canceled events. Harrison seems so wide when it’s like this.” 

“Where do you sleep, Jenny?” 

 “It’s a good place. High-end as they say.” 

“How’d you come by that cloak?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Leather, is it?”

“I just walked in, Aunt Mary.” 

“Walked in, dressed like you have something to tell me.”

“I’ll leave late afternoon Sunday. I’ll take you to mass first.” Jenny studied her sister, now slumped over in the rocker. “I’ll take you and Oscar Wilde,” Jenny said. “Remember that, you flute?” 

Fran’s eyes fluttered open. “I can’t remember anything.” She reached out for the loaf and bit into it.

“Remember what?” Mary said. 

“Frannie here, wiping soot off the lamp-vents for her closing shift at the boarding house. What age were you? When you leaned in to one—” 

“I was trying to see how the flat wick is different than the round,” Fran said, mouth full. 

“—and you leaned close until your two braids, run through with ribbon, caught the heat and burned nearly to your neck. The fire got the runner on the table, then the rug, then the parlor floor. So, Aunt Mary,” Jenny sighed, “the point is, your one’s hair was chopped off like, just at the shoulders. Plain, straight brown, floppy and soft. It framed her—sort of Cornish, is it?—nose.” 

“I’m from here.” 

“Half Canadian?”

“Go away.”

“Some small portion Irish, we hope.”

“It’s a big portion.”



“Well, I’m the whole portion, aren’t I.”

“Congratulations, Jenny, very well done, get out.”

“Well, Aunt Mary, with her cut hair, big eyes and long cheeks, the smug lips—” 

“Ah now—” 

“They are smug. When Oscar Wilde came to town, I’m afraid she could not avoid the association. Look at her now: Oscar.”

They exchanged a look only shared between sisters, when one sister wishes to admit defeat, and at the same time that she has come to enjoy the argument and wants to keep its tradition alive. Fran smirked. Her grin was subtle and crooked, lips always closed. Then she sank her teeth into the last handful of bread. Jenny turned the tube of vermicide over in her palm. “Who’s got the flux?” 

“You’ve got to take that to Agnes,” Fran said, mouth full. 

“Flux, that’s a hard way to go. Oscar, if I ever die of it, promise to clean my bottom before you put me in the ground.” 

“No.” 

“You’re a heartless wagon.” 

“Aunt Mary,” Fran said, “you remember why we were banned from the boarding houses?” 

“A heartless Cornish wagon, what you are,” Jenny mumbled.  

“When the hose company came for the burning floor, they got the boys out of their beds and found Jenny—” 

“Stop.” 

“—naked as the day she was born shagging some lad senseless with a paper dollar clutched in her fist.”

“Would you stop?”

“You two were pulled apart, sent out to the yard, remember that? He was given a blanket and a chair. You were put on the list.”

“Of ‘girls unsuited for assisting working men.’ I know that, wagon. Hannah McGary made a show of it, even spat on us, remember?” 

“She threw a rock at you,” Fran said, “the skinny weasel.”

“The withering nutter, not even the convent will have her.”

“It’s good to see you together,” Mary said, shuffling to the back door. “It is.” 

With Mary out, Jenny unfolded the doctor’s bill. “What are we gonna do about this, Frances?”  

“I just want to work. If Skewes comes again—”



“Then there’s two bills? Fran.”

“Skewes and Blose, yeah. Two.”

“You’re keeping something from me.”

“Skewes’s bill wasn’t a bill, it was a notice. Final. Also, I kindled it. But don’t say anything, I have a plan. I am going to show him I can pay the whole thing, this will be the last summer chasing it. I’ll turn in that last dollar. I’d like to settle it.” 

“Show him?” 

“Well, it’s not his fault really, Jenny; it’s mine.” 

“You’re not very bright at all.” 

“Remember when I had the option of not signing with Skewes? But I did. I shouldn’t have. You wouldn’t, you know.”  

“Stop, Frances. If I hadn’t got the dollar off the mucker, we’d be allowed to work a boarding house right here.” 

“There’s a dream come true.” 

“You know what? They have one of Leona’s paintings in the Free Coinage Café. I’m going to have a hotel lobby with a whole gallery for her. We need beautiful things, see.”

“We what?”

“Well, that was part of my plan anyway. An old one. It was yesterday’s plan. As of right now, I just know that I am not dancing those clown-show hurdy-gurdys half-naked anymore and I’m never doing child-minding again. I don’t like children at all. Though the dancing wasn’t half bad.”

“Children are awful.”

“I’ve been investing. I had a kind of savings account, actually.”  

“Had?” 

“As of today—I don’t. Just don’t tell Aunt Mary.”  

Fran stopped rocking the chair. The coffee boiled. The smell of it and the sound of it pouring into the same mugs they’d always had, was the same smell and sound it had always been. Fran’s head pounded. It was a kind of gift, to have the smells and the coffee. It was a gift to enjoy the sounds of one’s daily assurance. But it was maddening to have not much more than that. 

Fran noticed just then a new smell, something faint, but it was there; it was new and bad. She raised her cast up to her nose. Her stomach turned.
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Sightlines

Leona Hodges pulled a paper test-strip through a small pot of paint. It was too orange. She melted water in a pan to try again. The shade of yellow should be like this Friday-afternoon sun, but shining through a glass of beer.

It had been a day and a half since the price of silver crashed, and one day since her husband pulled the pumpman Peter Doyle out of a breached tunnel. There will be a meeting, it’s fine. That was all he would say about it. That was all the miners ever said about nearly dying. For some, it was bad luck to let the threat of death live on in story. For others, the bosses said they weren’t allowed to talk about it. Joseph had only repeated, I’m fine.

The house was quiet. He’d be home in an hour or so, probably chattering like he had been at dawn, both to convince himself that he was fine, and to convince himself there was manliness in shirking things off like that. 

The house was filled with smells of linseed, hot iron. Discarded ore crucibles were lined up on the table, each holding various ingredients of the world: coal ash, bee pollen, soap flakes, vegetable oil, tallow, and the bright, hard burgundy berries that collect low to the ground in midsummer. While the yellow cooked, she ground up five of the berries with a pestle.

Paint-brush handles, whittled by hand from scrap-wood, hung on a string over the front door. Leona would eventually clamp some kind of bristles to the handles; she preferred horse-hair, fall grass, or the threads from scraps of cloth-covered wire, unwrapped and brushed out. A hoistman’s wife could buy art supplies, but Leona could make them better. She had made blue yesterday from a tin of mouthpaste and a drop of hot animal gelatin. She pulled some of that blue across the canvas: a mountain. 

He came up the road singing. She heard him knocking mud off his boots at the back door. She took a kitchen knife to the canvas and carved angular lines of rose onto that landscape: alpenglow. 

The back door slammed. She paused to take in her progress before he made his way down the hall. “Making paint is like making a mountain,” she said.

“Oh yeah?” Joe ducked under the line of wash drawn across the front room and emptied his pockets out onto the table. 

“Yeah. Just like the geologist said at the lecture, all those minerals compressing, all those temperatures underground.” She went to the west-facing window, where a young birch sapling was nearly high as the sill. Its green and white colors were bright against the blue Sawatch range. At some point, even those mountains, even Massive and Elbert, as beautiful and as far away as god, were just a bunch of elements. Heated up. Stirred. Wasn’t she the same? “I’m more like a sculptor than a painter, you know that?” 

The rank smell of her husband’s freshly exposed feet wafted over the linseed and hot pans. “Only difference between me and the lord is I do it every day.” She shoved the heavy window open. She took her husband’s shirt, cracked with dirt and sweat, and hung it behind the stove.

“You’re always thinking up something, Lee. They’re great,” he said, not looking.

“No. They disappoint me. Even the ones that sell. I can’t seem to paint what it feels like to be near a mountain, and that, that is what they look like.”

“Near one?” He pulled his last layer of clothing off and patted dirt out of his hair. “Try being in one.”

“That’s too close,” she said. “You can’t see something when you’re in it.”

“When’s my child coming?”

“Long time. Maybe Christmas.” She took the five-gallon jug off the stove and poured it steaming into a copper tub. She went and filled the jug again while he lowered himself in.

The water got dirty and thick around him as she drew a rag of it up over his neck into his scalp. She wrung it out and spread it again and pressed it against his face. She brought it down to his chin. They were eye to eye in the steam. Before he did it, she knew he would; he reached for her face and held it with both hands. Water dripped off his wrists.



“What happened yesterday, Joseph?” she said.

His eyes went the way they did when words wouldn’t come. She waited. 

“Tunnel flooded. Happens.” He crossed his hands over his chest and sat back in the tub. “The square-sets are still good though, on the other side. The sunk side won’t be worth much. It’s fine.”

“You said all that yesterday.”

“And then, it took time finding Doyle.”

“And when you did?”

“When I did, he was up to his shoulders in moving water.”

Leona straightened up, startled.

“He’s fine. Well, nobody’s fine.” The last word dropped off into a failure of language, and he swallowed it down. “We shouldn’t have been spread out,” he explained, recovering. “And none of that was ready, done too fast. No one asked us to inspect. There’s some real angry guys now.”

“About time. There’s men in other places derailing trains for less.”  

“Lee—”

“What?”

“You remember that night, in Chicago, that giant front porch, and the heat, how it was getting hotter even while it got dark?” He searched her eyes.

“The sweat on the back of my legs,” she said, “on my face, oh yes.” 

“I made some promises.”

“It’s okay. It takes time.”

He shook his head as if to disagree. Her face was reflected on the water, still as a portrait. It broke apart when she plunged her hands in to find his. She pulled them out. She opened his palms and saw the cuts where he and Doyle had scaled the raw wall to get out. They were deep and jagged. She was searching for words but he put his hands up to her cheeks and pulled her mouth to his.

The work of their kiss was a matter of survival now, a way to be sure they were both there, in the room, not in the dark tunnel, or whatever waited after that. He nearly took her into the tub, fighting against that inhuman thought. From there to the bed, it was one body testing the other and reveling in the result—we are still here, above ground, alive, lively—this is ours.

Leona was asleep when he sat up on the edge of the bed, buttoning his shirt. “The club’s gonna meet again, discuss a kind of newsletter. I’ll be out for an hour or so. Hey.”

“I heard you.” She rolled over. “At this hour?”

“It’s another emergency meeting. We gotta get ahead of them, stay awake.”

“I don’t want any talk of exclusive clubs.”

“We want the whole camp.”

“Not one word, Joseph.”

“We’re all on board. Maybe not Kelleher.”

“That man.”

“Still asks about why can’t he have an Irish club, and all that.”

“That’s what the Hibernians are for. Does he need two?”

“He bought the ownership’s line about crowds waiting at the door, and it being too much to take on all the trades and all the people.”

“All the people, huh.” 

“We got a couple new guys, Dan Hansen and another one. We’re meeting with Hansen again tonight. We’ve got Cornish guys, even.”

“How?”

“Well, just one so far. But he seems eager to sign guys up with me and Hansen. And Peter’s convinced he can get Fran Byrne to do a kind of broadside in favor of a union across the camp.”

“Ha!”

“What now?”

“Trying to get Fran to do something she doesn’t want to do, is what.”

“We need broad support.”

“I’ll keep Peter in my prayers.”

 “All the trades, and all the people, Lee. Every neighborhood. Getting the Western Federation of Miners

  up here next spring. And before any of that, it’s our own rules, no one’s working alone anymore, starting tomorrow. We’re appointing our own shift captains tonight. ”

“In the middle of the night?”

“And then after the meeting, I’ll just go clock in. No time to lose. The four-dollar wage was gonna be on the agenda but after the news today, it’s holding the line on three. For a couple months.”

“It’s all right. I could sell again, the big painted scenes to the opera.”

“No need.”

“The full-size sets get a good price.”



“Shouldn’t have to.”

“Maybe I like to.”

“What for, Lee? I’m full-time, on hoist. And maintrip now. We’ll handle it.”

She gave him a look, gave him her hand to kiss. He took a boiled egg from a pot by the basin, a stick of honey, and a half-loaf of bread and went out the door without his lamp, having a whole full moon for light.



A man got a long box of matches from his pocket, struck one. He smoked and surveyed his hotel room—basic, believable that a man looking for work would stay here until he could board up on Carbonate Hill. He put the matchbox back his pocket, where he relied on it regularly for a conversation starter, a trust-builder at the ready. He had that, and he had a name, and his name for this assignment and as long as he’d be in Leadville was Dan Hansen. Daniel Hansen, Dan Hansen, Dan Hansen. He said it until it sank in. 

He had long, big eyes with lines of lashes under them. With that same face but different names, he had mined a good portion of the Anthracite, and then the grassy swells of Mineral Point, Wisconsin. Men who could pay him handsomely had befriended him when he was barely twenty. They’d employed him in a kind of dramatist’s profession, transferred him. Tested him in Pennsylvania, where his information was quiet and direct and led three foreign-born labor-radicals to a rope. His reputation was growing and now he was paid twice over: his mining wage, and at the same time, the rate for a mid-career recruit. Two times a man. He got his coat and went out.

The company was clear about most things. Necessarily, the bosses’ faces and names were obscured but expectations were not. If he was instrumental in either tine of a two-prong job—one, suppressing a strike, or two, learning reasons that would warrant calling up the militia to suppress a strike—he would be promoted in rank. Very much so. There would be plenty to spend, to save, to send home. There’d be enough money to buy shares in the Ibex, even the Coronado, maybe the Yak Tunnel before it’s dug. Buy a Cavani and play it and be discovered and earn lessons in New York. Rome. Play some Beethoven, be the best. That’s the dream, Danny. It was goddamn American and a fine dream.


Saturday morning, near two a.m., and oral reports were due. With silver turned to garbage by the wave of some man’s hand, there was no time for writing and transcribing. They’d been given new instructions for where to go to report on the miners’ so-called emergency meetings, and he followed those instructions now, from memory only: 

Go west down old State Street—which some people will tell you is Second Street—past the Pioneer Building and its little saloon next door. 

Go three blocks, you’ll come to a brown wooden building with an exposed promenade above the front entrance. Come around to the side. Find a door set up off the ground about three feet.

True to description, the door was too high, cut roughly through a wall of shiplap siding. It had to be pressed hard before he could hop up without a stair or two to help. Had to be pressed equally hard to close. 

Dan Hansen refused a whisky from a winking man in a room that was no official place of business at all, and yet it was, for transactions were being peeked at and completed through the dark smells of sweaty skin and old beer and even from inside, of an alley busy with piss.

A mandolin in some shaggy corner was performing an up-tempo irritation. The instrument was untuned. It was being made to play “Ben Bolt” over and over. Damned one-trick ponies shouldn’t be allowed to carry instruments, Hansen thought. Ought to require a permit. Know at least eight songs. Be able to clean and field-dress your instrument. It was making him feel mean, might put him off center if he let it. But he knew: you’ve got to rule out extraneous info. Sift to the desired words. Stay the course. 

Hansen searched for his cue. The mist from the kerosene lamps softened and obscured too much, until one face passed clearly through his sightline. That man scratched his right earlobe, then touched his thumb to his tie. Then scratched the same lobe again. That was all three. Hansen followed him as if he weren’t.

In the rear of the building, there was a private room with no windows. The man who had given the signal ushered Hansen in, then disappeared. Hansen recognized his boss. With him stood a younger man he had never seen before. 

Hansen disliked this young counterpart immediately. The boy-man seemed to be scowling. He had a blond, pubescent beard. The boss nodded at the chairs. Hansen and the blond sat down.

“Go ahead,” the boss said.



“Earlier this evening,” Hansen started, “the fellows up on east Sixth held another meeting. They talked about the rail union approvingly. They named Hugh Sweeney and James Amburn as leaders for now,” Hansen began, “just to get signatures, but it’s Peter Doyle and Joseph Hodges that hold sway. More than they know.”

“Addresses?” 

Before Hansen could answer, the blond colleague cut him off. “Both east side, Hodges is on Fourth or Fifth,” he said, “near the Toledo House. Doyle’s is 700 Sixth. And there’s two younger fellows hanging around that corner, recently arrived, in close counsel with Doyle. Both Irish, southwest of that country like the others but I have found no immediate relations in town.”

The boss wrote something down. “Names?” 

“Tom and Marty Noonan,” the young spy said. “Tom is the younger. Brothers.”

“Boarding?”

“Daley House. Tom told me however, they aim to board at a private home, and stated the reason is because supply prices and lodging will be driven up. Doyle signed them into the Knights of Labor this week, and fifteen more men in addition, all pledged to the WFM, spring of next year. Doyle solicits mostly at the Maid of Erin and the Robert Emmett, where I find men are most secretive.” The spy puffed his chest, patted his beard. Hansen considered shooting the young upstart right then and there.

“I’ll post a third man to the street,” the boss said. “Hansen, this is Jack Schiller.”

“What third man?” Hansen replied. He stared Jack Schiller down. 

“Another team of operatives arrived this evening.” The boss paused thoughtfully. He had a fresh part in his hair where his scalp caught the light, and when he turned his head, it was obvious to whom he was speaking. “The citizens of the west side, in what opinion do they hold the miners?”

The young Jack Schiller fielded his question eagerly. “The west side families claim there’s higher crime on the east side of town. Wife of Gus Rothfuss, 312 West Ninth, wishes to bring a city curfew to vote in the next city council meeting, and an ordinance banning miners’ funeral processions on Harrison in tourist season. She thinks they won’t give her both, but she’ll settle for either.”



“Hansen?”

“What, sir?”

“You work with Hodge and Doyle?”

“I do. In their urgent nighttime meetings this week, Doyle made it known he’s in a hurry to unionize and thinks it’ll end there. The only thrill on east Sixth is that amateur band they brought up, which I will not have the pleasure of judging this weekend.”

“Make a point.” 

“I’ve followed more dangerous nuns.”

“This Doyle’s got to want something.”

Hansen shrugged, then added to the smoke snaking up to the ceiling. “He wants to start a union newsletter.”

“A sleeper newsletter.”

“Right. Well, he is friendly with a neighbor who could do it.”

“Frances Coad, maiden name Byrne. She’s being removed.”

“What for?”

“Schiller will take a room in her house. It’s being arranged. And Hansen—”

“What?”

“Don’t be sore with me. These people move fast to rescue each other, you know that, pack animals. Too many picnics and parades. That’s where we have to start.”

“What?” 

“They’ll lose their minds just to stay together. And if you can’t get them to abandon one another, you have to take them all down at once. That latter is hard to do.”

“What kind of operation—”

“You’re holding this Doyle back, that’s all. Prod him to argument, see what he does. Hodges too. Best case, they start to dislike each other.”


It felt like a reprimand. Felt like an itch. It ruined Hansen’s mood all the way back to the hotel. There, in his room, his rosin was a chunk of hard amber in the cold, dry air, and he was too agitated to play his violin anyway. He ordered hot water to his room, and when the maid had poured it all out with her round arms and taken her red cheeks and gone, he set the rosin next to the soap to get some steam. 

He folded his legs up into his tub and looked hard at his knees. One had a long scar across it: childhood. The other had hairs on it: manhood. That could not be all life had to offer. He leaned back, letting out the first long breath of the bath. 

That blond rookie should pose no threat to a man of Hansen’s status in the company, and yet a trace of competitive blood was coursing through Dan Hansen now. The soap popped up from his clenched fist. Hansen had long been opposed in principle to the philosophy of labor clubs and all their unhinged expectations. But even so, he had understood his role to be based on his assignments with Cornish in Wisconsin, and Irish in Pennsylvania. He was an expert.  Not a mere provocateur. 

Prod him to argument—actually, Hansen realized, on recalling this word argument—it was the big guy on the late shift, Ger or Jerry, Gerard maybe, who seemed most on edge around Hodges and Doyle. Just gut instinct. Hansen smiled. 

How water can change a man, he thought. His agitations were sloughing right off with the drips coming down his shoulders. He stood up, feeling funny that his violin should be picked up while he was naked, but he had a mind to play. He lowered himself back into the tub, holding it carefully, and when the instrument had no more chance of seeing his exposed groin, he drew the bow across the bar of now somewhat-soft rosin. He leaned back, crushed his soapy beard into the chin rest, and began tuning. 

Another team—this made him curious. Leadville didn’t seem as volatile as Homestead, didn’t seem as angry as the Buffalo Switchmen, or as tense as Thibodeaux or Coal Creek or Haymarket. All those hotbeds of low-class types getting mad at men just trying to be their best, and the best got rich—so what? Try harder. But instead of trying, people just go mad. Their problem. 

No, Leadville wasn’t as interesting as any of those places, but something was afoot. He would need Doyle or Hodges to open up a bit. Say more about whatever accident had lit a fire under their asses this week. Whatever it was, they were already going over the bosses’ heads. Making their own captains. Doing their own trainings. And private trainings were just a gateway to caching guns, if history was any teacher. 

Being removed—this Byrne-Coad was a target, no doubt. A suffragette or socialist, could be. She’s gonna be made into an example, no doubt. 

He plucked C, then D. He pulled some long half-notes and worked his smallest fingers in a trill. The occupants of the room above gave the floor a hard knock. Not his problem. If the hotel would invest in rugs for the floor, their guests might have some privacy. He played one round of “Simple Gifts” and started to repeat the chorus, but they knocked harder. 

Hansen smoked, cleaned himself, and got out. He pissed in the toilet and pulled the chain. A fine thing, indoor water boxes. That was a priority, he supposed, over rugs. Such luxuries. It would be his last night to enjoy them in a hotel before having to reside at the Maine House, like a real miner. That old four-story dark and windy megalith far up on the road past the Matchless and the Robert Emmet, up farther still past the Maid of Erin, the Little Johnny, and the old Chrysolite.

The thing about mountains this tall, he had realized in his first week here, was not a good thing. These mountains were too much. They don’t cut a man a break. A man gets more and more lonesome walking uphill here, as one damned summit appears after another. If his job allowed him to write home, he’d say, Summer in Leadville is just a month in which the snow is old and dirty and pushed to the side of the road— 

He stretched out on the clean sheets. He pulled up all the available quilts and wanted more. He could not believe that it was now July. He considered calling downstairs for the maid to bring up a calendar to prove it. She could stand there, with her soft arms, and just hold it up for him.

Stay focused. I’m a miner, called Dan Hansen. Dan Hansen. He shivered. He thought of the maid some more, and more. He gripped his penis like he wished the maid would and he worked it, imagining she was making him do things, imagining it was all her idea and he couldn’t hold her back from doing whatever she wanted, until his thoughts acquiesced and his whole body went slack against the sheets. He wiped himself down. He moved to the dry half of the bed. After all that, he still could not sleep.
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A Job To Do 

Saturday morning, there were no clouds. Sunlight bore down on the trees and split the forest floor into bright and dark. The aspens rattled after Peter’s footsteps. Joe followed close behind, breathing puffs of air. The brothers Tom and Marty Noonan lingered behind them with Dan Hansen, sharing a pipe. 

Clusters of sage released their sharp, sweet scent underfoot as they departed the roads of their neighborhood for a narrow dirt trail. An eighth-mile farther up, the headgear of the Robert Emmet stood high like a castle turret, framing the bare, bald tundra of Mosquito Pass. They cut to the right, to a smaller operation.

Under the tufted sprays of mountain muhly and purple erigeron, a long crust of brown earth slumbered over the nonferrous silt into which they were lowered, four men at a time. The mountain’s body was several thousand tons of compacted rock, laced with threads of quartz. The veins held within their unseen firmament a dust of such luminous richesse, that a half-teaspoon of it was—the Mine Owners’ Association’s economist had determined—well worth four fulltime men. 

Long lines of sweat soon darkened a young man’s shirt. “Told you, take it off,” Peter said to

him. The pair alternated swings at the rock face at the end of their adit. Their trammer stood by and scooped piles of raw ore from the ground and loaded it into a tub. “You want a dry shirt to walk home in, not a wet, sweaty one.” 

“No one mentioned that at the meeting.” 

“Sorry it was so long.”


Peter stopped swinging. He was not a tall man. He was a good size for the tunnels, but the searing ache in his back still radiated. He rubbed it with the handle of his axe, taking stock of their work. Sweat ran down his chest in steady streams. The steam pumps in the older mines were still fed by a wood-burning firebox, some by coal. The heat spread like a comfort in the first few minutes of a shift but made sense of hell in the hours after. 

There was no moving air on the 800 level, shaft five, the Maid of Erin. There was, at least, in this and the Robert Emmett, a well-known and well-built structure of square-sets with fully timbered stairs and ladders at the same angles between each one.

The nineteen-year-old following Peter took off his damp shirt. He stumbled toward the nails where their canteens were hung. When he made his way back toward Peter, his headlamp cast an arc across his bare collarbone. 

 “See this, Tom?” Peter trained his flame on a marbled seam higher up in the cut. He ran his hand from there down to a node about two feet below it and stepped back. He swung his axe-head hard where the kid had been laboring all morning. The black compound ore calved and collapsed on their boots. Behind it, the seam revealed a new section of its path, like white bubbles of boiling milk.  

“Gold?” The young miner’s eyes were coins in the dark. 

“Unlikely.” Peter said. “Too much scattered red and grey. Sphalerite, galena as always. Maybe chalcopyrite. But that’s what Ablett wants to follow, north by northwest, through this, past the Matchless, connect to the Emmett and get right up under Mosquito Pass. Maybe build southwest through to the Coronado, under the city, to the smelters in Bohunk too.” Young Tom Noonan recognized none of the terrain Peter knew by heart. 

“There’ll be economic rock in it somewhere, is what I mean.” Peter wiped his hand through the hair on his chest. He brought his forehead and lamp closer to the wall and chipped at the vein with his thumb in the brightest spot.  

“Why haul out all this?” The voice of Tom’s older brother, Martin, sounded in the dark. Martin came into the light behind a cart of ordinary dirt, his eyes wide and blue against the coating of dirt on his face.

“Whatever’s in here,” Peter said, his hand on the seam, “is in that. It’s in the plain dust on your boots, more or less concentrated. But it can all be sold. You understand when to ring for the break?” 

Martin wiped his cheek and rubbed what came off of it between his fingertips. “Martin,” Peter said, “see if you can bring down a watch. You can check one out from the office. Or just listen for it. The bell gets moved around, the sound I mean. Gotta know your own tone. Could come right down, that’s easy, could sound like it’s in your hat, from under you. Then you ring how many times?”  

“Three and three?” Tom said. 

“That’s the cage release.”  

“Just three,” Martin said.

“That means you’re on, ready to go up. We’re on the nineteenth level, so it’s five and four.”  “Five-four, for nineteen,” Tom repeated.

“Get it right. That’s your life. Mine. Everything you do down here, no matter how lonesome you think it is, will rear up its head and affect us all. You understand?” 

 “Five and four,” Tom said. 

“Ablett’s got his head in his hole,” Peter continued, “for now, I’m in charge of you, and Hodge is in charge of all of us on this level, like we said last night. You can nod for Ablett, but if you want to live, listen to us. If Ablett tells you to be flexible and work alone, come get us. If he tries to spread out the assignments more than they have been, start talking to the first man you can and keep it going, the message will make its way up to Hodge.” 

Martin and Tom stood at attention, trying to keep up with Peter as they envisioned the complex layout of the shafts and tunnels.

“Level above will be waiting for you to call first, you’re the deepest for this shift. After this your cage stops for the new pair on sixteen, training with Sweeney and Leitner. Count ’em all, they’ll be counting us. Stay awake. Seem like a nut counting four men, but everyone is moving up and down, twenty-four hours a day. Forget a man once and he’s good as dead. Think you know where you are, but darkness this absolute will wreck your head under a minute. One more thing. Thomas, where’s your tag?” 

Tom went and shook his shirt out. Martin checked for his own tag. Peter looked at his watch. It was an hour to lunch, as long as the hands hadn’t been pulled off their cog by the magnetism that sulked in some of the veins this far down. Looked good. He clacked it shut. Six to the shift’s end. Half a year to the year’s end. He blew his nostrils into the cuff of the shirt he had hanging from the back of his pants. He turned the watch over and for a moment wondered what he could get for it. But he would never. A dollar, maybe, these days. It was a Christmas present from his wife in ’91. He dropped the watch deep in the pocket of his overalls and regained what focus he could.



 “And we will not, we do not, work on unapproved track. Come get me or Hodge if they tell you the inspections will take too long.” On Peter’s lead, the three resumed their work. 

Peter and Joe together had signed seventeen more into the Knights of Labor at the emergency meetings, all with a commitment to the forthcoming federation with the WFM. They’d appointed shift captains on their own at Friday’s emergency meeting. They’d slept three hours. By god they were going to get it done. 

He clinked his axe into the seam. In the summer, he’d take John Joseph to fish. They’d learn more than a few rules of baseball. His wife would be done with this spell of turning away from him.  And down the road further, when his time was over, he’d meet his twins in the beyond. The axe-head missed the edge of the seam by a quarter inch. “Easy does it,” he said to himself. “Easy.”

He chipped at a new, hard wrinkle of rock and then moved his axe down to work the softer grain below it. He shone his light on it and stopped. Dan Hansen came through the tunnel with his coils and had a look. 

“Hansen,” Peter said, “two things. One, you’ll be coming with us to Yost’s print shop.”

“Two?”

“We’ll have to blow this wall up.” 



Jenny stayed in motion all day Saturday, laundering and clearing the ash, then going over to the Doyle’s to trade a good spool of thread for a bag of sawdust. She shook some of it out around the base of the pump, poured more of the wood shavings down the hole in the outhouse. Gold flecks of it swooshed up in her face when she wiped down the wooden seat. She sneezed and wiped her nose with the cleanest part of her shirt. 

After spearing softened newsprint on the nail in the wall by the seat, she went down the road to pull wet wool skirts through the ringer Agnes swore by.  

She walked uphill after that, almost to the top end of Sixth Street, where the road runs out. There in the Dewar’s front lawn, she met Beulah, and traded a long compliment about the forsythia in the front yard for some baking soda.



While the pan-bread was forming, she stripped the beds. She brought Mary out to a seat in the yard while she hung that next load. With any amount of sun in midsummer, the dry air would crisp the sheets in under an hour. While she pinned up a pillowcase, Jenny watched the exact shadow of a cloud climb over her, then up Mosquito Pass. When it was gone, the hot sun bore down on her neck. 

Mary sat next to her, squinting. Jenny went and got Mary’s old plains-style bonnet and arranged it to shade her face. It wouldn’t stay. Jenny took the bonnet off, repaired it in two places, and put it back on Mary’s head. 

She walked down to Sullivan’s and came back with more bread and a greasy cut of sausage. Sliced, the meat fried nicely. Jenny tapped on Fran’s door. Fran woke, ate, and slept again. 

Taking a moment before she wiped the grease from the pan, it occurred to Jenny that housework was no labor of discovery like the miners must enjoy. Rather, it was a Sisyphean iteration of the same piles of crap. This kind of work was intended to disappear, to go unseen, so that the miner’s home seemed to be clean by fiat, and the woman inside, its mere complement. That was a thought she’d keep to herself, she figured. No town likes a man with an axe more than this town. No town thinks it depends on a man’s axe more than this one. And no man with an axe thinks there’s anyone else in town. 

Jenny fell asleep in the chair and woke to tin tiffin pails clanking against quivers of gear. She opened her eyes. Her body weighed a thousand pounds. 

She pulled the curtain aside and watched them. It was Tim Kearney that surprised her the most, he must already be sixteen if he was hauling gear down the road with this crew. Behind him came his father, slower, pinching at his shoulder as he walked. This was the second shift, then. 

It was quiet then. How their house looked on the inside at this hour was the same as it had when she was six, sixteen, twenty-six and so on, even tonight, Jenny recognized the play of dusk on the wall. It was solace on one hand. It was noxious monotony the next. It was lonesome both ways. 


“You look too hot,” Jenny said, standing by Fran’s bed. “You should bathe.” Sweat darkened Fran’s pillow when she sat up. “Now?” 

“I’ll want the Sunday morning bath.” 



Jenny set up the tub between the stove and the table in the front room. 

In water that was just warm and no more, Fran held up her hand like a schoolgirl with a question, then curled down and sank her hair into the water. She scratched her scalp with her left hand, and when she saw her sister roll up her sleeves to help, she waved her off. She dunked, agitated her hair in the water, and surfaced again. 

“Brilliant, Fran,” Jenny said. “You barely fit in there, do you? What harm.”

“My head hurts, I’m hot. My hand hurts too,” Fran said. “It itches.”

“You talk to the McGary brothers much?” 

“They moved to Coeur d’Alene for the union there, just before things heated up.”

“Are they okay?”

“No one will say. The family won’t talk about politics, or even their own sons.” White whorls of soap spiraled around Fran’s knees. 

“How much are we paying Skewes a month, Fran?”

“Forty.”

“Jesus.” Jenny pulled her rolled-up note from her shirt. “Have a look.” 

“Sleepers?” Fran handed it back. “What is this?”

“Men I’ve never seen—they thought they were alone. Gabbing about sinking something without a permit, and then something about ending Cripple Creek. I might come home more, depending on the news. How men can be when they’re idle and embarrassed for it— it’s not good.”

“The market will work itself out.”

“Ah.” Jenny raised her blue eyes to the ceiling. “Meanwhile, work honestly and make it big on your own, is that still it?”

“I don’t want help. I don’t want to get involved in any of that. I won’t. First its songs, marches, next it’s all the dynamite—you know about Homestead? I read about these things as they come on the wire. I heard Paul McGary went missing. They made this gun, Jenny, like a rotating cannon. Governors can call in armies.” 

“They cannot.”

“A rich man doesn’t even need a title. If he’s rich enough, he can get his own militia. He can buy retired officers, even deputize his friends.”

“A rich man has no friends.”

“And for what? A boss can’t even order his own equipment with a union. He’s got to go through the union, can’t even change the paper supplier, gotta ask the union. Mr. Yost trained in a typographer’s shop, then got out. He didn’t care for meetings. He’s never even there. I don’t think much of my finger is missing at all and I can still do everything needs doing.”

“Slow down, Oscar.”

“As long as I can work, we’re fine. It was my idea to sign for this place, and I will pay for it.” 

“Let me see that hand.”

“No.”

“When’s it come off?”

“He said it was fine for a week.”

Jenny held it up and smelled it. She inspected it close up. The club was yellow at the site of the wound. 

“It just got damp, it stays fucking on,” Fran said. She tried to jerk her arm from Jenny’s grip.

“Before mass in the morning, it’s coming fucking off.” Jenny set the casted hand down on the rim of the tub. 


Shadows like summer monsoons took Jenny’s eyes as she laid down on a pile of coats and quilts in the loft. Home: Saturday night in the neighborhood that stood between the city and the mines, that rested above the drifts and tunnels themselves. Where would she be now if Mary and Fran hadn’t seen her, age four or so, so alone there was no word for it. And what if Mary had dropped her off at the convent? What ifs. Everyone had some. A dog barked far off, and someone was laughing, probably Agnes over the road. 

When the dog was done and the laughter ceased, there was nothing. The last log in the stove splashed in a red pile. The embers hissed.

Roads expanded in the silence. A mining town with low-price dirt was soon an empty town, out of reach, closed up, Jenny thought. And under her sister’s cast—there might be no work at all. In a vault in the bank, was there not a paper dollar for each one she had written down? Or are banks liars? The sun was coming up, somewhere. What is heavier, eyelids or gold? 



At the shift whistle, they came up the cage nearly too tired to step off. Peter reached down and lifted the latch. They blinked their eyes through their crusted lids. 

Someone had nailed Tom Noonan’s dinner tin to the bench outside the office. Peter felt Tom give him a hard look, but Peter shook his head and shrugged. 

“Who’s tryin’ to get to know me then, Doyle?” Tom reached into the tin and pulled out a chunk of bread.

“Don’t know.”

“Do you know, Leitner?” 

“Too old for it, keine Ahnung.”

“The professor’s in the dark, so. Well, boys, if the scamp had nailed through my egg, I’d be finding out.” Tom flexed. He pulled out his food and ate it. Rud handed him a hammer when he was through, and Tom tugged up the nails from the bottom of the tin. 

Ten hours gone and Tom and Martin Noonan brassed out, marking the end of their first two weeks on the job. Martin was careful to press his tag over the nail securely. Tom discarded his like dirty socks as he walked past. Peter and Rud Leitner and Hugh Sweeney hung up theirs, and Hodges took note of the full board, hanging up his tag on the captain’s nail. 

Tom still had enough energy, on the last day of his six-day work week, to punch his quiet older brother in the head. Martin swooped his arm to twist Tom’s and push it away. Then Tom stopped. The Saturday powder teams walked in the door. They’d do their blasting almost always on Saturdays to give the tunnels a day to clear. And now, here they came like kings, hard men, with Hercules Powder crates and fistfuls of attitude, making a quarter more per day on account of the danger, the experience, and what Peter could tell Tom wanted the most, the swagger and the nods from the others. 

Tom’s expression shifted when Peter handed him a pair of tin pails wreaking with sawdust, sand, and shit. “New man’s job,” Peter said. He handed two more to Martin. “Dump them off the west side path where it goes behind the slag. Refill them with sand for Monday.” Tom reeled and made a face. Martin took his buckets and started walking. 

Their last task was to line up their lamps up on a rack, then turn in any company clothes or gear to Charlie Ryan, who still wanted to be there but could no longer go underground. 

Peter had a faint sense of something off. Like a mountain lion was watching him. Like he was too far above the treeline in a lightning storm. A fizzling feeling on his arms, a breeze on the back of his neck. And yet, nothing was out of place, not the lamps, not even the wooden carving of Saint Barbara, mounted in the raw rock face next to the office door. No one knew who had made her or brought her in, but no one remembered a day when she wasn’t there. He packed a pipe as he walked out.

In the fork in the road outside the office, those on their way home stood around a cast-iron brazier with the men about to brass in. In the winter, the same fire would be lit to blazing between every shift. Tonight it was a modest bonfire, burning an excess of scraps. 

Martin squatted by the edge of the path, where sprigs of midsummer paintbrush were lit to a bright pink between the fire and the rising moon. He plucked one and wove it through a buttonhole in his shirt. Tom pushed him aside, coughed out something large and damp from his throat, and spat it in the grass.  

The news about the banks kept them chattering, shivering. The owners’ argument would no doubt be to follow the next new metal, someone said. The prices just better not be gambled on their backs, another agreed. “Goddamn if they aren’t rich enough already.” The scar in Hugh Sweeney’s beard bent when he flexed his jaw. 

“They’re supposed to be wealthy, I don’t see the big deal,” Ger Kelleher countered, puffing his barrel chest and his broad, shaved face.

“Ah now,” Tom said. “Who was down in the hole today, Ger? Is he rich? What’s he supposed to be.” 

“I say, they want it all electrified.” The voice was from deeper inside the crowd, young, a miner in his teens, maybe twenties, with light gold hair and something bold but not yet brave about him: Jack Schiller. He folded his arms over his chest, then took them down and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I mean to say, I bet they intend to frame us for an accident and replace us with machines.”

“They won’t get DC power this far, there’s no way,” Joe Hodges said. He saw the opening in the chatter and pressed his cause. “Not with the kind of force they’d need. They’ll have it in the camps to the southwest because it’s steeper there. Not here. What we need now is two-sided steel cables and better compression pumps if they want to connect the tunnels and keep us alive.” 

Voices merged in response. Peter could not see which belonged to which man; their words were a sum of jackets and caps and their chops along the sides of their faces rotated with their flickering eyes, screened in smoke.  

“I’m stretching payday deep into next year already, son of a bitch can give me two more quarters a day,” someone said.

“Ten hours the fuck. Twelve for most of you.”

“And here we are another year, taking it.”

“They’ll put an army on us if we move, it’s happening all over.”

“Let them, let’s be ready.”

“Why don’t we just strike now?” Dan Hansen said, standing next to Peter. “Well?” Hansen dared. “What scabs are they gonna get this high who can come in at our level?”

“I’ll cut down one scab for every penny lost,” Sweeney added. “There’s a fucking negotiation now.”

“Enough of that,” Peter said. “There are no, will be no scabs anyway. We made a plan at last night’s meeting after the dinner, and we stick to it.”

“Shit, there’s a couple thousand of us, Doyle,” Hodges said. “Let’s march. Or something.”

“First, we get organized, Hodge. All the trades. We get the WFM up here and sign the papers. Then we say what’s what, and we get it and move on.”

“Did I miss the ordination?” It was Henry Pascoe, skeptical. He took his pipe out and got stern, stepping in the light to face Doyle. “Tell me. What pope put you in charge?”

Peter Doyle’s black beard was red in the heat. “I’m not in charge,” he said. He pinched a hot spark off the brim of his cap, then used it to wave away the smoke. “We’re just getting our house in order. And we have our example”—Doyle looked around at the men at least his age or more—“of how to be. Michael Mooney—”

“Mike Mooney this n’ Mooney that,” Pascoe said. “His march is what, thirteen years gone.”

“That’s how we’re gonna do it this time too. Once we’re federated.” 

“It’s different now, Pete,” Hodges rebuffed. “Well, it is. When Mooney marched, he didn’t have electric men breathing down his neck, and the bimetallic idea was favored back then, in ’79 and ’80.”

“And we’re not fecking off the checks downtown like we used to and we still don’t have any money,” someone said. 



“I can’t do this ten hours,” said another.

“And this so-called insurance. For a company physician! Ben Watts can’t walk up here without passing out and he takes bribes from the bosses to cut the surgeon’s certs, everyone knows it. Year prior, at least we had a man on-site. Well, Ben Watts can go to hell. That’s how I feel about it.”

“They’re gonna cry all kinds of suffering if it’s true about silver. What if they go broke?”

“All right!” Doyle said. “This week’s numbers were extreme, we know that. So they can’t sell silver, all right. And”—his voice suddenly quit. He resumed his speech only after bringing his face closer into the light. “Just Thursday, I found myself in a raw auxiliary drift, squat in rising water, sure I was dead. But I’m here now. And what I said at the meeting was this: we don’t work alone. We’re in pairs, all day, the whole shift. We demand it. And we’ve got support from all over too. There’s Butte in our corner, and Coeur d’Alene. The federation is held up for the moment in Cripple Creek, but then it’s us.”

“Coeur d’Alene. And thy cousins in Butte, huh.” Pascoe licked his lips. “I don’t know about your mishap there the other day, but there’s men here glad to work on our own or a system of dockage. We’ve said that before. And besides that, does any man, here loitering around this heap on a summer night, does he know how far those two camps are from where I’m standing? I’d say he does not know. Don’t go estimating the miles and feet and days and meters. Idaho’s farther than what could be on our side, truthfully. There, I’m weary hearing of it. Or Montana.”

Peter accepted a cigarillo from a man behind him. “You’d be as content to sit alone in rising water as you’d be to eat a pie of goat-shit, Pascoe. Ah, stop. I’m going home to my boy and my wife dry and alive because of what we decided at the meeting. Dissent is an endangerment.”

“What we decided?” Pascoe heaved the seat of a scrapped chair onto the fire. 

Peter took a fast, hard drag and blew smoke straight at it. “Goodnight, boys.” Peter turned toward the cold footpath leading back into their neighborhood. Sparks reached their fingers up to the stars to pull them down.



Operative spoke with Hugh Sweeney, foreign-born, Irish, a widower, boards at the Maine House. An elder Sweeney and several children reside in home on E. Sixth St. We conversed while loitering at bonfire near the fork between the Maid of Erin and the Robert Emmett. Sweeney stated he thinks that a sleeper agitator expelled from this camp in early ’80s, Michael Moony or Mahony, may be embedded among Irish in Butte, MT, conspiring with Leadville sleepers from there, and expressed that it would be a good thing. Sweeney talked about ‘cutting down’ anyone that offers a negotiation. Joseph Hodge or Hodges, of Fourth Street, Illinois-born, is a hoist operator and leader of the bloc of colored miners, several from the Middle West and Mid South, and there were men of several races gathered. Peter Doyle of 701 E. Sixth encourages it. A Cornish miner, Pasko or Pasgoe, does not trust P. Doyle and opposes the organizing efforts. Opt. briefly met Terry Dermody, foreign-born, Irish, also of E. Sixth Street, who had nothing much to say except he wished the ownership would show themselves rather than send their secretaries to treat with them. No more worth reporting tonight. 

Yours faithfully, 

D.H.





7

Awake

Frances Honora Byrne needed joy like any human, but her sources were a select and adequate few: she liked the geometry involved in calculating the meridian and zenith every time they sunk a new shaft. She liked the way she made a cursive seven, and the way long division revealed something true about the world. She liked how routines kept everyone going, and how daily tasks prevented minds from wandering. She had heard of presents, had seen them displayed in shops around Christmas, and while getting a present wouldn’t be the worst thing, a surprise certainly would.

It smelled like Sunday morning, if such a thing can have a smell. Soap and tea. Chamber pots under beds.

Fran jerked her hand back from Jenny’s lap, stung by the cold air where the bandage was coming unwound. She drooled a wedge of tobacco into an empty fruit tin. “Damn,” she muttered, seeing the deepening colors of seepage in each layer of cloth.

“Language,” Jenny said, pulling long strips of cloth away, layer by layer. A pile of brown and yellow bandages swelled on the floor. Fran jerked her arm back when she saw the last layer, just covering the skin. “Easy, Lazarus,” Jenny said. “Easy.” She began to quietly recite a prayer.

“Jenny,” Fran said, “Eugenia, wait. I’m closing my eyes.”  

“To thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve—” Over a bowl of soapy water, Jenny pulled the final, inner bandage away from the short knuckles. “To thee do we send up our sighs—” 

Skin that had once belonged to Fran’s missing pointer finger was folded down and sewn with black thread. Fran had no control over the middle finger, which lay like a corpse’s appendage, purple and cold. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, that’s very bad,” Fran cried. The folded flap of skin looked like the yellowed edge of chicken fat on an untrimmed thigh. With the middle finger dead, the finger next to that was weak and useless. 

Jenny plunged the hand in the water, but Fran growled and pulled it out, then grabbed the mug to see if it could be held. It could not. She threw the mug against the wall, and then the soap, and then stood up and launched a series of hard punches against the wall with the side of the bad hand. Blood dripped where she hit the wall. 

“Enough!” Jenny said. She pushed Fran into a chair.

“There’s another jar,” Fran said. “Under the bed.”

“We leave at half nine!” Mary shouted from her room. 

Jenny went down the hall and returned with the jar. “It’s thirteen dollars for a burial and a proper stone, Frances. I won’t go scrounging up the fee if this does you in.”

“Just the wood plank then,” Fran said, swallowing. “It’s all over now.”

“All over?”

Fran held up the cut hand. “No work,” she said, her face contorting against the thought. 

“Sure you were all about myself and Aunt Mary up to this very minute,” Jenny said. “Where you at now? You’re rolling over. Have you not seen people in this town, going around with half a leg, missing ribs, lucky an arm! Some days, it’s nothing but beards, just hovering above the road, like. There’s plenty of you. What are you going to say to him? ‘Go on, Skewes; here, Mr. Blose, take the couch and house and kitchen all, and Jenny too and go on. Frances Byrne, renowned job printer, will test scraggly boys for syph on arrival in Minturn—’”

“Please stop talking.”

“—ah, with her one poor hand, she will grip their bare cocks to see if what comes out the little spigot is yellow or gray, then write down their names. All because she got a bad cut. And she’s sad now and can’t leave this old tub to rally, not even for Mary, who took her on for life, what thirty years ago?”

“I’m not thirty yet.”

“Right now you seem one-hundred-and-two. Get dressed.”

They were five minutes early. Wrapped up and huddled at the end of a pew toward the back of the church, the three women listened to the nearly imperceptible murmur of the women in the very front row, finishing a rosary. Soon after, the noise of the procession filled the space. 

Fran marveled at Jenny’s genuine investment in the mass; she was fully at prayer, her forehead embedded in the knuckles of her folded hands. 

There were carved acorn adornments at the top of the end of each pew. Fran pushed the flesh of her left palm down on the one next to her. The ornament seemed smaller now than when she was little, sitting here in the same place, doing the same thing. It seemed smaller than a month ago. The whole place seemed darker than usual. The narrow windows never got direct sun. The entire brick structure was as thick as a fortress, built for nine months of winter.

Fran slumped down and rested her head back. The oak rib-vaults bracing the ceiling spun gently to the right. Mary gave her a hard nudge. 

Fran sat up, but she did not mumble the requisite responses. She could not believe at all in any otherworldly kind of comfort or force, unless it was in the idea that people who worked hard could succeed. It was the point: to give yourself entirely over to some achievement and be rewarded with money. To do your own thing and be fine.

Fran reached out her wrapped right hand. She let Mary place hers over it. Mary’s velveteen hands. Fran had not realized she knew the feeling of them until now, for she could not feel them at all. Mary had laid those hands on a dog once to clear its enormous, pussing ears. And Agnes Kelleher often came by to sit with Mary when the various pains associated with rearing babies roared. Mary had many beliefs, maybe all of them. She had often told the girls that if any one spell, faith, or cure was real, then they all were real. Mary was the seventh child of ten children and the only one that came here. The rest, alive and mostly not, Mary had said, were over home. 

Fran plucked a pair of long grass-blades from the center of Ash Street, where the paving stones were loose. “When are you coming back?”  

“Reach out to Leona Hodges,” Jenny answered. “And keep Agnes close. I’ll take care of Blose’s bill, and I’ll find out what they mean. About the scaffold and the sleepers. One of the girls will know.” Once they were inside, Jenny washed and tidied up and got her leather duster off the hook. 

“It really isn’t safe, Jenny. You said that yourself.”

“Enough, Oscar. You’ll look after each other?” 

Mary nodded and kissed Jenny goodbye. Fran said nothing more. She began repairing a loosely rolled cigarette, one-handed. The front door shut. The tobacco fell out. Fran threw the crumpled paper on the floor.





Leona Hodges got her papers and a small case of pencils and headed up Fifth. For an hour of good light, she sat on the rock at the corner of Fifth and Orange, sketching a cityscape. What she had learned from drawing, was something she worried the rest of the neighborhood was not prepared for: time. 

Time is not a clock. All the people up here, they might be used to feeling their days as long and whole, but some events were triggers, pins, news that would launch whole months and seasons forward without them if they weren’t careful. It didn’t mean hurry. It meant know where you are. 

She soon had the town’s skyline drawn. Next, the Sawatch range. She pulled the pencil at the right angle and gave it a twist at the end of the line. A diagonal with depth formed the peaks. Repeated by another like it, and then another, she had thousands of years of pressure shown on the page. 

Snow was easier. Snow could be suggested by taking a crumb of rubber to the page and pulling the lead lines across the white space: spindrift. The next mountain south was similar. It was just farther away, like a future a person is glad to know is possible, though they’ll never pursue it. She dipped into the paint and started there, faintly purple. 

Leona spent her time with Mt. Massive and then Mt. Elbert, shading Elbert’s south-facing slopes, leaving a section of blank page on the north faces for the permanent snow. It bothered her now—that monstrous beauty’s stupid name. For all that infinite rock and grass—the untouchable heights of ice reflecting the sun’s fire—that someone could behold all that, and think, Bert. For shame.

She let herself see that peak as a bare and nameless tundra, with permafrost softening into an unknown cirque where the trees start to grow again, where a game-trail cuts the meadow, long before some fool rode in like Adam with his bag of names. After she had created the mountain again and set it free, she got up and went to the Byrnes’. 


If the curtain was open at 701, no one was bathing, and no one would on a Sunday afternoon. Neighbors could come around the back and wander in. Some went knocking and opening the front door at the same time, and they had a way of doing it so that it could only be them and no one else. 



Leona went in and took a seat by Mary. Ellen Doyle came in next, and Fran stayed standing by the table, hand under a towel, refusing the chance to take an open chair. 

John Joseph Doyle was soon in the yard with Catherine and Eddy, swinging at Peter’s low pitches. A smell was coming down the hill from the Dewar’s, a very good one. There was something nervous in the air, too. Leona could have spread it on a biscuit. Thickly different. Leona met Fran’s eyes, then assessed the toweled hand. Leona watched Fran sit down, keeping it low under the table. 

The kids ran in, down the hall and out the back. A ball got knocked into John Joe’s eye. The boy came in and crawled crying onto Ellen’s lap. Peter popped his head in just enough to see his son tended to, then held his hat over his chest and motioned for them all to go down to Shea’s or Traveler’s Rest as they did every Sunday. Ellen gave him a look. He capped his head and left. 

Leona went to the table and held out her hand. Fran placed her wounded hand into it. “What did you do?” Leona said. She opened the wrapping just enough to see what was missing.

“This is nothing. What about him?” Frances tried to redirect their stares to John Joe, sniffling into Ellen’s skirt. “I’m fine.”

“It’s very much not fine at all!” Agnes said, rushing to the table. “That does not look fine.”

“Does it hurt?” Leona said. “What happened?”

“I looked away for a second, and the plates caught my fingers.”

“Sheesh,” Agnes said, turning the wound over to see it up close. 

“I’ll still be able to work,” Fran said. “If I wiggle them, I think I can pinch and pick things up with just my thumb and pinky. Hardest part will be to pinch the impressions off the chase between contact. But the thing is, Blose left a bill. And everyone’s leaving town, ‘cause there’s no money worth anything, no one wants silver, and Skewes brought a notice, and Jenny’s gone,”

“Skewes is always delivering notices,” Leona said.

“Final,” Fran mumbled.

“Where is it?” Agnes said. “Let me see.”

“I tossed it in the stove.”

“Save us, Jesus.”

“He doesn’t usually act on it,” Ellen Doyle said. She pulled her son’s eyelid open while he struggled to fight her off, then sent him to lay down on the couch. She looked back to her sewing. “Even the finals. Can you get an advance from Yost?”

“Skewes has too been following up,” Agnes said. “He sent the Buckleys to Jerome, Arizona. There’s no patience for a silver camp, not anymore.”

“As long as I can get in and work the holiday orders tomorrow, I should be able to cover enough of it,” Fran said. 

“You will. No one’s going anywhere,” Leona said. “Joe says they want to talk to you tomorrow, about the press. How long do you have?” 

Joe Hodges popped his head in the door. Fran pulled her hand back down to her lap. 

“Speak of the devil,” Agnes said. 

“I’m just your average hoistman, Mrs. K.” 

“You are not average, Joseph, a man of your experience. Just don’t drop my husband before Christmas. I need him to clear out the shed.”

“You have my word.”

“They’re at Shea’s, we’ll be there shortly.”

Joe let the door drop shut behind him. 

“So they want you to do a newsletter,” Leona said, “starting Monday. That’ll help.”

“I’m not getting involved in all that,” Fran said. 

“We’re already involved,” Leona said.

“I read the papers, Lee. Fresh from the Herald Democrat, every day. The guns and the riots. It starts with ideas. Then management just shoots men down.”

“Stuff that exciting doesn’t happen up here,” Ellen said. 

“Right, Ellen. And it won’t. Because I’m not political.”


Dan Hansen knocked, with Rudolf Leitner behind him. They shyly opened the door, hats off. The women said nothing, until Leona finally delivered one word, “Tea?” in such a way that the two men capped their heads, declined, and left. 

“Frances,” Agnes said, “there’s no opinion in it, just a newsletter. With facts. With that, plus your July orders, you’ll have a portion of Skewes’ money by the end of the week. Here.” Agnes handed her a new box of tea. 



“Did you win this in a bet?” Fran said. She took the box and inhaled it. 

“I find ways.” 

Davy Kearney bounced a rubber ball into the back door, then quickly snatched it up before it could be confiscated. “Out!” Agnes yelled. Eddy Kelleher ran in next, came right up to the table and went on about getting a baseball glove, because all the other children had one now. “All the children have a baseball glove?” Agnes said. “All the children have a glove, so. When I was your age, all the children were dead.”

“Agnes!” Ellen said.

“Well, they were dead, Ellen. And we will not be.”

“In good time,” Leona said. “We all will.”

“Set down in the forest, you know what I mean. With nothing but sticks for a headstone. This is our state now, but I’m not going to spoil him.”


Leona Hodges took them in as they conjured plans, laying claim to the coming week. She rested both forearms over her newly swelling belly. This is our state, they were saying. Our state. On what grounds? Work, they’d answer. But that is also what they wanted less of. Had any of them imagined themselves without suffering? 

“Lee, where you at,” Fran said, smoking.

“I like this town, that’s all.” Leona waved away Fran’s thick exhale. “It doesn’t look the same when things speed up. Or when people start coming and going.” 

“Things what?” Fran said.

“I’m saying that when you add one person, or take one out, the whole horizon changes.” Leona took her sketch from her notepad and slid it across the table in Ellen’s direction. Ellen bit off a tail of thread from her work and held her sampler up: arnica, phlox, and red paintbrush blossoms, with the word July sewn across the top. “And once you get around all this,” Leona said, “what are you gonna do in your hours of peace?” Leona accepted the artful stitching in exchange for her sketch.

“Frances,” Agnes said, “it’s about the numbers. We’ll get through this thing, this gold standard, come out the other side with savings for burials, and energy for the dances, and our kids will stay, and our kids’ kids. And, and, they’ll have an hour every evening they could decide what to do with. Living right here, close to work and the town. Not up that bastard mountain all year round, those old tents.”

“It was poetic until that last bit,” Ellen said.

Agnes held out her hand for a draw off Fran’s cigarette. “All year. All the families. Our eight schools in Leadville will stay full. What camp has eight schools? We are not like the rest of the nation and that’s how we shall remain. No bullpens or private deputies, none of it.” 

“You read the papers too much,” Ellen said. “Do we need all the details?”

“One more,” Agnes said. “We want a pool for swimming.” 

“Don’t leave out the lessons,” Fran added. 

“I’m done now. Also, a college.” 

They took their time confirming it: Fran would work all day Monday, with Catherine Kelleher to help where the hand got in the way, and bring home a cash advance, while Agnes kept an eye on the house and on Mary. Leona and Ellen would get the scoop from Joseph and Peter, about the meetings and any news. 


Even with an agenda secured, the horizon looked vulnerable on Leona’s walk home. She hung Ellen’s embroidery over their bedroom door. Joe was home already, curled up on the made bed. 

Leona could not fathom the ability to fall asleep so quickly. Just trusting the day to slip off like that. There were so many things to worry about, and yet he rolled over and let it go every night. She could not. There was, for example, a coffee she was fond of, and Ellen Doyle said they’d raised the price two cents per bag as of Friday afternoon. She’d try to get up and buy a couple bags, as Ellen suspected they’d add three more cents next Friday, too. 

There was August coming. September. So how much by then? When was a good time to plant a tree in one’s yard? It had not been an ordinary Sunday at all. Don’t dwell on it. Don’t wonder: what will last longer, the woman or the cloth of her dress? The man or his portrait? If the plan works this time, what for the next? Leona fell asleep, then jolted to consciousness, feeling again that the world had been changed. The coming week is not our week, it doesn’t belong to us. And how can we will to see whatever we want, awake, with eyes closed? Until dreams rob us of our best powers and go on to paint and prophesy without us. Room dark. Window open.





Fran got in bed. She got out. She pulled her kitchen chair outside to the lawn and sat, watching the cold twilight take the road. A teenager with one arm gone and his ear scalded off the side of his head walked up the hill and nodded. The blue heeler from the Omaha boarding house followed him. 

Peter Doyle’s lantern light bounced in the grass. He held his hand out. “Let’s see it.”

“Who told you?”

He shrugged. She kept her arms folded over her chest. “No. It’s fine. I’m going back to work anyway.”

“I’m going back to work too. In four hours.”

“I can’t sleep, Peter. Too much tea. And I just want tomorrow to be an ordinary Monday. In an ordinary life. I’m always working. I like working, you know that?”

“You wouldn’t after ten hours of it. Six days of it. The hours of a man’s life thus apportioned for thirty years if he lives. No doubt you can add it up.”

“I can.”

“Hodge and I will still come by your shop tomorrow afternoon. Like I said, I’d like to speak with you both—”

“I’m not responsible for every bloody struggle!”

“Hey—”

“Things will work out, Peter. The market will work itself out. And I do my own thing.”

He shook his head and lifted the lantern. “Let me see.” She lifted up her wounded hand. He tipped the fresh wrapping back under the light and saw the doctor’s black stitches where two fingers should be. “You’ll want to pull those out in a week,” he said. “Ellen could do it. And aside from a newsletter, would you come if they call a meeting?”

“What meeting?”

“The Mine Owners Association wants to talk to us this week. Campion and Moffat, maybe

Tingsley Woods and Eben Smith too. In the flesh for once. We’ll need to compose a kind of report.”

“Compose. With this? You’re mad.”

“There’s no one around working with all his original parts, Frances. I know you, and I know you’re going to be back at it. We’re trying to up the ante, see. Dewar’s reviewed the books. Like I said, we can pay you, though it’s not much. And, if there are women there—”

“Ah.”

“—depending on what the bosses say, the boys could go sideways. They won’t, if there are more people there than just themselves. I spoke with Dewar and a fellow called Dan Hansen about it. He’ll come by on Monday. Leona Hodges has paper and writing equipment, and no school-age kids to need it, so do you.”

“Neighborhood, maybe. Not a union newsletter, not that.”

“Think it over.”

“No.”

In her bed, Fran refused to think it. She counted instead. But every time she got to about three, maybe four, a thought intruded, and the thought was never good. One was of guilt, for no one had asked about Rosie and the vermicide. Another was mystery, for why didn’t Gerard Kelleher come over on Sundays anymore? Then, at some point, she heard music from the Kearney’s, too late in the evening but altogether better quality than it had been last week. She thought of everyone dying, for whatever reason the thought came to her. She fended it off, thinking of that tea, and whether the whole box could last till Christmas, then of Dan Hansen, who was said to own a fiddle. Her last thought was of Peter Doyle, gently turning her wrist over in the lamplight.  
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Papers

It was just before dawn. The first shift followed their lamps up the hills, scattering spots of light on the grass. Above them, Ursa Major tipped and poured out darkness and fire in distant measure. Lodgepole pines beat back the vaulted emptiness with their tall black silhouettes. 

“Things do not just work out. People have to work on them, goddamnit. We’re moving too slow.”

“Good morning, Pete.”

“Or people get worked over by them. I would rather be accused of being strategic than inspirational.” He spat on the ground. “I’m not a priest.”

“You’d have made a fine priest.”

“We need us all in, Tom. No neutrals.”

 “I’m as far from neutral as the devil from the golden gates and I haven’t said a thing about it,” Tom said, yawning. Without speaking a word further, they crunched up the cold grass and circled north, until their familiar tower rose up on the horizon.

But instead of their usual rows of hats and boots in the main office, the early shift found a cabal of strangers. The owners’ associates were waiting—for what, no one knew, for the only meeting they’d called was not until Friday. They were here, inside the miners’ territory nonetheless, taking their time to stare, for they’d never been inside this shaft-house office before.

There were five of them, suited, hatted, soft-edged. Out of shape. Smoking. Gawking at the peculiar light on the walls, and at the shape of the yawning holes of each separate shaft, quiet and black, their cages’ silver cables just faintly visible. When the strangers were done taking it all in, they set about their business. They slipped a thick envelope into the inbox by the office door. One of them pulled a notecard from his vest, and they all had a look. They were here to represent the Mine Owners’ Association, and they had two announcements, they said. 

First, with silver worth next to nothing, not everyone would work this week, in order to give management time to sort out what to do next. A list of names would be posted in the office. The Friday meeting would determine next steps.

Peter looked up at the ceiling to avoid seeing the expressions of his colleagues, and so that he might have a minute to let it soak in. That timbered roof, how secure and impressive it seemed on good days. How like a clutter of sticks it looked now. 

The strangers were nervous, deciding who should deliver the next blow. They pushed the biggest man among them forward. Second, the big man explained, since unions were not legally recognized in Leadville, no propaganda or agitation would be allowed on the clock. 

Peter’s jaw clamped down so tight his molars ached. He exchanged looks with Hodges and Sweeney, who were both about to blow. 

The strangers waited, more scared of the silence than any of the responses they’d expected. They scuffed their shoes trying to move to the exit, but they couldn’t get to it. A crowd was obstructing their path.

One of the five men exchanged a private word with another, who kept his eyes fixed on a  board of brass tags while he listened. He reached over and pulled one off its nail, inspecting it up close. And when he looked up, his own nose was one inch from Doyle’s, who had made himself tall. The man put the tag in Doyle’s hand, but it was not enough. 

“It wasn’t us,” the man said. He got loud, trying to address more men than Doyle. “Let us repeat, that this was a decision made on an international scale.” 

Joe and Hugh got next to Peter. Others joined behind them. The big man tried again. “All men will likely resume work soon, under terms to be discussed in the Friday meeting,” he said. He put his bowler back on his head, but he still couldn’t move. The miners were appearing to multiply, each one raining down hard stares. There were miners standing on the stuffed straining sacks, their waxed leather helmets tipped back on their heads. There were several perched on the rafters overhead. Henry Pascoe had his thick arms crossed over his chest, and next to him, Georgie Pascoe tapped the sharp, long end of his tommy-stick in the palm of his hand. 

Once Peter was satisfied that a point had been made, and he waited a long time before he was, he nodded, and the strangers were forced out the door and followed all the way to town. 





Fran walked down to the shop at such a hearty clip she forgot about Catherine, who trotted behind her with a strap of books. Fran tried not to worry at the sight of working men, first thing in the morning on the first day of the week, sitting on their lawns, in chairs pulled out of their front rooms. She beat back a panic when she saw two wagons of families rolling southward out of town. “Are they leaving?” Catherine asked, breathless, half-jogging to keep up. “We’re not,” Fran answered.

She elbowed through a small crowd of miners, some she knew, Tom Noonan and Hugh Sweeney among them. No greetings were exchanged. The men were focused, up to something. She passed by five, nervous, well-dressed strangers a half-block ahead of them. 

The whole town was off kilter. Cracking like summer ice. Shuffled and strange. But sometimes you just need the right screw. Always, you had to fight against feelings, especially when they were dark and catywumpus and contagious. The fingers Fran no longer had somehow began to itch. At least, she’d soon have a cigarillo between her lips, and her speech for Yost was ready.  

She approached the familiar door. It was right where it should be, set in red cast-iron pilasters, bright and enduring. But as she drew near, she saw a new poster, printed by Yost himself: Closed until further notice. 

Catherine caught up, heaving, but Fran was already across the street, marching to the post office. 

On the counter at the post office, Fran wrote a note with her left hand, holding the paper still with the back of her right wrist. Dear Mr. Yost, Injured hand Thursday last. Ready to work. Sincerely yours, F.B., 701 E. Sixth. The penmanship was not good. She paid one cent to get a clean form. She had Catherine take her dictation. She paid four cents to Lehane to have it put in Yost’s box.

Why it felt like illness beginning, Fran could neither deny nor understand as she crunched up the road. Catherine begged her to slow down. Fran’s eyelid began to shake. She rubbed it. Not going to cry now. Not going to tell Mary. Of all things, why her shop? She sank into the rocker in her front room, catching her breath, holding the bad hand against her chest. 

There was a way into the shop through the back. Fran thought about it. There were still orders half-finished. That was something. What could Yost call it other than ambition? Even better, work ethic. “Get your things,” Fran said to Catherine. “We’re going back. But first,” Fran said, grabbing her coat, “we find Skewes.”

William Skewes knocked as if answering. There were more beside him. Through the curtains, Fran saw their ursine shadows, the outlines of their tall hats and shoulders, swaying and flexing. An empty flatbed dray was parking on the lawn. 

“Catherine,” Fran said, suddenly quiet, “go out the back, go home.”



At the stop of the staircase in the not-yet hotel, there was an open space that served as a foyer for the upper levels. Jenny sat there in an old plush chair, near a wall-mounted rack of keys. Her black curls were piled on top of her head, the least obedient ones sledding down her neck. The light was too low to show fine typeface. She lit the wall sconce and scooted her chair closer to it, and got back to where she left off in yesterday’s paper.

The usual girls were there. One was lying on the floor nearby, staring up at the ceiling. Two other girls were curled up together on the couch in their white frocks and bare feet. One slid her hand into the other’s knickers.  

“Not too loud, Jenny, I’m sleeping,” said the girl on the floor. 

“Loud, Jenny, tell us something about the world,” said one of the girls on the couch. 

“No time,” Jenny said. “I’m looking for jobs.”

“Give us a caption then. A couple lines.”

“So.” Jenny flipped to another page. “Here’s the Pueblo Chieftain. ‘Yesterday two abandoned women at the Hotel de Omaha had a misunderstanding that culminated in a street fight. They rolled and tumbled in the mud, pulled hair, fought, bit, gouged and pommeled each other. None of the police officers were on hand to interfere. It was a disgraceful spectacle and a strong illustration of the morals on the banks of the Arkansas.’ Is that enough?”

“Jenny,” said the girl on the floor, “is it the end of the month?”

“It is, Vee. Five dollars, by ten sharp.”

Della, still reclined on the couch with Tess lying on top of her, clutched a pillow and threw it at Jenny. “You rounded us up to start a hotel, Jenny, that’s what you said!”

“I’m not actually licensed yet!” Jenny threw it back. “Ordinance 72 stands.”



“Well, that paper should pay tribute to me, Miss Della Lotti, in gratitude for funding the development of should-have-been Silverville.”

“Lead, baby,” Tess said, lifting her head off Della’s chest.

“What absolute lickspittle thought to name us after bullets?” Della said.

“Sure it’s accurate though,” Tess said.

“Well,” Jenny began, “look.” Thou shalt not lie, Eugenia— and yet, it would do these girls no good if she and Mary and Fran were kicked out of town, no good at all. “Just have it here on the counter soon. All three of you. I’m walking to the sheriff’s in an hour.” She’d pay them back somehow, someday.

“Read us another one. From the telegraphics,” Vee said. 

“No time.”

“Just one more,” Vee said. She massaged her armpits. “My legs and arms, bloody barber sheared me clean and it’s comin’ in now. Never again.” She scratched where shadows of hair were coming in sharp and bristled. Her legs stuck out of her white drawers, goose-bumped in the cold. 

“There’s no jobs to read about anyway, Jenny. Just sum one up.”

“A summary, for fallen and poorly sheared women then,” Jenny said. “Let’s see. Well, in Victor, a customer at a prominent brothel shot the chimneys off a chandelier arguing over metallurgical standards. His interlocutor stabbed him with broken shards of glass. So, in response to the men’s disturbance, the city has increased the vice tax on prostitution.”

“That’s not fair,” Vee said. She rolled over onto her side and curled up.

“Here, these are good. Two more. Then you all get your fives, paper or coin. No rocks, no dust. These are from the Silverton Standard. We’ve got Dutch Alice, fighting in the street and cutting the face of another unmarried girl. In response, a society of respectable women formed the following day. Jesus. Well, then, there was a shooting on Blair Street by a man who’d been sent alone to face a tunnel with a batch of new cylinders and lost an arm. He was fired and never paid out, not even his parting week’s wages. He confronted the owner in the street, unarmed—is that the newsman’s joke?—and the owner shot him.” 

“Is that how it ends?” Vee asked.

“There’s no more,” Jenny said. The maildrop downstairs thumped. Someone pushed a kitten through it, wearing a silk bow around its neck. Vee ran down and tore back the curtain to see if the suitor could be spotted. 

“Your money! Go!” 

“Jenny,” said Della, “get good travelers for the hotel. With fresh breath.”

“And cleaner fingernails,” Tess said. 

“There won’t be a single decent traveler coming to this address if I don’t turn a vice tax in. And, anyway, I’m not too sure about my investments.” The girls sat up fast, attentive. “We’ll talk about it later. Tess—” 

“What?”

“You’re in charge. Could be a day or more.”

“I’m the boss then? How much?”

 “What do you mean how much?”

“That’s a kind of promotion, isn’t it? I could be doing anything I want in this room, but if I have to be in here, then—” Jenny shook her duster off her shoulders and tossed it to her. Tess put it on, pleased with her raise.


Find Blose. Buy bread with the extra dollar. Talk to the banker again, about the so-called account. Jenny moved through the back alleys saddled with ambiguity but still knowing the right turns, the look of one building’s brick exterior compared to the next. Fourteen dollars. There was always a way. And there was always a job. And the one who would know should be in a building crowded deeper down South Second Street, beyond the Pioneer Building, in a room above a bathhouse. Past the tapestry on the wall in the long private hallway full of smoke. 

Jenny followed the smells of fine drugs and smoke-dusted upholstery up a narrow staircase to a top floor, to a private room. Her skin crawled for fresh air. She proceeded down the hall where a big tall Finn was guarding a door. She dropped her shawl down. He let her in.

Madame DuCote was in a dry bathtub, fully dressed, on a pile of quilts. Her arms were wrapped around her knees. She liked feeling held, she explained. Then the old woman laughed until she cried. Finally, DuCote loosened her grip on her own two legs and sat up just enough to look Jenny in the eye. The woman’s eyelids had gotten heavier in the last year or so, one more than the other. She took in Jenny’s questions carefully, closed her velvet-curtain eyelids and for a moment, it seemed she had passed. The heavy curtains stayed down while the woman spoke. She did not know the whereabouts of Will Skewes, she said, but did know he was funding a little scratch on the far side of Mosquito Pass, with no license. She also was sure, though Jenny had not asked about it, that the new moon had affected her bones gravely. 

The madame said nothing for a long minute, then her eyes were open again, wide and searching. There would be Independence Day cruises all week, on Twin Lakes, with Campion’s consultants, she said. Associates that had never been to Leadville before were here to consider investing. One group was from Georgia. There was a man with his wife and baby. A nanny had been requested for the day so that the young wife might be free to take in the scenery. Free, she said again, reveling in the long e, how it committed the mouth to smiling. She laughed, then curled up like a fetus again and nestled into her tub.

The big Finn at the door knew where to go. Jenny followed him out, along the alleys to the tracks that looped back up toward Harrison. He pointed to a house with decorative iron hitching posts, neatly surrounded by columbines. The mansard windows on the fourth story were wide-eyed and well-kept. 

Jenny was thirsty and slightly chilled, she needed to pee, and the Finn was already gone. The sun was too bright to see which way he went. She pulled her hair to her nose to see if it smelled like the opiate fog she’d just escaped, but couldn’t be sure. She needed to know how long this would take. She needed to scream to the north, up the hill, Hang on, Frances. We’re close! She stepped on to the stone-work that led to the front porch.



With Rosie on her hip, Agnes left the house and went out to the street, where Madra was going wild. The yawping dog cleared the ditch and made circles around Agnes’s skirts. There were men knocking on 701, peeking in the bay window. 

“What’s going on?” Agnes said. Ellen Doyle came over and joined her. One man forced the knob of the Byrnes’ front door and let himself in. 

“You’ve no right!” Ellen declared. Agnes tried to step forward, but one of the men put up his arm. “Just doing our job! Stand down!” he said. 

“Get out!” Agnes said.



“What’s your name?”

“What dog shat you out!” Agnes seethed, shoving him harder and going inside. 

Fran came down the hall, pale, with a small satchel. “Take Mary,” Fran said. “One of us has to go, it’s me or Mary or Jenny. I’ll figure it out there—there’s got to be a way. I’ll fix this—”

“That is not happening,” Agnes cried. There was fresh blood coming from the stitching in Fran’s skin. Ellen ran and came back with a clean diaper and pinned it around Fran’s hand.

“Aunt Mary?” Agnes called out. She pushed past a man who was opening the cupboards, one by one. Another was trying to get Mary to stand up from her bed. Mary was wide-eyed, but she made no noise. “Pig, get off!” Agnes screamed at the man. She grabbed a book and beat his arm with it, still grasping Rosie on her hip. The baby wailed. 

“Mary, Mary—”Agnes gave Mary her elbow to stand up. 

“May your money choke you dead,” Agnes hissed at Skewes on her way out the door. Holding Mary on one side and Rosie on the other, she got close enough to his face that she could spit when she said it again. 

He met her eyes, seething. 

“Don’t look at me! Don’t you look at me! Get out of here!” Agnes screamed. She unlinked herself from Mary and threw the book at his head as he walked away. The book landed in the yard, blown open, pages bleeding out. Madra leapt at him and got his jacket in her teeth. Another man quickly put a bullet in the dog’s side. The baby was scream-crying now. Two more shots, and Madra lay still, panting, eyes darting back and forth.

“Dead—” Agnes screamed again, the full force of her curse so evident that Skewes began walking faster, now clutching Fran’s wrist. 

“Frances!” Mary called out. 

Fran pulled back from Skewes’ grip and shoved him off her arms. “I’ll walk myself,” she seethed. “I’ll wire. Agnes, get Lehane!”

Agnes, Ellen, and Mary stood together next to the dead dog as Skewes’ men disappeared with Frances Byrne. 





Part II

Dirge
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Stones

Their sails were out. Bunting in the national colors was hung over the sides of the boats. Jenny settled into one of them, holding the toddler-heir of the investor. A fellow with a meticulous haircut wrapped the slack end of the outhaul around the cleat and pushed the boom gently with his hand. Jenny leaned back. The polished wood of the hull was hot under her dress. She angled a parasol high over the toddler, who sat nestled in her skirts. 

A breeze pushed her hair across her eyes. Jenny tucked her black curls away and listened to the investors’ talk. Their words were like rocks on her ears. No tone. Mere facts. “The main metallurgical conference is Saturday,” one barked, “followed by a gala Saturday night. But first, we occupy the employees with their charity seats. Their biannual opera.” 

His companion spit-laughed over the side of the boat. “Two operas!”

“An opera bouffe, actually.”

“Are they going to get on the stage again,” his companion mumbled, mouth full, “throwing eggs at the performers?”

“We’ve put the charity section in back since then. Upper-level wings, on the benches.”

“Do they constantly bemoan the cost of eggs up here too?” He caught a bit of the filling in his sandwich that was slipping out and returned it to his mouth. “If I were struggling,” he swallowed, “I’d be smart about it. I’d eat the egg. They aren’t cut out for money. Their temperament isn’t suited to it.”

“And the Lion will not, under any circumstances endure extremism, not here.” The host gestured toward the pair of triangular mountains seated at the headwaters of the Arkansas River. 

The pure water was glass on this afternoon. The boats seemed to hover in the air over stones visible twenty feet below. “In short, the Lion is confident that Waite will be ousted next year. There are some remarkable gifts being sent in support. We can do anything then. With Waite replaced by a friend to the market, it’s up to the MOA, Lion, and Bear, Wolf too, to make an example of the Cloud City.”

“Populism is, frankly, popular. What if Waite is not replaced?”

“They’ll deploy the ‘holy trinity.’”

The Georgian unrolled a silk napkin and worked the mustard from his beard. He lifted his eyebrows, curious.

“That’s pay-cuts, lockouts, replace the sleepers,” the host explained.

“The holy trinity. Well, I’ll be.” The Georgian took in the view. “It is awfully nice up here.”

“Isn’t it? The end of this century will demonstrate the priority of industry going into the next. This is a bellwether camp. From here, we signal.”

“The price of gold?”

“The essence of our good young state.”

“I don’t do speeches.”

“Envision the transformation of Leadville into a kind of exclusive haven. And a good piece of that should be yours, Mr. Moore. Be a part of Colorado’s example par excellence of safe, pristine living.”

“In a crash?” said the wife. 

“It took Tabor down completely, Mrs. Moore, but the MOA is already recreating without him, spreading out. The very idea of the crash works sympathetically in their favor. You’ll see.”

“Replace them— with whom?” Mr. Moore found a clean corner of his napkin and wiped sweat from his head. 

“Men in need of work, naturally. Younger, likely. Think zinc.”

“Zinc.” He held his hand over his eyes to peer out over the sunlit water.

“Think electrical power, and not just direct current.” 

A dark shape glided under the boat, dressing the mogul of stones below with its shadow. Jenny dipped her fingers into the water of the Twin Lakes. They froze almost instantly, then felt good in the sun on her lap. 

One of their fellows walked up the shore and called out. They steered their boats in his direction. The man stood up tall on a nearby rock that jutted out over the water, sweating in the dry sun. “That’s gorgeous water,” the young man declared. 

Jenny saw where he was looking; the shining copper-colored boulders, just near the nook of the bank, looked soft under the pure, clear water. The water looked sun-warmed, about ten feet deep. 

“I dare you, hop in,” he said.

“Look away, Mrs. Moore!” 

In fact, the water felt like what it was, melted snow and ice, deep and flowing. The man struggled in it, his body paralyzed with cold. He came up gasping and clutching himself in the painful seizure of all his muscles, heart pounding. He wheezed and cursed the blood-breaking cold and gripped the rock. His body shriveled up and went blue, and he raged at the lake’s joke. He piled insults on the remote distance of Leadville and the forsaken mountains and the stupid dangerous illusory water itself. 

A sudden cold wind rushed the birch and aspen leaves into a chorus of clicks. Jenny studied the sky. A fist of wet clouds was swinging around Casco Peak, gathering depth. 

“Sir,” she said. The man in her boat didn’t turn around. “Mr. Moore?”

“Hm?” The investor looked over at her from the next boat, and examined her clothes.

“It might be best to go in, the weather—” she spoke loud, as their boats began to drift apart.

He surely must have heard, must have seen her mouth moving. He was certainly looking at her now, even as his wife spoke. 

“There’s hail coming,” Jenny said. “In about a half-hour’s time.” 

Mr. Moore looked at her neck, her chest. He smiled the way a man does when choosing a cut from the butcher and continued speaking to his colleague. 

Jenny leaned over the gunwale far enough to see her reflection erased by the softly whipped surface. Maybe the storm would hurry the whole thing up, and she could get this money to Fran before nightfall. Maybe she’d have to swim with the child to the shore. She’d have to ditch the dress to do that. Surely they’d pay her extra for the trouble. 

One dark cloud took out the sun entirely, and for that moment, what was July could have been January. Regardless, a member of the investors’ party began setting up for tea on the grassy bank. 



Fran’s breath was different. Frozen somehow. Her brain was filled with noise, with the thirty-ton rhythm and sway of the rear car over the narrow gauge. Rivers rushed beyond the window then disappeared behind walls of gray and black rock. Sometimes the landscape seemed to drop off the edge of the world on passages so steep that Fran dared not look down. Then, a tree would whap the window and she’d jump. Then there were mountains again, and more besides. She closed her eyes. She opened them, and the world was black. 

A tunnel of pure black nothing. There was no dot of light promising an exit ahead of them. She felt sure she was moving backward. Her hand hurt, worse, it burned. She fidgeted. She ground her feet in her boots, crunching gravel from Leadville into the floor.

All her skin, the contents of her chest, her half-digested food, muscles in her legs, felt cut off from the world, as if floating, spreading out. Eyes closed, and there was the face of Jenny as a child—pushing a stone with her bare toe, nudging the rock back to its place in the oval around her teenage mother’s resting place in the forest floor. Next to her father’s. The child Jenny—leaping over an older grave that had already started to sink. Walking directly up to Mary and Frances Byrne. Refusing to be dropped off at the convent. Walking right alongside them. 

And in no way, Fran had soon realized, was this only child of Gene and Portia Brophy following Fran and Mary. Jenny was leading them. She led them back up the hill to their Sibley tent, and was not long giving them instructions, asking for a better pillow, making suggestions about how to line up boots in the vestibule to keep dirt out of the tent.

The exit out of the tunnel was not subtle. The evening light was a shock, but the train’s movements were smooth for an hour or so. Once they were down from the big, snowy peaks, there were cottonwoods along rushing rivers, wide swaths of red, striped cliffs, mountains rounder and more forested than she had ever seen, as if they were farther into summer, on a different, warmer calendar. 

Their line cut south and began to climb again. Something about the depth of the forest, the fact that no man could touch the stony precipice they were passing under, made her think the dead were in it. That Rob Coad was in it, in the scene—the trees—in a patch of permafrost on a north-facing summit up ahead. Or her own mother. There were ghosts there, in the black eagle spreading feathers above them. Ghosts behind them, in the pile of ancient scree spilled halfway down the slope where no trees grew.

The tracks soon leveled out. A slow river with deep grass came and went alongside her window. The rootlessness tore at her, and when a red-tailed hawk launched straight up from the grass with a mouse in its clutch, Fran tried to remember her mother’s and father’s full names. 



Jenny bit steak off the back of a fork. The Georgians’ sogging, heavy cotton clothes were ice-cold and heaped at her feet. Her wool shawl was slightly damp but warm, draped around her shoulders, a hot cup of tea in her hand. Leftover bits of their big dinner had been brought to her. The meat was sweet and filling. She chewed quickly, smiling. Once she had the room tidied, she’d run back to 701 with money in hand, minus the fine coat. 

The laundry room off the side of the guest’s quarters was the size of the Byrnes’ whole living room. It was tasteful and quiet. The toddler was still sound asleep in his room, directly above the laundry. She’d warmed his bed with some hot rocks she’d pulled from the stove hours ago.

The Moore family had gone completely blue that afternoon. They had panicked in their frosted shirts, their hats weighted down with hail. They had become dangerously frigid, and with it, suddenly frugal, their investments too good for this godforsaken gulch, unfit to ride the new standard, and their heir too darling to grow up feral and cold, they’d said. 

Jenny was doubly pleased with their honest driver, who had assured the investor all the way back to town that yes, such weather was a near daily possibility up this high, even in summer, yes. 

Jenny stopped chewing to take in a noise. One of the men in the parlor was trying to do an after-supper song. His voice was getting through the walls, pulling throngs of beginner piano-work along with it. She smacked, chewing, to drown it out. She swallowed her coffee, relieved he would soon take his poorly done, unfelt, four-four time signature back down the mountain from whence he’d come.

And when Mrs. Moore, her toes still blue with cold, went to peek into the room where her infant lay, she found her famously fussy son sound asleep. She agitated the cradle with her foot, just to see. She reached in. She found the rocks and screamed. 

Jenny ran in. The woman’s face contorted in the unlit room. The edges of her jaw hardened with notions about putting rocks in a baby’s bed. She tore the covers off him. The baby, now awake and cold, joined the woman’s noises. The woman dumped the rocks on the floor, her neck a system of strained ropes. She screamed at Jenny and tore the sheets and blankets from the bed.

Go back where you came from—the woman threw down the hand towels from the bathroom, she threw down the baby’s clothes which were already washed and hung to dry—Where else did you plant them, cow? Wash it all again, shanty witch, lucky to have this job but you ruin it with your dirty curses, that’s what you always do—

Jenny wadded the biggest stone up with the discarded linens but did not stop at the washtub. Or in the hall. Or on the front steps. On the lawn in front of the house, each piece of mostly white clothing flew out into the night air, then landed in the dirt under Jenny’s heel. 

The woman rushed to the door behind her husband, cueing him to retrieve her alive, screaming for the sheriff. 

Jenny spread her arms out and launched the biggest rock through their parlor window. The lead-glass shattered only weakly, but when the rock caught the heavy brocade curtain’s folds, it pulled the valence and a good portion of the ceiling down with it. The woman pushed her husband aside but was soon out of breath. Jenny ran east.



When they came up on the cage and hung their tags, they got word of Skewes’ deed before even leaving the office. 

Peter, Joe, Hugh, and Tom marched downhill to the post and met Ed Lehane. Peter dictated a message. Lehane sent the wire to the union office in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. He sent a duplicate to the union in Butte, Montana. 

Joe balked at the message’s premise about Byrne’s membership in a union, but Peter gave Joe his word that it would soon be made true. 

Hugh Sweeney told the others he’d hang back. Tom stayed with him. They found a pair of schoolboys and traded them a cigar for a pencil and a sheet of foolscap. 

Hugh stepped into an alley where he could discretely compose. Tom watched the passersby. Hugh drew a coffin, bold and plain-lined. Above it, he scrawled, This is your house now.

When Skewes found it tied to the horn of his saddle, he turned his head fast, peering up and down Harrison. He fished in his pocket for a pipe. His spine shed skin like a snake.





In a busy shop not far from the Cripple Creek passenger station, a typographer watched the hammer’s drops on his tape. When the clicking stopped, he pulled the strip, pinned it to his board and translated the dots. 

His colleague, busy across the room pulling sorts for a column, paused to review the message with the puzzled clerk. He held the strip of paper in the light and pushed up his glasses: 

Union tradeswoman unlawfully expelled. K.o.L. in LVille requires F. Byrne’s return. To be paid in full by Butte 501. Is alone, 1 bad hand. WFM No.501 BUTTE, MT. K.o.L LVille.



The train stopped at a small weigh-station with a water tank, where she fell into such a sleep that she woke up in pain from the awkward position, and she was scared, having to piece together her situation as she came to. Seemed it was late afternoon, or early evening. The tank’s scaffolding was being taken over by vines and shrubs, the sort that fill in where original trees are pulled out. The train’s bell sounded, and its hulking body lurched. The scaffolding began to roll backward.

A lantern was hung at the front of the car. A man got up to light it when it was nearly too dark to navigate the aisle. She saw his cheeks puff to blow out the match. His profile flashed, then retreated into the dark and disappeared. She did not know which way he moved. When the wick was done, there was nothing. She fell asleep and woke up sweating. The tracks became level with a wide street. The airbrakes hissed and laid down a blanket of steam. 

From her position on the left side of the car, she looked up. Through a small break in the clouds, tramways and tailings caught the moonlight on the rolling terrain. There was no snow anywhere.

She stepped off the platform onto a paved road. The steam and the passengers disseminated. Fran held the blood-soaked cloth around her hand to her chest. Skewes had said to wait for a couple who would collect her and take her to clean a boarding house. She’d solve this. Even if it she had to clean for a day or two. A week at most. But shadows of guilt worked like brakes on the momentum. Even stranger shadows, of the sickening desire to appease Skewes, to impress him, wouldn’t subside. 

Now she wanted to lie down in the middle of this tiny camp, where the tracks ran level through the middle of town. Sleep, or even die, at the foot of these warm, low mountains, and disappear, a thought all the more appealing for its indifferent, inhuman, vast nothingness shit. Standing there in the street, she said it again, as she pulled out one of the hot, itching stitches with her teeth, then spat it out on the ground in a wad of blood. A pair of women walking by made a long arc to distance themselves as they passed.



Middle of the night, Jenny plowed through the parties and revelries on a holiday eve without stopping. She went directly to the Lehanes’ house, and when they answered the door, she held out three five-dollar bills and a note to send to Blose’s office. She looked over her shoulder, at the road. “If you’d be so good, Mr. Lehane. Henriette, if you could.”

“He moved his practice to Aspen,” Hattie said. “It snowed over the pass. They’re going all the way around now and with the holiday it won’t arrive for a week. And if you’ve no paperwork to go with it, there’s no guarantee. Will we try anyway?”

Jenny kept the money in her pocket. East Sixth Street rose up under Jenny’s feet as it always had. Halfway up the steep incline between Orange and Ash, she stopped to catch her breath. A fresh mound of dirt, small, with little stones around it had been made by the Kearney’s barn. Madra was nowhere at all.

Jenny froze in the street. She didn’t go up to her door. It was ajar, and the interior was dark, expanded. The table was there, she could see, but the couch was gone. The grass in the yard was flattened and muddy.

In the Kelleher’s front room, Jenny got the crying over with fast, in an angry way, quiet as she could, waving Agnes away until she could pace the floor in her bare feet. Then she rubbed her scalp while Agnes and Mary whispered in the darkness. “Fran won’t be able to work the month of July,” Jenny said, “and then some. When does Peter think they’ll get her back?”

“He said if we don’t hear from her in the next couple days, he’d send someone down.”

“I’ll go.” 

“You will not go. He and the boys somehow got Skewes to hold off on emptying the rest of the house for a day or so. I don’t know what he’s up to, but he means business. Ellen said he has a mind to pay ahead on that house, to make a point that no one is leaving.”



Rosie woke up. The baby Eugene started to fuss. Agnes disappeared and came back with Rosie and a cigarette. “There’s more.” Agnes exhaled. “Some boarders are set to move in and share the house starting Saturday night after last shift. Joe Hodges said they’re contracted to never pledge to a union or even talk about it. Smoke?” 

“I try not to,” Jenny said. 

“I won’t look.”

Jenny took a long draw. Agnes got up and went to the back of the house. When she came back, she set three dollars on the table. “Here’s something,” she said. “It’s no house payment, but. Just this morning I lost two dollars and twenty-five cents to a newspaper and Catherine’s feminine belts and I feel sorry for the extravagance.”

“Two dollars twenty-five! Should be a dollar seventy.”

“Already. It was two dollars five cents just days ago. Did you reach Blose?”

“Blose moved his office to Aspen.”

“Aspen! So now there’s three surgeons left for us. For a camp near fifteen-thousand. And  all three on the west side of town. What have we east of Harrison? We have shite kitchen knives and water and maybe liquor or soap like it’s the year of our lord eighteen fuckin’ forty. Aspen. His head in a hole.”

“Tell me again,” Jenny said. “Skewes said he needs the backpay plus one month ahead to let us back in?” 

“Ah, and if they cut wages we’re the whole neighborhood packing bags.” Agnes took her time with her next exhale. “Jenny, it was good. We nearly had it. I mean, what if the owners have nothing? Truly. Think about it, what if they go broke?”

“They are very much not broke.”

“Well, there’s this, I haven’t told you. Ellen said her eejit husband has a mind to do the drilling contest at the big parade tomorrow.”

“She did not.”

“With Ger. Twenty-five dollars. Ger’s got one eye going soft and his heart will seize and we’ve no insurance anymore. But if they live, and if they win, that’s the payment done.”

“It’s your money, stop.”

“It’s done.”

Mary coughed. Jenny went and got her a cup of water. Mary reached up and felt Jenny’s curls. “You need to clean your hair,” Mary said. 



“Sunday, Aunt Mary. Always on Sundays.” 



In the dawn light, national flags fluttered on long ropes strung from one roof to another, zigzagging up and down the street. Fran did not know the name of the street. The Cripple Creek sign hung on the station awning, and yet she still did not know, in any useful sense at all, where she stood. Alone, Fran spat out another stitch. It had felt like a worm was crawling out of her hand when she pulled it, but it hurt and was hot and it itched. 

She looked up. A man in a shop window was staring out at her. She thought of the things she’d read about this town. About their crowded jails. About their wild, inexperienced demimonde. The man didn’t look away. There was no Catholic parish in sight, so maybe he’d never seen one before, or a woman with her head wrapped up in a long plaid cloth, the big one she took from Agnes on her way out, a red and brown pattern in the wool that covered even her shoulders. 

She tried to smile back. The man left the frame. She swore to never smile again. But then he got another man to the window, and now two were staring at her. She sized them up. Maybe they were the old couple then, come to employ her until she earned her way back up to zero. 

She could have wept right there, what a rotten ordeal, having to work just to get in the clear. Just to get to zero. But she had worked, hadn’t she? She had always worked. Now, she was working up to nothing. She shook her head at the thought, the notion of numbers below zero, how those numbers in particular, which were less than nothing at all, held such power over she who had flesh, and thoughts, and was hungry. 

If she died here, she thought, it could be a while before Jenny got word. She’d decompose. Right here by herself. She picked up a stone from the road. Gone to gravel and dust, and then sloughed off into the river and wouldn’t the river know any different, before or after she’d existed. She was feeling so small now, she was amazed to see anyone coming toward her at all.

Two men in suits, in fact, and matching lapel pins with ribbons, were striding resolutely down the center of the road. Passersby paid them respect as they walked. “Miss,” one said, “F. Byrne?”

“Frances, yes.” She dropped the stone.

His lapel ribbon had a sledge, a drill bit, and an axe in silver, on a background of navy blue. They took their caps off. “Let us help you.”
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Independence Day

One pump gauge and one ledger. Three pens. One kettle lamp and a jar of oil, since the chandler already quit Leadville on hearing about silver and went down to goddamn Denver like every other liver-bellied fucking feckless gobshite of a man fuck it. Keeping track of shit used to calm Peter Doyle down. But it had only been a handful of days since silver tanked, and they were already bleeding people. Already at the bottom level of the Coronado on a holiday. 

Ger Kelleher came shuffling along behind him, eyes as wide as eyes could go, begging the light in. They did not address it, they did not name it, the terror of being only a handful of men underground. Underground, in the big, important, expensive Coronado. Down the No. 1 shaft at the pump level, with Joe Hodges above on hoist, the three of them tasked with keeping the whole main line and thereby the whole district, the whole western enterprise and the nation and thereby the industrializing world, dry. 

Ger reached down and felt for the tracks. 

“You can’t see shit, can ye?” Peter said. 

“I can, so. We turn to the left in one, two, three.” He stood up, he was right. 

Peter shook his head, wriggling candlelight all over the rough rock wall. “That’s a relief. Because we’re signed up for the drilling contest.”

“Go away.”

“It’s an emergency, Ger. What’s the point of getting Byrne back if we can’t clear her debt?”

“Ah, Peter—”  

“Ah, Peter nothing.” Peter handed Ger a coil of rope that had a tether to his belt, and used his hand against the ceiling as they moved forward slowly. “It’s a message we need to send. They need to see it, that we stick together.”

“And what about Buckley?”



“In fairness you have a point Gerard, and I regret not having made the connection. However—”

“No.”

“We need that newsletter.” They bent down until they came to a large carved-out room. “We need public opinion behind us.” Peter tipped his light and beheld their pump. It had a single cylinder and a cable drum that was always strikingly smooth compared to the rough, lumpy walls of the adit. He spat on the ground and walked up to it. The reduction gears ticked steadily. The engine sat in its place on a bedplate. It looked the same as every day, a dull but crucial vision. If it jostled off its plate, clicked out of rhythm, over- or underflowed, that would be it. He shone his light up the winze. Clear. They checked the one-way flumes and gasket doors. Tight. “No man can drop an eight-pound sledge like you can, Ger. Besides. It’s been what, a year or two since we took the stage?”

“Ten,” Ger said. “Fuck me, a whole decade.”

“That’s good. Good to have Eddy and Gene see their aul man up there. Catherine was what age when she last saw you bring your winnings home?”

“Five.” Ger put on a thick rubber glove and ran his hand along a wire pinned to the wall. “First time she saw paper money.”


Behind the water jacket of the pump was a fire box. Peter knelt down and examined a gauge, then flipped to today’s line in the ledger and signed his name. Together, they headed silently back the way they came. 

Peter pulled the bell. The metal lashes of the lowering cage were another familiar sound, but with a hundred fewer bodies in this section today, they were sharp in the acoustic expanse. The cage stopped, level to the toe of their boots. 

“How much?” Ger said. They stepped on with a bounce. They closed the latch and rang up.

“What?”

“The winnings!” The cage stopped at the office floor. Peter pulled on his one ear that always

clogged on the deep rides.

“Fellas,” Joe said. 

“Joseph,” Peter replied. “Twenty-five,” Peter said to Ger, as they pulled off their waxed hats, “each.” He hung up his brass tag on the board. Ger hung his next to it. 



“Joseph, how’s the missus?” Peter said.

“All good.” Joe hung his tag on the captain’s nail. “Doing fine. I don’t like it in here though. Don’t like it emptied out like this. Lonesome’s what it is,” Joe said. “And dangerous is what lonesome is.”

They took the same walk home they’d taken since they were fifteen. Past the distant boarding houses up past Fryer Hill, then down the cart tracks that led back to their neighborhood. Their day was half as long as usual, but they passed by men they knew who weren’t working at all. They didn’t say much, not to them, or each other. 

When the cart path became a dirt road, Peter scooted up a grassy berm to Ann and Cathal Ryan’s fence. Ann was on their porch, waving. Peter dislodged a stone from a corner post of the fence and got a matchbox out, and a pouch of tobacco and papers. He made a big one, lit it up, passed it around. They lifted their caps for Mrs. Ryan and went on their way.

The road soon curved, occluded by a thicket of aspen. Joe stopped to piss, breaking the silence and talking the whole time about the way they were setting up the house for the coming baby. 

“Your missus will go through all that fuss one time.”

“What do you mean?” 

“After the first, she won’t even know where any of your kids are,” Ger said.

“I don’t think you know what my wife knows,” Joe said.

“Easy, fellas. The big parade’s tonight,” Peter said when they got to Sixth. “And we’re all going.”

“If we lose?” Ger said. 

“What of it, Gerard? The stage gets set up after the Knights’ march. We ride down on it, to the corner of Fifth and Harrison. As usual. Joe? Front row? Bring the wife.” 


That afternoon, Peter fell asleep on his couch and dreamed of water filling him up. He stood up choking and laid down again.

Ellen curled up next to him and softly spoke, “In the east, the aul goose tucks her beak in her wing and dreams of her eggs.” Peter nudged her for the rest.

“The rabbit in the south is too thin,” she went on, her voice like a song, “he dreams of hunting, on his weakening toes; the pudgy donkey in the west was chewing when her sleep came, and her oats fall from her lip; and the rainbow trout in the north rolls in the water, her fins so loose, her calm tail rolls in the current of no color at all.”

In Peter’s dream, Ger dropped the sledge on his hand, but it took his voice. An hour later, he got up and trimmed, then admired his beard in their small, dull mirror. He ran his palm up and down the apple of his throat.



A pair of canaries, yellow and brown, wrapped their toes around a cable strung high up between the walls. A woman in black turned a wick all the way up and laid Fran’s hand firmly but gently on a clean sheet of paper covering a table. She studied the hand, then wheeled backward and held her arms over a basin. One of the men who had come to get Fran poured water over the doctor’s hands like an acolyte preparing the priest, then dried them with a towel from a locked drawer. 

The woman rolled forward on the wheeled stool, still holding her hands in the air, sleeves rolled to her elbows. “Doctor Wooley,” she said. “Call me Helen.”

“Frances Byrne,” Fran said. “Fran.” One of the birds came closer. It perched on a tommy-stick jammed into the wall. The bird’s throat pushed yellow feathers in and out as it gargled a song. The humans were quiet while the doctor studied Fran’s hand. 

“Frances,” the doctor said. “There is a return train arranged for you, 5:20 on Friday. That’s a.m., mostly freight.”

“What?”

“Or,” the man said, “Miss Byrne, I’d like to speak with you, about your work. We have a strong paper going for our union here, and there is a paid position that’s open.”

The doctor pressed on the flesh of Fran’s remaining finger-joints. “Either way, I am afraid this cannot wait.”

“What can’t?”

The doctor gently squeezed the fourth finger of Fran’s right hand, the one nearest the knobby space left by the amputated pair. That finger was gray. “Can you move it?” the doctor asked. Fran tried to wiggle that finger, but there was nothing to connect her will to its muscle. “See? And I need to debride some of the flesh here,” the doctor said. “Need to take this one off, clean it all out, and seal it. Likely you can keep the pinky and thumb.”

Fran opened her mouth, but no words came. 



“How do you feel? Tired, I’ll bet,” the doctor said.

“Falling over,” Fran mumbled.

“Are you?” 

“What?”

“You feel like you’re falling?”

“No, no. Just very tired.”

“I see.” 

The large woman who had come in pulled a casserole pot from the fire. Inside it was a steaming wet cloth. She pulled it out using metal tongs. She set it on the table and unrolled it. The steel blades inside its folds gleamed. 

“I can’t pay,” Fran said. “Ever.”

“It’s already paid for,” the doctor said.

“No, no, I can’t even be indebted—”

“It’s not that, it’s done.”

“Who?” 

“Butte Montana 501. That’s all I know. Now, I can work fast, but also, I amwaiting on new supplies. I mean to say that I have nothing for you. To take. I’m afraid there’s not a better option.”

Fran gave up trying to understand. She drank water from the cup the doctor’s assistant gave her. It wasn’t pumped water. Here, water tasted more like clay than blood. It was cool, but not cold, not like ice. 

For a while, they spoke. There were books on the wall’s shelf. Not all were about the human body. Several were stuffed with little bookmarks and notes. 

The man took down a red volume with multiple placeholders tucked in it. Without his hat, Fran saw that he had no hair on one side of his head. A deep, but healthy bright-pink scar traveled across it. While he looked for a page to read, the doctor pressed softly on the interior of Fran’s wrist, feeling for something. 

Fran surveyed the equipment displayed on a glass side table. “What are those?” Fran asked the doctor. There were two models of the same tool, they looked like a corkscrew for wine.

“Those are trephines,” the doctor said. The scarred man looked up briefly, met the eyes of the doctor fondly, then looked back to his book. 

“We can discuss trepanning another time,” she said. The scarred man smiled, found a page and began to read. “Why should not our women insist on having female physicians (I do not mean surgeons) to attend them? Is that calling more unwomanly than nursing? Our women’s hospitals, whose medical staffs and students are women, are most excellent institutions, and mark the coming change—”

Fran interrupted him. “Why not surgeons?”

“Blade,” the doctor said.



Ger and Peter stood shirtless under their overalls. The early evening sun cast its light on the crowd, reddening their black Bretons, felt bowlers, their ladies’ toques, big pods of headscarves and white babies’ bonnets. Parade-goers swarmed Harrison Avenue from the top of the hill on the lawn at the Healy House, all the way down to Third Street. 

Every balcony and rooftop was full. All the societies, orders, and lodges made their way down, in repetitions of banners and uniformed sashes, then marching bands and carts with advertisements, carts loaded with dancers or speakers followed by tandem cyclists. 

The Ladies’ Temperance Association handed out white carnations. The Cloud City Cycle Club rode their newest line of pneumatic-wheeled cycles. When the Knights of Labor gathered with their families behind the Ancient Order of Hibernians, the crowds stepped into the street with them.  

Ger and Peter’s crew towed a slab of Gunnison granite up a ramp of rolling logs, with Joe Hodges at the hoist. They helped each other secure it, and then a second one like it, onto to a freight lorry. The contestants climbed aboard. 

When Peter got himself up on the stage, Ger patted him on the back. “You’re a small man and an eejit,” Ger said.

Peter scratched his crotch and shrugged. “Same drop, every time.” He punched his friend’s barreled chest.

Tim Kearney let a flap of canvas unroll at their feet. The drill bits and sledges came rolling out. Peter picked one up and inspected it.  

Peter tried not to surveille his opponents too obviously. It was a pair of men from the Ibex mine, large in their confidence, both in their mid-20s, lithe like colts and grinning ear-to-ear. They were doing the same, picking up the sledges that Kearney had given them, holding them up in the sun.

Ger blew a hard crumb from his nose then popped out a pain in his knee. Peter moved his manhood to the other side of the seam in his overalls before he crouched down. He got comfy, then he lined up his eight drill bits in order from smallest to largest. He took the shortest bit and bounced it in his hand. He smoothed his other hand over the rock and found the optimal place to start. He set the drill-bit right there and held it ready with his bare fingers. The bit’s head was no bigger than a penny. A shadow covered over it as Ger selected a sledge and rotated his shoulders. 

Peter looked up. “Hit the steel,” he said. Ger nodded and stretched his neck. 

On the report of Newman’s pistol, their ten minutes began. Every second or two, Ger’s sledge came down and the roll of flesh around his waist shifted while Peter turned the bit and held it for the next strike. The high ping of the sledge on the bit’s head was followed by a distant thwack, producing a rhythm that echoed between the false-fronts of the buildings. Rock and sweat spun out. The rhythm persisted; it was liable to throw a man off just as soon as it sucked him in. 

When the bit Peter was holding was far enough down into the hole where it couldn’t be gripped, he called out, “Hep!” and dropped in the next length. After six of the eight bits were used, they traded places. Ger turned the final two longest bits under Peter’s strikes, which came down in a spray of sweat. At ten minutes, they collapsed, grasping for their canteens. The crowd was loud. 

Peter scanned their faces, they were no doubt wondering what a man might spend his prize money on, and he had no smile to return. He was embarrassed, whether he won it or not. 

Sweat pooled in his beard, his armpits, his boots. He figured they all had ideas about what special thing you could get with prize money. But for him, it had been put to living every time.

He looked at his friend, equally grim-faced. Old Ger, shirt off, splayed out flat on the rock, mopping his big sweaty head. He’d gone purple as beets. He turned and lifted a few fingers at his family to assure them he wasn’t dead. 

Following tradition, Tim Kearney, the champ of last year’s under seventeens, came up and measured the depth of the two freshly drilled holes. 



Fran felt it: muscles sounding a loud no from her hand, her arm, some deep and dense pressure that did not make her scream, but it did feel as though it were making her different in a way over which she had no control, and now no view, for the large woman had come to stand in front of her and was holding Fran’s head in her hands. 

The reader got up and washed his hands and went to the tools resting on the hot towel, waiting, cleaning, replacing.

Fran’s breathing was uneven. She wanted to see. She wrestled her head out of the woman’s hands and saw it, the blade beginning its second incision, this time in the web of skin between her pinky and the ring finger. Hot. Wrong. A bright red line was traveling across the paper. Air touched an interior of her body that air should never touch, a bone burned that light should never reach, and every nerve unjustly exposed was screaming, in her shoulders, her armpits, her groin. She growled through her teeth and looked away as the doctor held a small saw above the knuckle. 

The room spun. The large woman buried the weight of Fran’s head on her belly, on her apron, where Fran’s sweat darkened the blue cloth.


They gave her a bed in a room upstairs. The doctor brought up a pair of black lace gloves, laid neatly in a new box. As the doctor opened her mouth to speak, the big woman came and urgently called her out of the room. The doctor left the box with the scarred man. 

The scarred man set the box reverently on the dresser. He pulled up a chair, and opened the red Gronlund book. He thumbed through it, then met Fran’s eyes, saw that they were skeptical, and switched to Ramona. He opened to the first page. He closed it again. He did not even open Manners, Culture & Dress. 

“What are you doing?” she said. He picked up Nietzsche, considered it, then finally opted for a much smaller book, On the Nature of Things. “I always read to patients.”

“Do you have newspapers?” She barely got the whole word out. Coming to was starting to hurt. 

“Well, actually, we make a small circular at present, and we’re developing a larger office. If you don’t mind, I’d been planning to tell you about it.”

“Tell me about what.”

“We need someone on the new steam press. Part-time to start.”

“How big?”

“Six cylinders. So, you’d be pulling the sheets, and you don’t need to pinch for that, not really. See you’d be feeding and setting the overhead—”

“I know that. Ow. Where would I stay?”

“There are rooms for teachers and unmarried women at Little Bull Hill, and the ladies’ auxiliary keeps a list of families with rooms.”

“What sort of paper?”

“National and local news. And I sell too. I get what books I can. I’ve started a shop and a reading room for working men and women. We’d very much like another larger library and we aim to make one. We aim to educate.” He handed her a cup of water. 

“All the miners, you all want reading rooms.”

“So?”

“I mean to say, people don’t expect it. What do miners want, other than a fair wage? They wouldn’t believe me if I said, well, words. Poems. And dances. Frankly, I don’t know if I have the patience for fictional books.” Fran ran her left-hand fingers over the skin that covered the slightest knobby territory where her fingers once had been.

“This is a small world, up here,” he said. “You might agree, that having mountains all around are a comfort, but they become a cage more like, in the winter. Only books can get me out.”

“They do command a mood from me I’m not always pleased to be in,” she said.

“Books?”

“No. Mountains.”

He pulled out a leather folder of newsprint. “One time,” he said, taking articles out of the folder, “the whole front of our original shop was brought down by bullets.” 

“For what?” 

“We did a socialist column reprinting verticals from other national circulars. We just got threats then. But the bullets, that was the week we ran a feature on the drawbacks of ranching, stating opposition to fenced grazing. The front of the shop was shredded.” 

“Who was it?”

“We still don’t know. Was some time ago. What do you think, will you stay? If you take the return train, you’ll be back in Leadville by Friday afternoon. If you stay, I can show you the presses that night.”

Fran turned and studied the window. The panes were recently cleaned, the trim was a varnished hardwood she did not recognize, something other than pine.

“May I ask,” he said, “are you from here, from in state?”

“Somewhere near Idaho Springs, yes.”

“Your mother?” he asked.

“Came through Wisconsin. Cornwall before all that.”

“Father?” 

“Ireland. And then Canada. So I’m part. I’m half.” She turned over on her side and faced him. “Quarters, of things. I guess. Maybe eighths?” 

“Humans admit of no fractions,” he said. “Will you stay here in Cripple Creek and work with us, then, or?”

It could have been a decade or one second that passed. She liked his articulation of the bare fact, and she liked how serious he held his face after he said it. Not fractions. Not missing parts. She remembered her whole body, didn’t she? Even better, maybe she was still whole, and he was too, with only part of an ear and likely some bit of skull gone. As whole and completely human as anyone, full of stories and plans. “Or?” he said again, smiling. 

To stop looking at him, she had to open one of the books he had set on the bed next to her: Nelly’s Silver Mine. ‘Oh, Mamma! Mamma! Come here!’ She closed that one. She opened Ramona, admiring the golden sunflowers embossed on the cover. ‘Ah yes, so you were away; I had forgotten.’ She closed it too. The man’s expression was unchanged. Fran was sure he would sit like that for years if she did not give him an answer.



John Joe Doyle threw up all over his bed. Other than the mess, he had seemed himself throughout the last couple days, enough to want to whittle chess pieces and talk to himself and run around the house as usual. 

There were no other sheets for his bed that would be dry before tomorrow. Ellen spread one of Peter’s shirts across the mattress, but before she laid the child back down, she pulled a lantern close to his head. She pried open the eye still swollen from Sunday’s hit. The eye was green and clear. She looked closer. The pupil, however, had the tiniest breech, like a leak, of black into the green. She blinked, and checked again. It was there, almost imperceptibly so. He yawned. She let him rest. 

There was no practical point to making lace, not when the women of east Sixth had only linen or felt skirts, and no hats to adorn. Lace does nothing for anyone. Ellen opened her box of useless equipment and began, regardless. One can always make another antimacassar to protect her scant furniture from people’s oily heads. Something to adorn this blasted house, the bruising landscape.

Her wooden knobs were arranged on the table in a cautious order, obeying her orchestrated movements, pulling thread according to her plan for the whole. She looked up past her work. Peter was in the tub, drawing soap through the hair in his armpits. A man in his bath: comical. His hair now was slicked awkwardly to one side and his body was rounded over, stuffed in. Harly more useful than an antimacassar himself. Just a man. Nothing more. She flet there was something charming about the realization, until he put his thumb in his nose, carved something out, and disposed of it in the towel on the floor. 

“What,” he said.

She picked up two knobs and crossed their attached threads into the next pattern. Water clinked and dripped as her man got up on his haunches to reach around and clean his behind.

“Was the victory by a large margin?” she asked.

“It was not,” he answered. “Tapia and O’Brien bored thirty-six and three-quarters inches. Your aul one and Kelleher, thirty-seven and one-quarter inches. So. The double-handed down-hole contest of 1893 was won by a hair.” He smiled and pulled a cloth between his toes with broad, satisfied strokes. “Won, anyway.”

Ellen looked at her front windows. The curtains were drawn closed, but the Byrnes’ confiscated house still pressed its shape against them. “When does she get back?” Ellen said, quietly. Peter didn’t move. He took care folding the next foot over his knee. He slowly pulled his thumbnail through the nail of his big toe. “Don’t know.” When both feet were clean, he leaned back. 

“What was the prize?” she asked.

“Twenty-five.”

Ellen paused her work. “Will we save it? In case—” She stopped there, as if saying the words might bring it about.

“They cut wages two years ago, it can’t get lower,” he said anyway. “And they’ve all got knotted knickers in the high office, given the strikes going on every other place. They won’t poke at us. Hard to get men up here, this high, with an operation this advanced, as many as they’d need.”



“You’ve said that often lately.”

“Well, they can’t. Can’t replace whole lifetimes, two generations of experience with these hills, soon to be three. We were brought here, no one thinks about that, Ell. A lot of us, not just myself, were asked to come over. We brought the knowledge and built the pumps and even so, no one looks at me and thinks, there’s a man who knows things.” 

“So what then?”

“What do you mean?”

“The money, Peter.”

He breathed slowly, turning the soap over in his hand. “Mary Byrne delivered half of us and cured the other half and prayed over every newborn’s blessed head on the hill. We’re going to keep this town intact. We all stay. They cannot go taking people from houses like that, we had to go big. It’s in the Constitution somewhere, is it not? Right to be secure in our houses, our papers, and effects. But to my point, the Byrne girls need to pay a month back and a month ahead to start again. And we’ll start work on Monday, they’ll announce it at the meeting, and we’ll have this small victory behind us, standing tall when we face them. Setting the tone.” But at the mention of cures and newborns, his wife had already left the room. He let his head drop on the tub’s rim and closed his eyes. 

When Ellen returned, she was wiping her chin. She took up two new knobs and crossed them into their places. 

“Why didn’t you come down tonight?” he asked. “It was a nice time. Kearneys came to Ger’s with instruments. Danny Hansen came along and played, new fellow.” He yawned. “Could you hear us carrying on from here? You could, sure.”

She looked at him, half asleep in his bath. Mumbling ordinary things. She resumed her work with furious expertise, saying nothing.

“What now?” he said. 

“It’s just, it’s early July,” she said. “Everything reminds me of it on this date. Of them.”

Peter sat up. He was quiet as stone until he reached his hand out of the tub, as if he was picturing their newborn twins, their unbearably small weight; Philomena, the size of a pinecone, blue of breath, or Samuel Peter, bigger, bluer. 

Whether he was remembering or not, she shook her head in disgust. There was an anger all over her, heavy, but while it didn’t feel good, it still felt like a kind of energy. It was her plan to continue feeling it, to continue being mad at him. Until what? 

Until he wept and mourned too. She wanted to see him do it. To weep for how parts of herself had gone off to be buried. But there were no words for that. 

She said nothing. He stood up. Water came down his body. Tiny soap bubbles fizzled in the hair on his chest. She put down her tools. 

Her hair fell backward as he held her face. They went and laid down together on the bed, but the kiss traveled somewhere far off. She folded her arms over her chest, rolling away from him onto her side. He laid behind her, holding only a lock of her hair between his fingers.


Operative went with group of sleepers after drilling prizes were awarded. Opt played music with aim to earn some talk in the front-room, home of Gerard Kelleher, 610 E. Sixth, Irish-born. Neither man would say what he planned to do with his prize money, but Doyle admitted to conspiring with Butte MT sleepers, Local 501, to return evictee of 701 E. Sixth, Frances Byrne; he has not succeeded. Kelleher wants the sleepers to emphasize Irish membership. Peter Doyle of previous report stated he is against the exclusion and intends to integrate the whole camp ahead of federation, beginning with a secret meeting on Friday morning, in preparation for the MOA meeting that afternoon. They are not aware of the intent of the Friday meeting. They believe it is to get the go-ahead for returning to work next Monday. 


Yours truly,

D.H.


Operative spoke with P. Doyle and G. Kelleher and others briefly after holiday parade. Some Cornish miners said the Knights of Labor’s wire for F. Byrne, evicted from 701 E. Sixth, was a stunt and special treatment, even though Byrne was of some Cornish lineage, she was half Irish and lived with Mary Byrne, foreign-born. The suspicion is a problem for the Irish efforts to organize, which Doyle said they have a plan for, to name James Amburn, who is half Cornish, head of the sleepers at the March ball next year. Gerard Kelleher stated in response that it’s getting too complicated and once you try to get everyone together it falls apart. Opt left and went to observe sleepers in the Arcade Saloon. Came home late via alley between Sixth and Seventh Streets, and heard commotion at Kelleher home despite him still being employed. Opt. observed that Kelleher keeps a Whitworth sniper rifle mounted in the outbuilding behind his home. Retired to my boarding room at eleven p.m.

Ever faithfully and respectfully,

J.S.
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A Calculation

Only the hoistmen, pumpmen, and engineers had been explicitly invited to the Knights of Labor Hall for the Friday afternoon meeting. The owners referred, in their invitation, to Citizens’ Hall, but no one else would say it. And no one stayed home. Every working man from the east side and more showed up, waiting to look John Campion and David Moffat in the eye. 

They brought their families and the merchants who sold to them. Neighbors, smelters, and blacksmiths came, kiln men, woodcutters, the barbers. The hall could hold three hundred standing, at least. The high school graduating class had produced a new banner, with dark embroidery on  canvas cloth: Knights of Labor Hall.  It hung high over the packed room.

A man representing the MOA took the podium. He waited, as if for a snare roll, or applause. Hearing none, he cleared his throat. He was honored, he claimed, to serve as a secretary of the esteemed Mr. John Campion, accompanied by staff on the advisory board for one Mr. David Moffat. He paused again. He waited. He got an impatient shuffle of boots. 



Unpolished boots and ill-fitting pants! Air of breath, smoky throats. And such faces! The secretary examined his audience. On some, their foreheads seemed large and less met by sun, while their mouths and beards and jaws were wind-blown with sun. Some were short, but thick as walls. Now they all seemed tall, either trying to understand him or maybe trying to see his clothing, he figured, but their eyes were bright and piqued to a disconcerting stillness. 

Behind him sat his panel of six colleagues, whispering, reviewing their notes. The previous evening, at the Board of Trade Saloon, they’d attended a training. The secretary fortified himself with their bosses’ lessons now. The thing to remember had three parts: 



1) Workers are most compliant when they think the world doesn’t understand them but the boss uniquely does, so—

2) If your workers do not find any disagreement with the world, you must make one

3) Tell them that since you alone understand them, you alone can help them. It is the same, the MOA’s consultant had said, with wives. 

The secretary smiled and puffed his chest forward, shoulders back. He began, “Let us together make Leadville the example of a man’s right to free enterprise! And thereby establish our young state as a haven for man’s free pursuit of wealth!” The crowd had no reaction.

He flipped to page two: a reminder of the great things Leadville has to offer a citizen in his time off. Page three: a man works hard, and deserves to maintain his right to work! 

He had penciled in the words pause here, but none were cheering. He put emphasis on the next part of the speech, in which he assured them that the MOA’s unique position in this tumultuous market meant the owners were making the future of mining its highest priority. The MOA, he read from page five, would ensure that miners here were protected from the influence of elitists! 



“Why is he talking so slow?” Joe said.

“I don’t care for their posture,” Peter remarked. “On the offense.” 

“MOA,” Tom said. “Maggots or arses.”

From where he stood now, with a blister on the smallest toe of his boot pulsing and something in his eye, Peter thought the boss’s bone-headed secretary looked like a child. No way the adolescent could have achieved so high a station already. How? Or, was it that thing Leona was always on about, what work up here does to a body. That secretary-speaker was probably 25 years of age. If he’d have become a miner, the runt would look 60 now. Peter pulled on his eyelid and whatever was in it flushed out. With new clarity, his curiosity became a seed of rage, bearing a kernel of this truth: the men on that stage did not work. But they weren’t bosses, either. They were empty proxies. A baracade between himself now bleeding into his left sock, and them with millions this same night not having to be here at all.

To boot, the panelists were determined not to look at the crowd. Peter was sure now this was all a kind of act. Those men were at pains not to look into any miner’s eyes. Campion’s secretary never even gave his own name. Above ground, he was not a superstitious man, and yet, at the very same instant that he recognized the sinister intention at work, a raggedy rust-colored tabby cat shot out from under the podium and ran wild across the stage toward the back door. 

The Herald had sent a battery of recorders, and one of them was gleefully noting the disruption in his book. 

Who would report their side? Someone ought to describe it: the well-made banner. The packed house. The men, his own colleagues, now raising voices, some demanding answers, others getting distracted.

Whenever things happened like this, like when the tension in a room pushed all the levers, or a leaf came down funny in the air, a cat caused a ruckus, his toe got a new blister in an old boot, it was Fran he wanted to tell. That was all. What harm. He thought of Fran now, for the innocent reason that he was concerned about where his neighbor had gone. What bed in Cripple Creek would she be smoking in, up too late? She always looks down when she laughs. They’d have picked up on that in Cripple Creek by now. He counted how many days it was since he sent after her, whether his attempt with Coeur d’Alene and Butte would work. If it didn’t, the bosses would have a feather in their cap they could use to tip an avalanche. He considered too, her slow smile, and her round middle. Whether it was sinful to know a neighbor so well.  

After more pomp and nonsense, the secretary announced that, given the crash of silver, the mine ownership of Leadville had reviewed the fiscal health of this esteemed camp. Peter pulled his attention back. 

The secretary’s face glistened with sweat. “The Mine Owners Association will no doubt share the pain of this new standard,” he said. “Therewith, the plan, in order to retain as many positions as we can while silver sells this low, is to adjust salaries.”

Joe gave Peter a glance. Peter squeezed the watch in his pocket.

“Beginning with first shift, Monday, 10 July, miners in this camp will draw two-twenty-five a day, for a ten-hour day, excepting powder teams, four-or-more-year tripcar and hoist operators, engineers, and pumpmen, whose remuneration will be two dollars and sixty cents an hour. Processors with two-years’ experience leading the floor, will also draw two dollars and sixty cents.” 

Discontent thundered through the room. The numbers were sucking them all down a time-traveling hole, going 15 years back, it was a wage of despair, an impossibility. “Where’s the man?” someone shouted. “Bring us Campion!” “We want Moffat!” The secretary delivered his closing line fast and loud, “the ownership of these operations acknowledges you for your work and understanding.” 

“How long’s this stop-gap gonna go?” Hugh Sweeney hollered. “Until when?” he said, commanding a silenced crowd.

“Thank you gentleman—”

“How long!” Joe shouted. 

“It’s about the market, we have to follow the price per ounce, and once silver reaches a number, then we can negotiate—”

“What price? Give us a hard number,” Peter yelled, “or we won’t accept it!” 

“Gentlemen,” another of Campion’s men stood up. “We don’t have that number at this time.” 

The ranks that filled the room swelled to a genuine obstruction, fists rigged, arms crossed over chests. No one moved, and the MOA’s staff saw that their path off the stage was blocked.



Two dollars and change could buy fuck all in Leadville. Fran nearly laughed out loud. Could have been a nervous laughter, nerves shattered after a lack of sleep. Making the five a.m. freight from Cripple Creek meant waking at four thirty. And up until four twenty-two, she had planned to stay and work that six-cylinder press and send money up the mountain for Mary and Jenny. 

But then, at four twenty-six, her feet were on the floor, in the boots. The books were strapped up, lace gloves pulled on to each hand.

She thought she’d sleep on the way, except when the train jolted or lurched or pulled the long whistle. So, there was no sleeping, and there was no time for a stop to east Sixth to announce her return or get busy intervening and repairing life. She’d come straight from the station to the Knights’ Hall.

From the back of the enormous room, the miners were their own dense mountain of black and gray hats, tobacco-spindrift hovering. 

Fran let her shawl down off her head to hear better. Yes, she’d heard right. Two-twenty-five. Still. Even now. Sixteen years after Mike Mooney had them all walking in silence for three. 

Even two sixty, christ. Maybe it could buy a bit in the low states, or in summer when freight tariffs for hauling things all the way up were lower. But even then, the wage was terrifying to anyone feeding more than herself and everyone was. And, if silver were at .62 per ounce, prices on everything else were going to keep spiraling up. 

Or, if silver were processed locally by the new methods, by chlorination in addition to stamp mills, and sold at market rates while there were also other metals saved for export, and if they secured the same working men in the mines and did not try to train new workers, kept the same pace, before silver got back up to maybe seventy-four cents per ounce, three dollars a day or more now, should absolutely work. 

A calculation is not an opinion, anyway. Nothing radical about a sum. She scrunched her toes and flexed them again, making space on the ceiling to work it out for sure: if they had to set the stop-gap wage at two twenty-five across the camp, it should only be in relation to the per-assayable-ounce price of silver, refined on site, comfortably returning the wage to three dollars, or frankly, raising it to four fifteen, once silver resumed—she closed her eyes—yes, seventy-three point five cents per ounce. If it was true what the secretary was saying, that would be fair. 

Caps turned to see it, a few came off, for here came some woman moving through the crowd at a time like this. “Here’s someone’s strife, someone’s in trouble,” Georgie Pascoe said. His brother chimed in. “Nobody’s strife, it’s Byrne. That’s Doyle’s work. He would not cable for me.” 

Toe to toe with Peter, the smell of him got under her skin, even in a room of clouds. He seemed frozen, as if they were not in a hurry at all. She thumped the sleeve of his wool jacket, and he still did not move. Fran pulled him down into a huddle with herself, Amburn, and Hodges. Amburn emerged first. He waved his cap through the smoke and the crowd quieted. 

“Now wait a minute. Hang on,” Amburn said, loudly. “We’ll accept the stop-gap until the price of silver reaches seventy-three point five cents an ounce.” 

No one spoke. In the silence that followed, Hugh Sweeney tried to discreetly choke down a clog, or a poorly timed comment, in the back of his throat. A coat was unsnapped. The panelists looked at their papers and wrote and whispered. One panelist finally underlined something once, then again. He reached over his table and handed it to the Campion man. 



“As a point of order,” the man read, “yourselves, the employees, aren’t a legal body. And—I still have the floor! As I said!” But the silence was long gone. “We can’t commit to that number now, but we will report back at a later date!” 

“What later date?” Fran hollered.

“Till when!” Peter called out, waving to the others to hold back. “We will not wait on our fate! This is intolerable,” he added, “we do not accept it! I won’t work underground only to see my child when he sleeps, for two dollars!” 

Joe added, “And if you don’t do better we will find ways to cut a better deal!” It was a bold statement and unanimously supported.  The crowd ratcheted up their volume in support, giving the walls and the ceiling a shake with their noise. 

From the newly formed scrum of hats hovering over the table, a fresh slip of paper emerged. “The Mine Owners Association advises, that we need no third party to intercede!” the speaker yelled. 

“Till seventy-three point five!” Fran interrupted. 

“Now beware—” the man said, glaring down at Fran.

“Let’s have the discussion!” Joe yelled.

“—of outsiders and elitists that might to tell you men how to do your jobs, or what to think! Let’s deal with each other directly, as we always have.” 

“Then let’s do it now!” Peter yelled. 

Deputies arrived, cutting through the shouts and fists and clearing the exits. The MOA’s men gathered their leather-bound ledgers and followed the sheriff off the stage. 


Opt. reports that F. Byrne got back into Leadville. She is influential on Peter Doyle, an agitator who has used the word ‘strike.’ Payments were made on 701 E. Sixth, filed at the county clerk. William Skewes, debt collector with Carbonate Bank, is missing. Opt advises against reattempting the eviction for now. Opt observes that Jenny Byrne has not reoccupied that address. F. Byrne stated only that J. Byrne would soon come home and will not say more. P. Doyle and F. Byrne spoke with me on upper E. Sixth on the afternoon following the M.O.A. meeting. Byrne stated there is a way in the back of Yost’s shop and she will begin a paper of sleeper announcements and updates. Opt asked how she will print with one hand and she stated she has a plan. She does not say much. Doyle remarked the sleepers need to organize faster and he doubts Leadville could sustain a strike through a winter. Jim Amburn said it would not come to that this year, if ever. Gerard Kelleher, previously reported, stated it is only the permit process that slows them down, and it is not practical to organize. Kelliher stated that the silver crash also hurts the owners. The others dismissed his view. Opt walked with them as far as The Travelers Rest saloon near Sixth and Chestnut, liquor license registered until 2-1-94. Retired to my room at nine p.m. 


Yours truly,

D.H.



Operative drank two rounds with foreign-born agitators around nine p.m., inside Traveller’s Rest saloon 216 E. Sixth. Tom Noonan formerly of Daley House made remarks about the cost of everything going up. He and his brother have taken the room in house Opt. was assigned to in 701 E. Sixth. They expressed confidence in the sleeper newsletter Ms. Fran Byrne plans to start tomorrow for first run on 10 July. The younger of the two Noonans is a hothead and spoke of finding favor with signal operators on the Midland incoming line. Peter Doyle said, “And why is that?” and Noonan said, “You know why.” Doyle said “it will not come to that, not up here.” At adjacent table, Opt. overheard two Cornish miners calling guns cake, but did not grasp their exchange. Opt invited Doyle and Noonan to take a third drink, but on Doyle’s cue they declined and left premises. Opt tailed them as far as Marge Kearney’s barn on the corner of Sixth and Ash. From vantage of the barn’s rear door, saw both men enter Byrne’s and take seats in front room. Opt. went long way around on exit and looked inside a small shed at the Doyle’s across street. No weaponry noted, contains discarded exhaust piping and a maul.


Yours faithfully,

J. S.
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Fran

With the shawl down off her head, air like some impossible heaven, blue and cool and thin, slipped over her face. There was so little she could call hers, that she laughed out loud when she thought of that air as her very own, but it was. She flung one end of the long shawl over her flax-colored sleeves. If she could, she’d wear a vest, maybe have a watch, and the whole print shop would be hers with her name on the plate. Or was that too much. Getting carried away, now. 

She still had to get past this confrontation of sorts with John Yost. She admired the red and white trim around the door and the gold number of the address: 105. She looked in the reflection of McCarthy & Moore’s, right at the tip of the skinny boot that still hadn’t sold, and let herself think it: 

F. Byrne, Printer & Stationer


She checked the door, locked. No sign. Her knock echoed from overhead, near the top of the roof, where two men in rubber aprons were wrapping a fresh new cable around a telephone pole. The cable’s tail beat against the wooden post. 

She’d wait no more than a minute. At least the townies were enlightening her as to the trends of clothing while she stood there. The latest fashion, for whomever could afford to keep up with it, appeared to be a white mutton-sleeve blouse to go with a black skirt, hemmed above the ankle now. Still, there was a madness for an absurdly big hat, though some women were doing a modern derby-style thing tied on with a strip of black cloth. And most of these women, Fran observed, had bodies shaped like rectangles, long in the neck like ostriches. With their skirts, they were isosceles triangles. She placed one hand on her belly and got out a cigarette.

The door opened. The man who opened it was not John Yost, and he did not remove his hat. He didn’t even tip it. She was about to snuff her cigarette out on the windowsill, but she kept it in her mouth. 



There was no one else inside. She went behind the workbench and hung up her things. He crossed his arms over his chest. She did the same. “Are you an acquaintance of Yost or what?” she said.

“You must be the female help.” 

“Are you lost?” she said. “There’s the door.” 

He had a long head, so pale and weak-skinned he looked like melting ice, very ugly, with his nose somehow orange. He was short of breath, though it wasn’t evident he’d been walking or working at all. Couldn’t have been at altitude for more than a day.

She threw open the ledger for the day’s orders. At some point, the porcelain-headed knob would have to leave, or make an order, but she wasn’t going to ask for it. There were plenty in front of her now, overdue. Most urgent: a program for the Globe Theater’s Saturday matinees: Professor Pape Exhibits Modern Talents and Strike Oil! An Amateur Rendering of the Greatest Comedy of the Century! To be set in red, octavo, twenty count. 

But first, five hundred cards for new union pledges, and then, a union bulletin, twenty-five to start. On what size paper—to fold in two—she held down a roll of blank sheets with her right elbow, and pulled the band off with her left hand.

The shop bell on the door sprung. She looked up, expecting Yost. Another man, evidently associated with the first, stood in the entryway. 

“That’s Errol Butler,” the long-headed man said, “and I’m Russ Butler. Proprietors.” He approached the Gordon press. “This shop’s under new management,” he said, gripping the lever, “that’s what I’m telling you.” He thumped the ink roller.

“Don’t touch that,” she warned.

“You don’t touch it.” He pressed his boot on the treadle. He got no response from the machine, so he stomped on it hard without knowing the safety lever was down. When the wheel still didn’t respond, he kicked it. 

She knocked the heels of her hands into his ribs and sent him backward. He righted himself and held her arms down at her sides. He pressed his body against hers, then palmed her backside. His mouth stank. She fisted a paperweight into it, left-handed but hard. 

The man’s brother caught her second swing. The damaged man scowled. “Plump papist bitch,” he spat. Blood pooled in his beard.

“Shut your mouth, brother.” Errol Butler struggled to get his brother out the door. When he was finally gone, he took his hat off and held it with both hands over his vest. “I apologize. He will not do real harm,” he said. “You’ll be in my employ.”

“Get out!”

“Miss. Ma’am, I’ll have him transferred.”

“I’ll have him killed.”

“I am sorry,” he said, “that our entry and introduction was this way.”

“Where is Yost?” 

“He enjoyed a handsome offer.”

“A— jeezus.” 

“We’ll run the operation for the buyer, ma’am. Miss.”

“And who is that!”

He hung his head, mouth full of empty promises. He admitted he was not told who put the money up when the deal was made. Fran blinked the ambiguity back. She thought of something Peter had said. A copper-colored cat come streaking through a shroud of obscurity. Something was very much up. There had to be some order in the day or she would burst in two, maybe more. She ran her hand down her chest, her heart punching against her palm. She fixed her eyes on the list of orders. “Are any of these ready?” 

“I was planning to take the day to figure out how.”

“How what?”

Catherine Kelleher let the door bang shut next, and stood silent, communicating with a sure look that she’d just seen a bloodied man walk out of this shop. Fran gestured to Catherine to come join her where she stood. “We have to split the work up.” Fran said. “Cate and I, and you. Two teams. There’s an order of twenty for the bank, twenty for the Globe for you, and pledge cards for an organization, an order of five hundred for us. We’re going to need to wire a supply order before 2:40 as well. Here’s the bank’s prototype. So start with that.”

He took it from her hand, slowly, with no response. “The billheads are in the cabinet,” she said. “When you’re done with the programs you need to order. It gets done end of every month, so put one in today.” She went to Yost’s rolltop desk and pulled the chair out. “Here.” He sat and picked up a pen. She shoved the order forms in front of him.

“For the 2:40, get octavo, folio, plain manila sheets, and four jugs. And a rubber roller-head. We need a new price catalog.” She lit her second cigarette. “In winter,” she mumbled, “the freight can get stopped, so order double starting in September. There’s a spike around the holidays with banquets and balls, you’ll need poster sizes, colors, then a slump between that and the spring thaw. Mid-March, you have to be ready for supply orders. We print them in whole books for the mines and bind them too. But for now, just get what I said, and quoins of standard sizes.” 

Errol Butler put his name and the date on the top line of an order form, then paused, waiting.

“Later. We start with the jobs.” Fran turned to face the work bench, and Catherine followed her closely. “So. You’ve got your 6s, 4s, 3s, and 2s here. Those are the old folio sheets, you won’t need those. At most we’ll use the quarters. Then, these drawers have more A7s, octavo, and billet. Keep a large stock of the A7s, as I’m sure you know. Plenty here.” She took a long breath. “And here are the sorts, of course. Never run out.” 

The man showed no recognition of her shop-talk. “We’re setting type by hand,” she continued, “though there are some common and permanent slugs in the drawers, organized in the pockets. We’ve got mostly a standard face for circulars. You’re going to be doing up surgeon’s certificates, assayers reports, stock certs, bills, things like that. Mostly the same fonts. Sometimes there’s mixed fonts on the theater programs, and the hotels, and the other—houses, the other services—you know. Well, they print calling cards too, and gentlemen’s directories, the ‘little red books.’ Those get wrapped in brown paper for delivery.” 

Catherine looked at her shoes. 

Fran shrugged, and undid a latch. Eight connected trays blossomed out in full view. “So, you’ve got your furniture, some reglets, card scrap”—she pulled out an old sample—“here’s a botched sample for the March Ball, 1892. He forgot the second l.” She examined it, then looked at Errol Butler. “So, you can use all this to build out your chase. Your frame?” 

With no knowing expression to give, Errol looked away. “Christ god and savior,” Fran said, pacing a whole circle around the foyer of the shop with her wrists above her head, “all the saints and angels. So, this is printing. That’s the Gordon jobber and that’s the Liberty. The Chandler & Price is mine. Over here’s the ink.” She tapped two galvanized capped jugs with her shoe. “Where do I even start. Where are you from?”

“Columbus,” Errol said.



“Where’s that?”

“Ohio.”

“Well, winter here is long and it’s hard to work the ink, even summer mornings, sometimes. You’ll need to keep the jug rack on the stove.”

“It gets cold in Ohio too. I understand,” he said.

“You do not.” She tipped a steel jug and looked in. “But you will. So, pure oil ink is more expensive, but the pitch ink can freeze. We try to use pitch ink all summer. Just go start the order, I’ll start the fire.” Looking at the clock, she put Yost’s apron on. It was long and heavy, more so than hers; it felt like Pop Teague’s blacksmith’s apron, she figured. She couldn’t tie it with her one hand. Catherine did it for her, then put Fran’s smaller cloth apron on herself. 

With the ink on the heat, Fran showed them how to set type, how to tuck it in with the right furniture and perfect it with a gentle twist of the quoins, her thumb and a pinky doing the strained right-hand’s work of pinching and placing. She shook the hand out every few minutes. The work was slower than it had been before with ten fingers, but she made no mention of the stitched-up foothills where three fingers used to be. She rubbed the pain coming in the pad of her thumb and kept going.

She showed them how to level the words type-high, using her tool and her own bare fingertips as they caressed the raised, leaden shape of the letters.

“And,” she said out loud, “just that much will throw your whole print sideways if it isn’t fit right. Watch.” She wedged a thin wedge of wood into the offending space between the frame and the last word in that row. She inked the plate slowly, rolling it with her left hand, then pushed the wheel away. The rollers engaged in perfect timing, coming through the ink. 

“See?” She let out a short breath and looked at the clock, then wiped an accidental streak of ink up her temple and into her hair. “Let’s see your first one. You can use the Gordon,” she said to Catherine. “It has the throw-off lever.” She held up her hand. “Safer.”

The rhythm of the treadle and its clack, the tinkling crackle of the ink brought her heart to calm. Catherine held up her first print. 

“No good,” Fran said. “Your frame is shifting during the impression, so it comes out mackled. Down to the most basic level, everything has to fit and feel secure. Go again. I’ll do the pledge cards.”

“Pledges. May I ask, for what organization?” Errol said.



“It’s a Knights’ order. Pledges to a local once the WFM’s up from Cripple Creek.”

Errol got up out of Yost’s chair. 

“What now?” 


In front of The Miner’s Exchange restaurant, she leaned her bike against the side of the building, next to a donkey tied to a tree. She delivered her last order, a packet of menus. On her way out, the animal regarded her. A fly crawled out of its nostril, paused, then crawled back in. 

The fly must have known. By four o’clock, cold drops of rain were hammering craters in the dust. Rivulets of rust-colored water braided themselves down the roads. She was covered with mud from her boots past the hem of her skirt. A stripe of it ran straight up her back side, up her shirt. Her bike’s chain slogged to a slow grind. 

Fog settled over the rooftops, and from the high hill where the yard of the Healy House overlooked the city, the steeple of Annunciation was the only human artifact to pierce the cloud layer.  

She slung her empty sack over her back and walked her bike. She felt afraid of Peter Doyle now, or of the thing she would have to tell him. And the thing she’d have to admit to Mary, they would need to rent a room. 

The drama of the clouds made everything look farther away. Like a painting, immortal or otherwise in some way heavy, Fran saw it and felt it, and understood something Leona had said to her once. There were no words for it. Tourists bled money for art depicting this very scene. Fran had never felt bad for them before, but now, she understood the impossibility of knowing a place without being in it, without feeling so intimately bound to it as she did now. And she saw clearly the intensity with which the bosses were aiming to call it all their own.

For days, she plunged into a routine. Doyle had become occupied, even unfriendly, with his boy John Joe now seeing out of one eye at best. When she told Peter that they’d said no printing the word “union,” and no union printing at all, he shrugged and walked on. 

Maybe Leona’s feeling about the look of the place did have a kind of name. It occurred to Fran one night, after having moved her bed into Mary’s room to open a space for the brothers that  moving in, what it was. It was a question, an unanswered thing. An unsettling. It was about belonging, about having scraped and fought to be from a place. Even when she had lived here in this place her whole life, how could it not be hers? And when that place is on the cusp of transforming itself so wholly, was it not a kind of abandonment? 

It was the hardest question of all to sleep with. It made her sweat, legs sometimes kicking. She panted, hand over her heart, sometimes feeling like she would lose her footing on this world altogether, and be swept up by the sheer force of the fear and rumination. One night, it beat in her head so bad, the wakeful agitation made her heave, and soon gasp for air so hard it woke Mary up. Fran could only stop it by holding her head under the cutting cold water from the pump in the yard. On her hands and knees, hair dripping into her nightgown, she clutched at the grass with all seven fingers and bared her skin to the icy cold, just to hold herself down.
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Jenny

For days, a week or more, Jenny had worked the books, spoke with the bank. Was spoken at by the bank, really. The banker had looked at her like she was a doll, a bird, a toddler, a fuckin’ joke. What a thing to want: a building. Ashamed now, both for wanting it, and for failing to get it. That was the trap they’d set. It was a trap she could see clearly now, but the shame was still hanging on. 

A Society of Temperate Ladies had called a meeting downtown. Jenny helped the Vendome deliver a whole heap of snacks to the Ladies, for one dollar. One dollar. Of all the things she’d done for a dollar, this was taking the longest, and, up until the Ladies got to their next item on the agenda, it had been the most boring. 

Jenny stood in the back of the Presbyterian church that took up the corner of Eighth and Harrison Avenue, listening in, staying in her place next to their pile of coats and puffy reticules. The attendees were bunched up in the front, plates and cups on laps, citing concerns of theft and vandalism, deliberate and extreme, a parlor window and portions of ceiling destroyed. 

Vandalism. Serving justice, more like. Jenny delicately toyed with the buckle of some woman’s velveteen reticule and opened it, without looking down. She got her fingers in, and pulled a few things out. Whatever they were, they would elevate that one dollar, now, wouldn’t they. Deliberate. Yes, it very much was. Theft, no. It was merely reorganizing the plentitudes in this town, so everyone got some. Jenny stood up straight and secured a whole tray of surplus foodstuffs on her arm, very professionally and quietly, and removed it from its place. 

Expertly, chin up, she floated that tray through the backways and alleys, under the soft rain that always concluded a storm. She kicked a chipmunk out of her way. She gave two shoddy fellows lazing on the ground a scary look. She swore to Jesus she’d tear the head off the first knob that tried to reach up. No one did.

Upstairs, in what was not ever going to be her building, she called her girls together. She told them plainly, she’d still come around before winter, just in and out, but there was no hoteling in her future. Going home, she said. 

“It’s the storm,” Vee said. “Everyone thinks they need to get serious about something in a storm.” Vee shook the raindrops off a package of cheese and dug in.

“I am serious, Vee. And here, try this.” She pushed a tiny slice of rye bread and jam across the floor. “For today, we live like kings.” 

“Did you pay for this?” Vee said.

“One dollar.”

“Would you look at that,” Della said. “Chocolate. This cheese. Some scran.” 

“Is this what it feels like to be rich, you think?” Tess said, licking her lips.  

“No way,” Della said. “I’d be wearing silk knickers during tea if I were rich. Food tastes different then. And they’ve all this plus the knickers, plus they go around eating cheese, thinking nothing bad’s about to happen after they swallow it. We’ll never taste cheese like that.” 

“Well, don’t eat it all,” Jenny said. She pulled some lady’s trinkets from her pocket and gave them out. Hairpins, snuff, a handkerchief with yellow roses, fifty cents, and a partial deck of cards. 

“Am I in charge?” Tess said.

“Are you?”

“I am,” Tess said, resolutely, shuffling the cards. “And I’m gonna fill it up.”

“There you are, then.” Jenny left the tray and the reticule and took the cheese. “Soon,” she managed. She kept the words of goodbye to a bare minimum, for she had none that were suited to what she felt. 


Without warning, the afternoon storm that had folded them all up inside themselves quit. Evening sunlight saw the opening and shot down through it. The birds in the big cottonwood on Third and Alder thrashed around the limbs, shaking pellets of hail to the ground. The sun on Jenny’s back burned warm. 

Jenny’s drawers were some sort of ordinary cotton or linen and they were good enough. They could be smaller though. They glided around her pelvis and under her crotch, and she danced subtly under her skirt when she crossed Poplar, thinking her decision felt right. The sun geared her up for the incline east of Orange without even having to rest. She marched straight uphill. 

A wagon was on its way down. Its beasts got their weight in their heels while the driver rode the brake. An empty bottle rolled underneath the carriage and blasted to bits under the wheel. The driver lifted his cap. Jenny nodded.

She glided up to her green and yellow door. It was locked. She pounded on it, her key at the bottom of her heavy bag. When the door opened, it framed a man. 

Some men come into their portraits unsure of their props. For it happened far too often, that the process of documenting the shape of a body, by offering a silver plate to collect its light, took so long that the subject’s eyes grew weary. The subject’s descendants would hold the photograph in their hands decades later and wonder at the solemn, time-beaten expression. The descendants would marvel at the magnitude of their ancestor’s eyes, strained and haunting, their one hand blurred where it could not resist an itch. 

But this man was all there. This man, in her house, holding open her own door, would never be able to afford a photograph, but would never be forgotten, not anymore, not so long as the image informing her now remained as clear to her always as it was on this day: a cut man, sleeves rolled up, his hair shorn low in the boarding house custom, but at least a week ago or more. His skin was not so good but there was a confidence to him, even with marks on his cheeks and flakes where the sun had torn him up. 

“Who are you?” Jenny said.

The man was small in his nervousness, and could not arrive at anything better than the same. “Who are you?” he said.

“Frances!” Jenny called out, sashaying past him.

“She isn’t here,” he managed. 

“Mary!” 

“Now hang on,” he said. 

She turned in a way that would make her skirts twist to settle when she faced him. The air in her skirt’s wake was all rose and vetiver. Leather, cigars.



Martin Noonan smelled Eugenia Byrne. He could not avoid it. “Martin Noonan,” he said, wanting more. Jenny turned around to face him directly. He sweated. His washed underlayers were hung directly between himself and herself, sagging just above their heads. He strained not to look at her too much, but of course he could not be staring at his own damp raggedy drawers, either. He studied the kitchen table. 

“Eugenia Byrne,” Jenny said. “I live here.”

He could not prevent it: he looked up at her eyes, and unfortunately then at her hair. It was so full and alive, and the curls so piled on that he had to look back at the table just to recall if he had already said his name. “Martin.”

“Yes. Noonan, is it?”  

“I’m boarding here,” he said, beet-red, “and my brother too.”

“There’s another?” She whirled around.

It was Fran that came in next with liver wrapped in butcher’s paper. 

“Frances,” Martin started, “she—”

“She’s my sister,” Fran said, resolutely. “She comes around sometimes.” Fran set the liver on the table and put her hands on her hips, a rare smile radiating. It was clear the two women had thoughts spinning that they were holding back, more than the usual stirrings. 

“I’m home now,” Jenny finally said, her voice faint.

Tom came in clacking the back door behind him, all youth and words, burping, wiping his hands on his pants. He was barefoot. He took off his cap. “Evening, miss. I’m Tom,” he said to Jenny. “The old one there, is my brother.”

In the smaller room at the end of the hallway was Jenny’s bed and several stacks of newspapers. Per his instructions, Martin hauled Jenny’s bed out of the room and set it next to Fran’s. In the newly available room, he unrolled a long strip of canvas on the floor and neatly arranged his wool blanket over it. 

He laid down. The bedroll between himself and the floor was nothing to write home about but what was suddenly all around him seemed so good, he prayed it might keep. Then he dusted himself off and got up.



Fran and Jenny Byrne had liver and canned peaches and cheese and tea and wine for dinner, a side of men to go with it. Tom ate standing up for lack of chairs, holding his plate and fork, and he went on talking, chewing, about his great disappointment in dreaming about work, that he was at work even when he was sleeping at night, knackered and working, as if the brain was a corrupt boss and gave no breaks at all. And it made Aunt Mary laugh, who wanted to know if he needed anything, if he had enough on his plate, enough light on his hat in the drifts. 

It was too soon to ask about home, but Fran felt that Mary would have the Noonans’ whole story soon enough. Martin got up to take the empties to the kitchen. Tom stayed at the table and asked Mary if she had wisdom to offer about the winter, for it would be his first time going the whole season up here, or should they leave it off, he said, and talk about something else. Mary smiled, pleased to begin with the two most crucial things: stay dry, and keep a hat on. Tom was hardly done explaining he had no hat suitable for wearing to bed, before Mary found her yarn and started one.

When the Doyles came in, a good number of Kellehers followed, and they all got so crowded around the table, Fran could not tell where her sleeve ended and Jenny’s began. Little John Joe seemed well enough, always looking somewhat upward now, tracing his path with his hands in front of him, or Eddy sometimes held on to him, leading him faster to wherever their next crimes took them.

When Peter asked her about her day, she was surprised, but she went for it. She told them about a customer she’d seen at the Miner’s Exchange restaurant, man from out of town in clean pants and the latest hat, writing things down in a little notebook. A sour face. Didn’t seem like a journalist. 

She told them all about the printshop’s terms, how it had an unknown buyer stipulating no political printing. Just ads and news, and that Errol Butler wouldn’t say more, but seemed to have no real opinion on it. They hung on her words, mulling. When a knock at the door came, they jumped.  It was Dan Hansen.

“Just returning a handsaw, Mrs. Byrne,” Hansen said. “Lights were out at the Doyles, figured you were all here.”

“Well, stay a minute,” Mary said. Hansen held his hat and approached the table. 

“We’re just catching up on talk that’s banned underground,” Peter said. 

Hansen shook his head. “Does seem extreme,” he said.

Peter ran his hand through his hair. “They’re a step ahead of us,” he said, “there’s a new printing contract, see,” he said to Hansen. “The buyer’s not named. Don’t like it too much, but.”



“Can’t say union,” Fran said. 

“Well,” Peter said, “we will say it, and more, once the WFM’s done in Cripple Creek.”

“When do you figure they’ll get here?” Hansen said.

“Maybe a month? We just wait for news from Cripple Creek till then. Once they’ve got our back, the management will have to negotiate. We’re next in line.”

“Has anyone any music?” Jenny said.

“Martin’s an instrument,” Tom said, climbing up the ladder into the loft. 

“No,” Martin said.

“Ah, go on,” Tom said. Martin cast his younger brother a look that made him go quiet. There were kind goodnights for Mary, then Hansen left with the Doyles. Jenny excused herself, and Tom climbed up to the loft. Martin made his way to the room that smelled like Jenny. 



Fran stared at the ceiling, awake. 

“Danny Hansen, huh,” Jenny said. 

“What?”

“He looked at you.”

“If we’re going to share a room—”

“It’s raining men, that’s all.”

“Can you keep your bed in the kitchen?”

“Come on, Oscar, you missed me when you were gone. I tried to save us, you know. I nearly got in some trouble—”

“What?”

“—for doing what was right, that’s all. Then I got up the road and found our house half emptied and I thought I would die. Agnes saw me crying, nonstop, I’ll never live it down.”

“Something’s not right.”

“You’re just now arriving at that? I am not the slow one after all.”

“Something is just different, which is the same as wrong.”

“I’m going to sleep. I have a busy day minding Mary tomorrow, and at least three Kellehers. I don’t like kids. Or sometimes Mary, either.”

“Don’t say that.”

“She can’t hear us. You hear the snoring?”

“Go to sleep.”


Fran could not go to sleep. Not a hope. Fully spent, exhausted, her mind did its own thing anyway. It ticked forward in a rickety way, a clock off balance. It was just a job printing shop after all. Who would buy it in a depression, anonymously? Why wouldn’t Martin sing? 

Why do a person’s feet stop growing while the rest keeps filling out? What would it be like when the WFM steps off the train? How long until they get a pool? She’d forgotten to scrub her teeth. Everyone had. Everyone was here. Six hours ago, it felt like enough. She tried to breathe slow, to calm herself, to avoid crawling in desperation to the ice-water another night.

But where was Hansen even from? She would die without Jenny Byrne. Did they not want to see more of the world than just this? But if you take your eyes off anything, it will be snatched away. If you don’t lie awake attending to it, it will leave you forever— 
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La Périchole 

By the Feast of the Epiphany, 1894, winter had made its case for being the essence and natural state of Leadville, to which summer was a brief exception. 

White snow cut the black air at five o’clock. There was no moon at all. The WFM was preoccupied, every telegram said. It was a hard thing to read when the horizon was obscured by frost so thick you could cut it. 

Not even afternoon devotions at Annunciation could calm Gerard Kelleher, and it was unclear what the problem really was. All of it. Ger sat in his cleanest coat, waiting for his family to get their act together. It was the miners’ night to see a show at the opera house, and he wished it wasn’t. Yet, at least they could be prompt for once. He let his eyes lean on the brightness of the lantern’s flame on his kitchen table.

Ger added up the days; he had not seen sunlight in three months, going down the cage so early in the morning it was pitch dark. Coming out in the late afternoon, when it was already dark again. For two dollars and sixty cents, on accord of his experience, they’d told him. Like he should be proud, and he was. Beats two-fifty, a bit. Used to be three. Should be four. Well, times were hard, what about it. It was always Peter going sideways for principles, but Gerard felt pleased with himself at least for understanding. This is just how it is. No boss has a magic wand and no union can make him get one. 

Sometimes, when Ger considered how dark and difficult was this world, he felt himself almost smile. Yes, an awful place, the world. And everyone busting tail to improve it, was stupid, really. He scratched at the kitchen table with his thumb. There were crumbs of food stuck deep in the grain of a wood-knot. They had been there for months. He pulled his pocketknife out.

His daughter’s stockinged feet appeared as she climbed down the ladder by the stove pipe. She jumped off once she was half-way down. 

He slammed his fists, whacking the table so hard the lamp jumped. His knife clattered to the floor. “Step off, goddamit.” Bitter, without warning, his tone sucked air from the room. “Do it again and step off!” 

Agnes came in, but Ger lifted up his arm to signal he would not be interfered with. Through her sobs, Catherine said she was sorry, and she was, though she did not know for what. Agnes started to talk. 

“Don’t,” he said. He took the coat off, walked to the bedroom, and shut the door.



The interior of the Tabor Opera House was not as big as Fran remembered from two years ago. But the lighting was new. She wriggled in next to Aunt Mary and pulled her tobacco pouch around to her front. 

When Agnes Kelleher came in and found their row, snow fluttered down off her shoulders and littered the smoky air with shine. Fran waved her over, but Agnes was busy addressing her unusually sour-faced children with a forced expression of excitement.

Catherine’s hair glowed as she helped her mother pull the coats off the younger ones, then pulled their shirts back down, nudged them to pick up their hats, patted down their electrified strands of hair. 

Agnes gave them each a program, then rolled one up and whapped Eddy on the head for what reason Fran did not see. 

The carbon-arc pendants dimmed, but Fran saw no one reaching up to turn them down. Fran studied the mysterious lights, then leaned to Agnes and whispered, “What’s the matter?”

“Gerard,” Agnes whispered back, “is in a state, again.” 

“So he’s in bed then?”

“Still in his clothes.” 

An orator stepped forward to deliver remarks. He gesticulated and cleared his throat and launched a speech about great men who stop at nothing to advance themselves, without complaint, in pursuit of his dreams and his right to work, and so does the opportunity attract us all!

Rud Leitner passed a flask of something that smelled like peppermint. The conductor, way down in the pit, tapped his music stand and raised his arms.

The heavy curtains flexed, then slid apart. They revealed six large panels of art in the background, setting the scene: a street in Paris, so real you could reach out and touch the stone buildings, the glass windows. Leona had made them years ago and they were still bright. 

“Leona’s?” Agnes whispered. Fran nodded and thumbed through the program. They’d been printed at Yost’s. But there was no mention of the set artist. The error of omission was hers, and it was glaring. Somedays in the shop it seemed like she was being watched, but Errol was usually reading, or out. He never looked to see what she was making, and no one had come asking in weeks. She considered this, then used the program to fan her own smoke away.

Fran leaned to her other side a half hour in and told Mary, the trouble with opera is you don’t know if a thing is good or bad. “Listen to her, Mary, singing miserable words, but beautifully. What do we do with that?”

“The word you’re seeking, you flute,” Mary said, without taking her eyes off the soloist, “is complexity.” 

“Shht,” Peter Doyle said from the row behind. Fran held her hand up in a dismissive gesture. 

For our love cannot live with privation; believe me, I know it is true.

If I’m tortured, my dear, with starvation, how can I be loving to you?

In fairness, the soprano had a point, Fran figured. Even the kids sitting with them were quietly thoughtful when the leading couple had to busk to pay for their marriage license but didn’t make enough money. But for the people seated across the house, Fran observed, those in the chairs with velvet backs, down there and in the box seats, they were giggling at the very same scene.

Leitner produced a second flask when the baritone playing the boss did a song about vagrants. The box seats and center mezzanine remained light, gossiping across suits and gowns even when, in the next scene, the leading tenor had to dig himself out of a hole in the ground with a penknife. 

The audience on the charity benches wasn’t laughing at all. Fran and her neighbors were far from the stage on their long curved benches, their faces  more solemn than ever. But they would not stay to applaud. Before the curtains could close, someone with a modern hat and no beard at all snuck into their section discretely. He handed a note to Hugh Sweeney. 

Sweeney read it and leapt up, his shagging hair swaying, and sent the message down the row. The note traveled fast. Hats and coats and babies were grabbed, lit pipes still in mouths. They cleared out as the orchestra grinded toward the final score.






Opt. reports that the Irish of E. Sixth Street bring their children everywhere no matter the hour and tonight they exceeded the charity seats. No good remarks were made about the opening speech “In Praise of Moffat & Campion the Self-Made Men.” Tom Noonan said to his brother the speech was “sh-te” and Martin Noonan said something to Charles Ryan in Irish despite the ordinance. Charles Ryan’s wife is a good part part Ute and Sheriff Bowers knows it. They left before curtain, when someone got the wire that Cripple Creek mines were ordered by Moffat and Smith to work ten hours on the eight-hour wage, no increase in pay. In the alley off the green-room exit, Peter Doyle stated that the Free Coinage sleepers in that camp would not stand for it. Hugh Sweeny stated he would put his name in for shifts at the Wolf-tone next week and asked Thomas Noonan to walk with him. Returned to Maine House on foot with Jack Guinan, the walk was difficult. No talking. Retired to my room at eleven p.m. 


Faithfully yours,

D. H.



House full of neighbors, cards out. A heap of coats in the corner of the living room with Rosie Kelleher asleep on top. The baby Gene asleep on the table in the middle of the game, and everyone waiting for someone to poke their head in the door with an update about Cripple Creek. Great, Fran thought, I’ve got a cigarette stuck to my chapped lip. 

Her lip stretched the little wounds. She had to take it out and hold it between her thumb and pinky in her right hand. She fanned her cards out in her left hand. Fran called to Catherine, “Take my queen out, throw it down.” She nodded for Catherine to pull the winnings toward her. “Good girl Cate.” 

They took turns repeating the audacity in the wire, which Peter held unfolded in his hands. He read it again: Moffat and Smith had announced that the workday in Cripple Creek mines would go from eight to ten hours, with no increase in pay. 



A move that brutal, Peter said, “What are they playing at? We’re not even down to eight hours yet.” He waved off his cards and went to sit in the rocker, where he could stare at the wall and fume. 

That night, even old Charlie Ryan and his wife Ann stayed late, seated on the other side of the room with Martin, trading very long songs and sometimes taking the fiddle up, sometimes going to the door to look at the snow and see if Charlie and Ann would be able to walk home that night or not.

Fran motioned to Ann to grab a coat and join her outside in the frozen air, even for a few minutes of cold, clear peace.

“What did you win, Frances?” Ann said.

“The Kearney’s barn and a sample of soap from the Delaware Hotel. Stay, Ann. Be a long walk home.” 

With no clouds and no moon, heaven’s membrane was thinned to nothing. Not a single cluster was held back. The diamonds poured out, and the purple and blue galaxies flowed all the way to the ground. 

“Frances,” Ann said. “It was sad to know you’d been taken out of town. We all panicked. But here you are.”

“Here I am.”

“Thanks to Butte.”

Fran sipped and nodded.

“How is it, printing, for who knows, someone very rich, is that right?”

Fran stayed quiet.

“I am curious, Frances. What do you think the boss would do if you wrote just a few things. For us, as a neighborhood. Not so much a union?”

“I’m coming back out with hot mugs.” Fran’s breath made a small cloud.

“Sweeten it!” Ann said.

When Fran was seated again, she fixed her look on one star in particular, but observed that she could not see it if she looked directly at it. She looked to the side, and it shone like a red gem. “Ann,” Fran said, “is it so wrong to want to be rich?”

“Yes.”

“Took you no time at all there.”

“I look at the stars more often than you. I’ve already had all these thoughts.”

Steam curled up from Fran’s laughter.



“When I learned Spanish from the nuns in Ratón,” Ann said, “I remember thinking the Spanish had so many words for poor. I didn’t have any. America has even more, the most.” She swallowed her hot drink thoughtfully. “Poverty, destitution, depression, pauper, famished, poor—”

“Jeeze.”

“—penniless, downtrodden. But money isn’t infinite, see? There’s no world where all those people work hard and become rich. It’s a false promise. Lying is a sin.”

Fran took in a long, thoughtful breath in through her nose; the air was sharp with winter wood-smoke and ice. From inside the house, they could hear Martin draw the bow and pull a tune that held them still at first, until from within itself, a rhythm emerged and released them forward into its rolling measures. 

“I’d love to be rich.” Fran shivered. “There, I said it.”

“Even if poverty is the fuel of that wealth?” 

“The fuel—aw, jeeze.”

“It is. There’s a poison in it.” 

“Don’t make me laugh again. My teeth get cold.”

“It’s true. A poisoned well.”

“I still want it.”

“Think about it. My convent loved the Indian agencies, who loved ranches, because ranches love fences.”

“What?”

“A Ute family that can’t go around, can’t pursue grazing herds because of the long fences, won’t be able to hunt right. Not with that fencing strung across miles of land. So, mostly ranchers’ wives and some of the convent sisters liked to start programs on farming or cooking. But the programs weren’t needed before, you see? They’re not even wanted now.”

“All I said—”

“The families who come to the agencies never needed to before. The only people who feel good about it is the ranchers’ wives. The nuns. See? The kind of wealth made up here, it requires poverty. And for whoever is rich, poverty creates their chance for charity.”

A night train signaled its approach, hours later than it usually came in. Fran pulled her blankets up over her head and drew her fingertips back into the cloth of her sleeves. “So charity is a sin now too?”



“Yes.” 

“No. Money does some amazing things. All the new ways of moving water, treating it. Lights. Trains.”

“I can remember when water didn’t need to be treated.”

“Even at the seminary where you met your man?”

“Before that. Long before that.”

“Before you spied poor Cathal washing his clothes and stole him from his vocation? Tell me that story.”

“Don’t change the topic. And you know, I gave mine up too, you know.”

“I’ll bet you did.”

“My vocation. Let me make my point. This kind of money has to create problems to solve. If we were all satisfied, imagine it!”

“I do every day, Ann.”

“No. I’m saying, their wealth needs our unhappiness, so that we will want. See? So we believe we have to work desperately hard. What did your family ever tell you about it, your mother, or your father. What did they say?” 

But then, Jenny’s boots rushed through the drifts, poking holes in the snow like an ungulate. “The Hodges, we’re going now.”  
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Leona

Leona Hodges did not care what day it was. If it was night or day or what. Didn’t give a damn about any one thing except how to exhale without screaming. Didn’t care how many hours it had been. That a body can do its own thing, have a life of its own, be monstrous and loud despite the person suffering inside it, made Leona want to tear the beams from the wall of the house and hurl them. It was like that every two minutes.

In between her muscles’ involuntary seize and grip, she panted. Sweated. Going on that way for two days, could have been. She shivered. Once, she shat, and Agnes expertly and discretely assisted her in some way she couldn’t see, the sheer size of Leona’s belly obstructing her view.

Time ticked on, and Leona couldn’t be comfortable on her back, on her side, in a squat. Every way to exist with her body took effort. Even being still was work. It made her limbs quiver. Lying down required straining. Her muscles were so completely worn to nothing she wanted to flee them. She shook. 

Worse, after the sun set and began to rise again, the Hodges’ neighbor Charlotte wrung her hands and announced she could see the baby’s legs where the head should be. 

Agnes and Jenny filled mixing bowls with snow. With blue fingers they palmed gobs of it and took it in and pressed the snow on top of Leona’s bare belly, replacing every handful as soon as it melted. Charlotte and Fran took turns pulling hot towels off the stove to push up on the lowest part of her belly and between her legs while Leona groaned and wept and shook her head, and then came back into it, breathing again, joining the others as they coaxed the fetus to have mercy and turn toward the heat. 

Around three in the afternoon, Charlotte whispered something to Ellen. Through her sweaty eyelashes, Leona recognized the shape of Charlotte’s worried mouth saying, Joseph. Shaft three. 



But the creature inside Leona rallied. It finally writhed and turned, shoving its heels up against Leona’s ribs to dive headlong toward the heat. 

Leona retched, but could not turn to her side. Agnes came again with the cleaning, wiping down Leona’s front Fran waited, standing against the wall, cigarette in her mouth. Every time Agnes handed her the big bowl, Fran went out to toss and rinse. 

By the time the afterbirth purpled the bowl, Leona saw another dusky blue at the window. She was sure she could perceive the earth turning. She looked down at the commotion in her hands. 

Agnes had two fingers between the tangled cord and the newborn’s neck. Someone put a hat on his quiet head while Charlotte pulled a knife through the fire. 

Leona closed her eyes and wanted to give the quiet weight back to wherever it came from. But when she opened them again, her boy flopped his arms out and screamed.


After Charlotte ensured that everything left to come out had made its way, Fran dumped all of it down the hole in the outbuilding. The cord slipped like a rope into the deep. 

Fran gathered another load of washing and agitated it into the tub, pressing things with her right wrist, and working them with her left hand to pull them through the wringer and hang them up. 

They filled the bowl with the cleanest reserved water, the temperature below tea. Propped upward by four women, Leona held the new human over the water. When he got loud, his gums quivered. He latched well. His pinkie finger splayed out next to his crusty eyes as he drank. 

Agnes stuffed a dry scrap of cloth into her blouse against her own suddenly leaking left breast, then drew a new bath, made from four jugs boiling, two cold. Leona howled and fought it. Traces of blood curled in the bathwater.  

“There’s a tear, Lee,” Charlotte said. She filled a pocketed space in the center of a pair of bloomers with strips of cotton outing flannel. “Don’t use the papers in the outbuilding. No catalog pages or anything. Don’t sit too long, take breaks and check. We’ll bring clean remnants over every other day or so.” 

“Wash yourself out daily,” Agnes said. “If blood runs it runs. Wear black stockings and the black wool skirt until it stops.” 



Everyone was flitting around following her orders, but to Leona, the words were mottled, they disappeared as soon as they were spoken. 

“Let’s clean it all up, come on.” Agnes handed Fran a freshly wrung-out rag.

“What’s the hurry?” Fran asked, wiping blood off the floor.

“Nice to make it look easy, when the father gets here.”

Dried and dressed, sitting on pillows, Leona took it in: there was a stunningly grumpy new human curled up on her chest. People called babies sweet, but she saw it right away. There would never be more ruthless confidence in a person than there was in their first days, the most pre-human, barely human days. He would scream for whatever he wanted, until he chose to be in the world among others. 

Now, because of him, the house and the windows and the light were also new. It was not, she saw, the same world now. She was suddenly obscure to herself. 

She began to cry, then cried because of it, not knowing why there should be sadness instead of joy. 



All the way home from the Hodges’, on the short but snow-deep road, Ellen Doyle bared her head down against the winter and wept. Fran enumerated reasons not to cry, for wasn’t the child a shocking picture of health for all the drama, but Ellen only waved Fran’s commentary off, weeping harder. Two loaded wagons on cutters slid by. When they finally got to Sixth and Ash, the two women stood between their houses. “Will I come in?” Fran asked. 

The two stood quietly in the Doyles’ front room. The room was in its natural state, not expecting a visitor. Peter’s newspapers were piled on the floor at the head of the long bench heaped with quilts, where she now sat. A book was open, face down, on the wooden stool next to the couch. There was a whole cairn of books on the floor in the corner. Along the wall behind the stove, his socks and two pairs of his long underwear were hung to dry. 

Ellen set two mugs on the table. One small crack in the skin of Ellen’s knuckles let out the tiniest stripe of blood. She went to the bedroom and came back with a small bowl and a spoon. She spread the contents across her knuckles. 

“Best I could make myself.” Ellen pushed the bowl to Fran. Fran carved some out and ran it over her hands, her eyes wincing for the nearly painful pleasure of softening the frozen cuts. She spread some across her lips.

“You don’t need to stay, Fran, it’s fine.”

“When does John Joe get home from school?” 

“He walks up with the Kellehers around three. He stayed with them last night, in case I had to leave and Peter too.” When she swallowed, it seemed loud. She wiped a tear off her chin and stayed quiet.

“Ah,” Fran said, “you’re thinking of the twins now.” 

Ellen closed her eyes. The Byrne girls had never been subtle. “Yes. Don’t like to bother Peter with it. Or anyone.”

“I don’t mind.” 

“He minds. He’s still cross with Father Timlin about the ordeal. Father should have said a funeral. Well, I don’t know what all Peter’s cross about now, it used to be that.” Ellen’s chest rose and fell but her voice started out soft. “I wish it was that. I’m not making sense. It was hard, that’s all. Why is it so hard? On women. Up here. Where else do babies come out so half-sized and mostly dead? Mine did. You’ve seen it. Blue, the size of a shoe. Say something.”

“I’m listening. Tell me everything.”

“What is the point of telling it? I want to know why.”

“I don’t know. They say it’s the air. It’s the air this high, it’s hard for hearts so small. I don’t understand it myself.”

“Two,” Ellen mouthed the word, barely making a sound. She stared at the long white threads on the table, laid out for her next project. 

“Then,” Ellen said, “after they came out, just to hear the room quiet, no one saying the usual things. Frances”—she looked at Fran, eyes wild—“they looked blue, the boy one was already gone. The other, her eyes came open a little, then, she was just blue.” 

When she finally lifted her head up from the table, Ellen spoke to the center of the room. “Agnes handed me them both, the boy and the girl. And I had my look, and handed them to Peter. Peter took them. He said to me later they were wrapped up. Given a box. Father Timlin said there was nothing he could do but hope for mercy, so we went down the next morning in Muldoon’s wagon without Father to Catholic Free and set the box down, in lot fifteen. Peter dug out and patted the soil down so carefully. When we got home, someone had left butter. And cake. I spread the butter on a slice. I don’t know who brought it all. I believe it had coffee in it. I ate it outside. And there was a deer-fly caught in the outhouse, huge. I could hear it, beating against the door. It wanted to get out. It didn’t want to be left in there while we all just walked away.” Ellen stifled a cry. “Coffee,” she said, resisting it, “and maybe honey in it. That was the type of cake. On a glass plate.”

Ellen went to the couch and laid down, talking softly, looking at the ceiling. “When the Knights put up the argument for family insurance, it was better that year, do you remember that? Then the MOA dropped it.” 

“Peter has mentioned it. They’re asking for that in the contract after this stop-gap. Will you come to the meeting?” 

But Ellen was sound asleep. 



The shape of Fran’s right hand was changing. She woke up late the day after Leona’s baby had been born. Even on a workday, she laid in bed for a moment, trying to move parts of her thumb and pinky that were stiff from overuse. The ridge of missing fingers was curling inward, she noticed. That hard edge had lifted and moved forward, like compacted spindrift on the edge of a high peak. She got up. The first piece of clothing she put on was the black glove from Cripple Creek, just the one glove, to cover the mounds.

With Catherine pinching up the smallest sorts, Fran measured a page that would suffice for a modest broadside and prepared the chase. 

Errol Butler yawned and turned the page of the Herald. He never checked the content of her modest bulletin. 

Besides, they had said it at every card table, and in every living room over and over the last several weeks: only scab labor could push Cripple Creek to the brink, but it would take a lot of scabs to make any dent in the solid mass the union there had secured. And that union was about to join the Western Federation of Miners. Leadville was next. A year late is better than never, and Leadville would be all right. 

If scabs, what? When the question was put to Doyle, he’d always go on about Mike Mooney and assure them there would be no scabs or any fuss because they’d take their time getting it done with class, per the tradition. 

The Butlers’ contract stipulated no printing for the Knights of Labor or for any union. It renamed the shop Butler Bros. Printers & Stationers while  Errol Butler mostly sat in a chair with the pudge of his gut propping up a book or a paper to make it look as if he weren’t nodding off. It was maddening, and it was to her advantage. If he wasn’t checking the prints before she delivered, what about it. 

Catherine tightened the quoins around the words and letters. Fran rolled out the ink.

The next generation of miners on Fryer and Carbonate hills will appreciate a union’s haste in securing standards of insurance for families, and the presence of good, equipped doctors within bell distance of  every mine. Working men meet at Toledo House, enter at corner of Toledo and Third by the green gas lamp, Tuesdays. Union Hall, 517 Harrison, Thursdays.


She examined the prototype. It was good. But in the room’s silence, she imagined a newsletter with art as good as Leona could make. A border or a banner. A lady liberty. Getting ahead of herself now. First things first. Get the word union out the door. Down the street. She printed fifty copies and split the orders in two, filling a bag for Catherine. 
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Deep Time

On upper east Sixth Street, it had long been taught that you ought to keep your head down. Being born and growing up was less about discovering some singular purpose than it was about giving yourself up to the daily work on which everyone else depended. It was a lesson that was, in alternating turns, resented and revered. When and how it was taught, was unclear. 

Most days above ground consisted of washing and hanging up, yelling and counting money, chipping crust from pans, wiping butts, practicing penmanship, dragging tubs from here to Eden, dropping some kind of batter in that day’s hot fat. 

Someone would tell Beulah Dewar then, that it’s Wednesday, or it’s 1894, and she could no more than shrug and add salt if there was some. 

And how would Agnes Kelleher ever have the luxury of distinguishing one day from the next when the relentless iteration of black stockings, linen tops, towels, and remnants for stuffing Catherine’s and Leona’s pants, all had her fully tethered to their constant return. 

To this ebb and flow of things was added a small, folded two-page newsletter. Fran told Errol Butler it was a catalogue, in miniature. Whether he knew what was going in it, alongside the odd advertisement, she could not tell. But when Jack Schiller came in and asked for fifteen copies of his own, he did a thing with his eyes before he came up with a reason. The Maine House, he said. And the offices too, he said.



Underground, moving collectively was not so much taught as it was felt. That far down, individuation could kill. Lessons were hardly needed, but resistance was. Mountains were liable to seduce a man into secrecy from time to time. Mountains would tempt a miner into his own head, his own long thoughts. Ruminating that far underground was a poor fit for the low light and each man knew it. 

Tom Noonan shut the front door at 701 before dawn, in what ought to be spring, yet the black frozen air and earth smelled like ice and made him doubt there had ever blossomed a spring anywhere, that there ever existed a smell of sea salt, a squish of warm grass, a hatching gull. These were pictures, merely. Thin memories. They floated and fell and were soon lost on the road’s archive of frozen bootprints.

He slipped. He moved to the edge of the path where there was snow instead of ice. He was assigned to the Robert Emmett again this month, and was glad for it. But the walk was long and cold, and he was already hungry for his lunch by the time he brassed in. 

Down the cage, not getting warmer, he tried to recall it: what the same month was like at home, and then he tried not to think of the month of March, or home, at all. A miner had a choice at some point. He could refuse the seduction of these depths, and insist on remaining himself—a creature of the light and the surface with memories and hopes—but if he did that, he’d be ill at ease while working underground, missing beats. 

Best to do the other thing: give himself up to the work’s rhythms, to the hours going by in the dark, and the same air, and the same noise, no tender memories. Don’t overthink anything. Don’t get soft. Those were the hours when he was most efficient. Those were the nights he clocked out safe and well, but those were also the nights on his pillow when he did not recognize himself. 

Tom Noonan tried to sing, as Peter Doyle had suggested, all day. You can sing but do not whistle, Peter had warned, or the cousin Jacks will string you up. Suspicious cunts. If you whistle in the bal you’ll die in the week, the Cornish always said. But song, well. In the seventh hour of his shift, Tom tried to ward off his mind’s attrition with tunes, but wasn’t it Martin who had the gift. Tom pulled the lamp off his hat. He made a round circle, shining it on the rock face in front of him. Mostly compound ore with combination copper and quartz, Doyle had said, and further back, lower down in a wall of breccia and sulfosalts, was a long vein of silver. But there was something else.  

“Sing something,” Tom said. Martin was with him, but not close to see where Tom was striking. As long as Martin was singing, Tom could be sure he wasn’t watching. Martin obliged, with a long and mindless tune, mostly humming.

Tom knelt down in front of what he’d seen. With both bare hands on the ancient substance, eyes peeled, Tom brushed away the dirt. It was round. It laid in the mountain at a tilt, curled up. He dug on top of it and saw more. It was a portion of a spiral, with sand of leaded silver caked in the depths of its curved shell. His heart pushed his blood fast and loud.

For an hour it could have been, or a year or a brief minute, Tom Noonan tried to coax the thing out of its tomb. It got bigger, smoother, as he brushed it with his sleeve.

He wrinkled his toes in the boots he had borrowed for the shift. The thing was bigger than it had first revealed itself to be. He hooked his kettle lamp back on to his hat. This was his feeling now, as if it were calling to him. He decided to section out a piece from that wall and work at the thing separately. He cut the earth from the inside. Found a rhythm to it until he went to the face, pissed, and came back. 


 “I’m winning,” Martin said. He was still fifteen feet away, approaching with his lamp trained on Tom’s cart of rocks. “I’ve all that there plus one more shovelful.”

Tom aimed his light away from the fossil and sat down in front of it. “Time?”

“Two to close.”

“Two what?”

“Hours, Tommy. Don’t sit too long.” 

“I know. You can go on.”

Tom chipped at the hard dirt around his discovery, then took his shirt and brushed dust off the edge of it. The whole thing came right out, into his hands. 

Where no oceans were, 730 feet below the dry grass, below the treeline and the velvet tundra, he held a creature of the sea in his palm. 

His palm, where he had not held a snail since he was five. Since he was surrounded by water. By silver threads of rain hovering over the sand. By his sister clamoring up the green cliff. The smell of mud and the rising tide. 

A man would tell his brother of this finding, would he not? But Tom let Martin’s light shrink in retreat without opening his mouth. Sometimes a secret felt like power. Telling, was always a naked exposure to the deadliest of all the elements, men. 

The ancient snail-like creature got wrapped in a torn bit of shirt around Tom’s thigh, tucked high up under his groin. He tucked the cuff of his trousers into his boots just in case. Practiced walking naturally. 

The smell of warming mud and the rising tide—the wind bending clumps of green grass. An arrow of sun at the end of the lane. His sisters at the window. The sound of the red door’s hinge. 



A disc of clumped snow slipped off Dan Hansen’s hat. The interior of the Arcade Saloon was not warm, but it was not as cold as the road. 

The main floor was a loose-tongued circus of working men. The wall-mounted elk’s ears shook. The animal’s eight-ball eyes shared in the miners’ largesse when they danced on ladies’ night or when they spilled over with the news as it came. 

There’d been no other topic the whole last week than this: the Free Coinage brothers in Cripple Creek had been officially federated by the WFM as Local 19. The response to the increased hours had been a well-organized strike, ongoing. 

Anaconda had incorporated its own camp as Local 21. Victor was No. 32, and Leadville would be visited by the same corps of professional organizers by the end of the spring. Mugs were clinked to crashing. They drank on rounds.

Hansen watched Tom Noonan duck and weave in the backroom. He bet a coin on him. Martin stood by, protective, nervous. 

“Marty,” Hansen said, “your brother’s been a spring pup last two weeks. I’d ask about women if I wanted to know what got into him.” 

“Good luck,” Martin said, nothing more. Tom fished for another way to strike his opponent, but big Matti Virtanen jabbed at Tom’s nose. Tom ducked. Virtanen only got the air over the top of Tom’s head. The heel of Tom’s palm landed hard on the big man’s  forehead. Tom punched his jaw sideways and when Virtanen tried to come back, Tom ducked and swung right up, knocking the man’s jaw shut. 

“Everyone seems all cattywampus, that’s all. I just wish I knew what was in men’s heads,” Hansen said. 

“It’s simple,” Martin said. “Local 19. We’re gone hog wild with it, you know the saying?”

“I do.”

“Well, I just learned it.”

“Hog wild?”

“And it’s a fine thing to get news of such a well-played strike. You don’t feel it? Even if they do get scabs into Cripple Creek, and they will not, the WFM has it settled. As they should. Ten hours a day for less pay is immoral.”

“Immoral.”

“It’s not subject to opinions, like. And to see a governor support the miners, I say, Colorado’s starting out well.”

“Been twenty years of it.”

“Early days, Danny.”

Virtanen spit a portion of his tongue onto the floor. Tom launched the hard edges of his hands into the man’s girth. Unmoved and too slow to box, Virtanen finally picked Tom up, threw him down on the ground and would have laid down to squash him, but Tom was laughing wildly and rolling to the side, ready to pivot to wrestling, even with blood cresting in his hairline. Virtanen leaned down to push Tom’s shoulders, but Tom pulled the big man’s knees forward, bending his legs and folding him up like a chair. 

Tom sat down on the man’s back and asked for a pipe. Matti Virtanen caught his heaving breaths and rolled out, sat up enough to lean against the support beam that ran up the center of the room. Tom tried to coax the big Finn into a song, but Virtanen tucked a cloth in his mouth and left.

Dan Hansen knew the opportunity well. He set it up. Had got some drinks and the right amount of seats and he took his time feigning interest in other men’s news until it seemed natural that he’d sit and chat with the Noonan brothers, Rud Leitner, Terry Dermody, and Hugh Sweeney. Hodge was home with his newborn son. Kelleher was gone, asleep for two days straight, in his clothes, someone said.

Tom counted his winnings, put them on the bar. Tess brought a cord of bottles to the table. Dan Hansen toasted to the continued success of Local 19’s strike, then went on to the important topic, but not too heavy. “With Cripple Creek as bold as they are, we ought to strike here too,” he said, “and where the hell’s Doyle?” 

It was not lost on Hansen, that Tom glanced at Hugh. No one shared any gesture with Rud, who said that Peter, being more experienced and reasonable than those gathered here, was probably already asleep, as wise men should be. 

Tom thumped Rud’s forehead. 

Rud shook it off. “Well, I tell the truth.”  



“I ought to stop talking,” Hansen said, looking around.

“You think they will report to the Herald? How we seem to have energy enough for a longer shift?” Rud speculated.

“Not that again, no.” Hansen replied.

“Where’s the music?” Tom said.

“Because I believe,” Rud began, “we should be clear in negotiations that pleasure is a form of necessary rest. Pleasure renews the worker for an efficient performance.”

“Someone tell Professor Leitner, bell’s rung,” Tom said. “School day’s over.”

“What, then?” Martin said to Hansen.

“Seems like there’s new men around,” Hansen said. “I get ahead of myself talking about wanting to strike, but I don’t know every man in this room.”

Hugh Sweeney scrutinized Hansen’s face, long and slow, until Hansen knew it and stirred. “What?” Hansen challenged.

“I was just thinking about the same thing.” Sweeney drained his glass. The scar that divided his beard caught the light when he swallowed. “Rats.” 


Alone in his room that night, Hansen wrote nothing down. His singularity swelled and he wondered if he had even one true friend on the earth. Hating himself momentarily for the soft thought, he clutched his hat to his chest as he thought of Sweeney’s face. 

He sat there, in the foyer of the Maine House, with all the lamps unlit. He watched the road from the bay windows. It stayed empty, frozen, and dark.



The weeks leading into spring got darker and colder, as if time and weather were in reverse. The Noonans walked home one night shivering, but the door to 701 was wide open. A bit of smoke was coming out. And Fran was on top of the roof with a spade, banging ice off the chimney flue. She waved at them not to worry, and gave the flue one final poke. Smoke came out. She slid down ungracefully and met the Noonan brothers in the yard. 

Martin got the smell of meat and broth and pulled it in deep inside himself. Tom leapt ahead. Inside, Jenny was seated at the table, pinning up her hair. Martin wondered how it all stayed up there, as she only had two pins. When she had them in right, she took both hands down to tie an apron on. He took off his cap. “You’re home,” he said.

“So are you.”

The man blushed.

 
Every night, they were weary and happy to be sitting, eating, whether arguing or in complete silence or making casual observations about this and that. Sometimes neighbors came by. Sometimes the windows fogged up so thick, they were just more wall, and nights like that, the snow shrank and the daylight seemed just a sliver longer.

Near March, a hit of warmth exposed the brown yard. They ate with the window open. Tom offered to wash up. Mary told him to stay put, and Fran and Jenny took the dishes to the pump.

“Do you miss being downtown?” Fran said. She let the pump chug to life and run, flushing out the winter sediment.

“Mercy, that’s cold.” Jenny shoved her fingers in her mouth. 

Fran turned off the pump, soaped a plate, and shook the suds on the snow. “I’m glad you’re here with Mary, someone has to be.”

Jenny tipped soapy water out of a bowl and shrugged. “I was working downtown and I’m working here. Right here in this house. The boys ought to be paid more, sure. And so should we, be paid at all.”

“When the MOA has the money, they’ll end the stop-gap.”

“When they have the money!” The horse across the street behind the Kearney’s barn stopped chewing. “When they have the money? Oh because you think they’ll accept your number? Meanwhile, up here at 701, we’ve made it to the end of the month again. Just in the nick of time? A real triumph.”

“It is, Jenny! What got into you just now?”

“It isn’t. You still get a little high every time you make that payment, and feel real proud, like some day you could be just like them. After all the adjustments, did we end this month with anything extra?”

Fran shook water off her hands and held them in her armpits to warm them. 

“Did we?”

“After ten cents for Mary’s tin of pastilles which by the way don’t do her any good, two-and-a-half cents. It’s economics.”

“Here’s some economics,” Jenny said. “They have all the money in the world, Fran. They could pay Martin and Peter and Tom and you, every bit of what you deserve, and me for working fulltime right here, and I am. Today. All the money in the world. I wish I could show you how much they have. Show you the numbers, if that’s what it takes.”

“And if I saw the number, then what? Blow up their offices?”

“Someone ought to,” Jenny said. 


They brought the clean set of dishes back in and filled them once more when the Kellehers came, then the Doyles, and when Fran lit the lamp so that they could keep up their game of whist, she saw Martin and Jenny talking easily now, in the corner, looking at home with one another. 

Martin excused himself and came back with a harmonica and a fiddle and when Marge Kearney came over to see about the eleven p.m. racket, they poured her a fresh cup of coffee, the source of which Fran had no idea. Marge Kearney left and came back with the squeezebox, which she had certainly learned. Eleven became one in the morning. After a while, they asked Martin for a song. He angled himself to face the fire. He made no effort to sing it, as if the song had always existed, as if it had lived somewhere in the ether and only needed a throat in which to form, and had chosen his. The others looked harder at their cups or their shoes or the stove. When the song was done and he opened his eyes, Martin was looking at Jenny. The look was as clear as days, and as old, and sure as a way forward.





17

Local 19

First week of March, Fran bunched up her skirts to the side of her knee. Catherine tied them with a string. Then Catherine did the same for herself. The teenager got used to pacing Fran around the shop. She learned how to clean the machines. She moved her ears forward at the sounds of the ink brayer and the slightly sticky pull of liquid color across the plate. 

They called their newly minted, 1894 weekly the East Side Bulletin. It was a small and happy thing, two sheets folded for four, with a couple ads, announcements, and a brief version of the news as it concerned the east side. No one said a worrisome thing about it. Butler’s demeanor was different than it had been, but he revealed no insights to Fran. All he said was that he liked the returns, and as long as she wasn’t actively organizing, it was all probably fine. Fine? she said. He shrugged.

Dan Hansen came around more, sometimes with his instrument. Jack Schiller took his order of fifteen subscriptions up to the Maine House every Monday, never saying much at all. It was less a victory than a reassurance, which was her preference. 

Fran followed the newswires from Cripple Creek closely, for the strike going on there was what people wanted to know about. She got an issue from the chapel, the newsmen called it, the main room inside the Herald Democrat, every morning. She’d bring their reporter a cigar, and he’d hand her the latest articles wired by the Associated Press. She never asked his name and they never spoke. Back at her work bench at Butler Bros., she summarized them for her bulletin, composing a short vertical. With Catherine’s help, she set the rule. Adjusted the furniture. Poured the ink. 


On March 14th, the spring sun pierced the shop windows, hot and bright. At the same time, Fran’s toes were frozen in her boots. She poked each boot down through the crusty, shrinking snow one after the other until she got up Harrison as far as the Herald. She got a paper and stood deep in her own boot prints, but the sunlight was too intense to see the words. She switched feet to the opposite holes, reading it in the shade of her own frame. Moffat, Campion, and Smith were forming encampments for scabs at the bottom of Bull Hill, in Cripple Creek. 

The Monday after the Feast of Saint Patrick, it was balmy, almost hot. She was over-dressed. Sweating under Doyle’s old wool coat, she waited for the Herald’s typesetter to appear at the door. She gave him his union cigar in exchange for the AP wire. She slopped back to the shop through the mud.

She did not have enough cigarettes to bear reading the article a second time. It reported that the MOA had conspired with the Cripple Creek sheriff, paying an amount of money that betrayed all their rationales for the wage drop, to fund their own private army. 

They’d recruited retired cops, aggrieved citizens, men who were idle and angry, had all of them deputized. And they’d called to Denver for two hundred militia men. 

She slammed it down and backed up, afraid it might come alive. Another flock of days flew off, and she carried the man’s cigar over heavy spring snow, clean and damp, the kind that creaks under a body’s weight. She gave the usual reporter his cigar, and he handed her the paper. She was too nervous to open it until she got back to the shop. She clomped back, smoking heavily.

She laid her paper out on the workbench next to a lantern and got close. She daubed up a couple snow crystals with her sleeve before they could darken the print. 

A smile simmered, but she held it off and read the article again to be sure. The story began to sink in.

At night, in each house, years on, they’d tell this story differently. They’d tell it to children who had heard it too much, and to wide-eyed children who wanted it to hear it again and again. Agnes would stand at the bedroom door when they begged her. She’d tell it from the top: 

“The crooked sheriff in Cripple Creek, the big bad sheriff himself I tell you, asked Governor Waite for backup for the bosses’ army. Oh, hurry hurry, were the sheriff’s words. The strikers are fierce! And too many! Some of them Irish! You’re laughing now, but two hundred troops, uniformed militia, showed up to face them. Very scary. But guess what the general and his two hundred men found? Monsters, what? No. What, Rosie? Bears? No. Not a hungry bear in sight. I’ll tell you, General Tarsney found John Calderwood’s union, every man and his neighbors too, organized and calm. Handsome too, is what they’re saying. And do you know what then?” 

“What, ma’am?”

“Governor Waite called off the militia in favor of the striking families. Who’s state is it?”

“Our state.”  

“Good. Not another peep from this room or it’s the last story you’ll ever hear.”


Fran nudged the reading lens over her right eye and read it again. She puffed, thoughtfully, one fist on her leather apron. The smile on her face caught on like kindling. She spelled it all out in raw metal slugs, summed it up. She dictated the settings to Catherine, who set it next to another article about Joe Hodges’ request. 

Our experienced expert Mr. J. Hodges has put in multiple requests for two-sided steel cables. The MOA has ignored Mr. Hodges and instead let their own hired captain order, whose insulting whim hoists twenty-five tons of rock up three hundred feet each shift. The miners’ work is now harder and more dangerous. But it is cheaper, says the MOA, citing the gold standard, and there are no cogs or wheels to break. Their hired captain has a new sailboat and has not set a foot down a shaft in his life. The K of L meets at Union Hall, Thursday nights. Toledo House, Tuesday and Thursday suppers. 

The good governor’s support of the strikers flushed through Leadville with a new heat; it got through the tunnels underground and up the alleys between the houses on Sixth. Windows were unsealed. Instruments were picked up. On Thursday after work, Fran took Catherine Kelleher into the crowd, their skirts still knotted behind their knees. Between the thwap of the bass drums and the trilling snares, Fran held her rolled-up newsletter in the air. Peter laughed and threw his hat up at Hansen, who was seated at a piano on McCarthy & Moore’s advertising wagon. 





Dan Hansen rolled up his shirt sleeves. His reach was an octave plus two, and he easily managed a polka as the donkey pulled them forward. 

Peter grabbed Fran’s hand and aimed their arms downward. They were propelled into a forward hop, out of which they turned and turned again, dancing in a line down the center of the road. 

Hansen cut their polka with a blossoming waltz, just to see. Peter and Fran made the adjustment easily, drawing triangles with their feet and meeting face-to-face on three, even there in the mud, behind the noise of the Ancient Order of Hibernia’s pipe band and their feathered sashes—even with mud seeping up the hem of Fran’s plain skirt, even with dirt permanently set in the folds on the back of Peter’s fingers, his shirt patched in four places where it had torn at the pit.

Prices are rising but so are hopes. The mining families of Leadville and their associates appreciate the good work and proud conduct of our neighborhood. We offer today a list of union tailoring establishments who will make a reduction on suits for all Knights of Labor men committed to the WFM, of fifteen cents for thirty days. Iver Hoffstead, Ed Jackson, Wm. Jurgensson, Eugen Puttkamer, Jos. Fromme
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The Most Dangerous Season

A doctor from Denver agreed to see Leona Hodges. He would fit it in before he went back down the mountain at the end of his weekend excursion. He came to the Hodges’ house on Sunday morning, and he saw, and he said things, and after the doctor left, Leona could not take her eyes from the tiny bay window, where a young birch quivered. 

Hard to know: whether the tree shook from air-compressed jack drilling somewhere underground, or was it another parade? Too many parades. Too many renditions of “Hail Columbia.” The tree only had a few buds, fragile and green: these verdant knots. How small are such promises. They carry all we have, we heave it all onto them. We play out their green futures on their thoughtless behalf, or so that is our expectation. What number of disappointments we make possible! 

Even after the front door opened, she kept her eyes steady, noticing that in truth, there were more than a few buds. Plus several birds. Even so. All sparrows were the same, and it bothered Leona to no end. Have I ever seen a unique sparrow? Never.

Sparrows. One would rather run out of flour half-way through a bowl of batter than paint those birds, their ordinariness and agitating shakes and pecks were all they had to offer a world with mountains and bears the color of nutmeg, bears the color of raisins with sandy-colored snouts. Gold. Silver. But, you can’t reallysit and paint a bear. Some beauty kills.

She was hungry. Something smelled good. But when a baby was asleep on a lap, everything out of arm’s reach was too far away. “Have you ever seen a sparrow sleep?” she said. Her eyes were weighed down. She wasn’t sure if she was seeing the glass of the window, the birch outside, or some indefinite point of ground between them, but it would be too much effort, she felt, to move them.

“No, but they must.” Fran’s voice surprised her. 

“What is the point of it,” Leona said.

“A sparrow?” 



Leona’s stomach growled. The child demanded to be picked up, held upright. The kettle whistled.

Leona finally turned to look at her visitor. There, she saw, was a woman seated, with two plates, a pair of tin mugs, and a surprising brightness. And there was something wrapped in a tea towel. If she could convince Fran to be still, she might paint the whole thing. How much work it is though, just to get up, to gather the supplies.

“Lee,” Fran said, “what are you thinking about right now?”

“Nothing. I think the hour that just passed could be an hour that happened two-hundred years ago.”

“That’s not nothing.”

“It will be the same birds in the same kind of tree on this block in a hundred years. Maybe we’re already dead.”

“I don’t know where you go sometimes.”

“I don’t live on songs and riddles.”

“All right, Leona.”

“What.”

“There’s news, more news if you want it. And I brought you a book.”

“A book? When I get an idea, he makes a noise,” Leona said. “If I get two hands free, he needs something. I think a thought, and he cuts it right off.” Leona lifted the child to her nose and smelled him.

“What did the doctor say?”

“He said women often feel sad, Frances. And that I should be alone, in the bedroom, in bed, until it goes away.”

“Is he even a doctor? 

The child arched its back, hungry. 

“Have you done much painting?” Fran said. “I mean when Joe is home, to take him?”

“Joe’s too tired, he says,” Leona said. “Aren’t they all tired. That’s what he says, ‘I’ve been working all day.’ Ha, my god.” Leona laughed. “Fine, what’s the news. And what’s the book.”

“We thought Cripple Creek was squared away. Everyone did. Then the union was given an insulting offer in Cripple Creek, and so they rejected it. You know the big strike’s going on still? Well, I guess the sycophant Bowers is getting money from the MOA to make another little army again. But that union has had an answer down there, every time. They just blew up a whole steam boiler so no scabs could touch the mines on Bull Hill—made a hell of a point.”



Leona had no response. The baby ate, then she held him over her shoulder until he spit up. “Things just go on,” Leona said. “Don’t you crave something different?” 

“Would you come to the shop, Lee? Would you cut prints? For posters? You could just be with us.” Fran slid the book across the table.

“What’s this?”

“Lucretius. On the Nature of Things.”

“Any good?”

“Reminds me of how you talk.”

Leona traded her child for the book. She paced the room and flipped through it. She kept her footsteps wide, periodically checking her black stockings. She set the book down, went to the table and ate. She opened a box of blank paper. Nothing happened. 

Leona closed the box. She noticed the look of Fran’s black lace glove against the baby’s long white frock. She figured Fran would know what to do with the lot in her arms now, and got in bed. 



They say that grass can be smelled before it sprouts. Or is it the bricks in the road, exposing the roads forgotten under the snow? Or the first reveal of the buildings’ foundations downtown, where sloped banks of hard ice had occluded them since September?

Or it’s just grass. Just the wide bottom step. Just somebody’s ankles, or her forearms. The shape of someone’s neck without layers of cloth wrapped around. The way someone might tell their friend what they hoped for, and then blush, for now their desire was in the world, naked and known. 

There was nowhere that did not catch the heat of it in those weeks: Cripple Creek was battling back the management at every turn, and coming out on top. Leadville would be next. 

In the days that passed, flags came out. Butte, Montana, Local 501. Anaconda and Altman and Victor from the east. Local 19. Local 22. Camps from the southwest sent representatives to the Thursday night meetings, and the parades and businesses across Leadville made room for the sigils of miners in Telluride, Rico, and Silverton. As April warmed, they flapped and swelled in the sun.

But spring at altitude does what it wants. It is not, as in the lower world, a thing of soft colors and eggs. Spring is a killer. Unpredictable and swift. At 10,200 feet, spring is a teacher: you thought you had something. You don’t. There was warmth, now there’s none. You thought you were prepared. You were not.

First day of May, cold wind whipped the empty lot between Fifth and Sixth, north of the gravel road called Fryer Street. Someone had cleared land there, a full excavation that no one would talk about, and had been left abandoned for a year. No one would say who had started it or who had left it undone. The Knights of Labor pressed the city to find out, but no one would.

There was no rain, and there were no canvas tarpaulins to hold down the loose dust under the melted snow on the site. For a week, wind shook it all out halfway down the block onto the Kelleher’s lawn. They wrapped masks around the children’s faces for as long as the rusted dirt blew.

Even so, baby Gene began to cry without tears. He cried like he was hungry but wouldn’t eat. He stopped lifting his head. He was rigid and dry-eyed. 

To get to a doctor, they had to bear down against the cold wet wind that came with snow that day, walking three-quarters of a mile to the west side, wrapped in wool layers, there and back. 

That night, they had a doctor’s bill, and a baby now crying without noise. The baby’s fingers went blue. Ger walked out of the house. 

Agnes watched the pine box as they lowered it into the forest floor. The dirt under the snow was black with spring, it mixed with the white as it all splashed onto the box by the shovelful. Something broke in the world. Agnes dropped to her knees.

Ger retreated and stood with the McGary’s, who kept their heads down, uneasy with the tradition. 

Mary Byrne stepped forward, closer to Agnes and the grave, reciting what was near a monk’s plainsong. Mary rocked back and forth, her hair down, and her song grew louder and longer, and it ebbed and flowed. It was harsh. It cut and dug, it was not pleasant. Mary and Agnes made it together, and Fran never knew from where the terrible songs came, but she could not refrain from feeling exposed to some portal, and her instinct was to guard it, to be sure it was not interrupted, to stand firm where Catherine and Eddy Kelleher were leaning against her, their heads buried in her hips. 

The sound ignited. It was Agnes’s raw emptied breast, it was a crow’s long caw and the snorting gasp of full noses and eyes pouring out. It was long and it was for this baby, yet all the ranks and files of turned earth swelled.

The sounds rounded out with Ellen Doyle crying up to the sky, her eyes searching and finding nothing there.

Eddy Kelleher took the first step when the forest regained its stillness. He laid a stone around the new mound of dirt that held his brother. 

Agnes, entirely wrapped in her brown and red shawl, was seated on the bench of the wagon when they came back on Harrison Avenue, her face obscured in shadow. Defying the ordinance, there were more people coming out of the shops to walk alongside and behind them in silence.  

Onlookers would describe them as stoic, but that wasn’t it. Onlookers did not deserve to see or hear what Agnes had given the mountain only an hour ago. No one else would know, how they had moved the mountain to cry and sing and scream, in their small group, in the back of the forest, where the ground was crunchy with sticks and where Gerard Kelleher himself had made the burn on the plank: Eugene Kelleher 1893-1894. 

The procession would not stop for any signals. They were not so much moving through Leadville, as being such an indispensable core of it that those who did not join them were stirred to skepticism of their own belonging. 

Tourists complained. The city renewed the ban on miners’ funeral processions on Harrison, and increased the penalties. 

The east side neighbors vowed in their own selfsame minds, two things: that the next funeral procession would be even larger, and, that there would be no more.



Complexity— Fran thought. Unbearable. She got the stove raging the night following the burial of little Gene and sat at the table bare-armed, wearing only her skirt and the chemise she wore under her shirts. She spread her old linen blouse across the table and rolled a cigarette. Martin and Tom weren’t home yet. Jenny was sound asleep. Fran savored the crackling wood. With the cigarette in her mouth, she took a threaded needle and studied the hole that had formed in the armpit of her blouse. “Mary,” she mumbled, “where was I born?”



“Been a long time since you asked.” Mary’s rocking chair creaked as it slowed down.

“You said some mountain, near Idaho Springs.” Fran fumbled with the needle in her left hand. “Seemed like answer enough at the time. But maybe there’s something, about her.”

Mary folded her hands across her heart. “There is.” She was quiet for a few long minutes, not moving at all. Fran watched her intently. If Mary didn’t move soon, Fran was ready to jump up, weave a rosary into her fingers and call on the neighbors. 

Mary opened her eyes. “You always ask about this when someone dies.” 

“No point talking about death.”

“Then you’ll never understand birth.”

“Mary.”

“Well,” she said, “so. Let me get to it. Where are we? There was a squall going on, a white-out, days long. It was ’63 or ’64. I’m sorry I don’t know exactly.” 

“It’s all right,” Fran sighed. 

“It was early spring. Close to Ash Wednesday. I was left there with your mother, Honora, and another woman called Ida. She knew you were on the way.”

Fran began joining the fabric, pinching past the sharp pings of pain that persisted between her thumb and pinky.

“Ida had this thin, dirty shirt tied around her head to hold back her hair, very curly, I remember that. Our hair had been so curly once. In Philadelphia, it steamed in curls. Up here, it flattens out. Hangs long with dirt here. But out east, sweat came down my nose, dripped right off. Soaked the back of my knees standing still in the shade. You could wring out that Pennsylvania air like a wet rag.”

“Air that’s wet and warm,” Fran licked the end of a new cut of thread, “the fuck.”

“It was, so. Well, then she pushed your mother’s thighs to spread them wider—”

“Do the air, then.” 

“Shush! Listen,” Mary said. “Ida held back your mother’s flesh on either side of your head as it swelled to escape. But for a minute you went back in. Next, your nose was showing so we knew you’d made up your mind. The shoulders had to be extracted next. Save that thread you’re tying off.”

“I know that.”

“Well, a smell like iron came. I remember it. Rust and blood. Your mother had been in labor for two days at least. Always it smelled like soot and wool in that cabin, but the smell of blood was everywhere, it wasn’t going well.”

“Ah, Mary, I don’t need this.” 

“Don’t need it?”

The joined portions of fabric slipped apart and the thread escaped the needle. Fran’s hand radiated in pain. “This chitchat, Aunt Mary, on the fuzzy twat of every birthing mother and your perspiration and the stink of the dead—” 

“Do you want to know where she is or not?”

Fran said nothing. She bit off another piece of thread. Mary spoke again, detailing the hours after Fran was delivered, how she pressed the dead mother’s breasts for whatever milk they might still release. By then, Fran could not hold the needle at all. “Mary—” Fran finally interjected. She stuck the needle back in a cushion and dropped the shirt to the ground.

Mary held up her hands. “Too shaky, I’m no help.”

“It’s not that.”

“They’ve asked you to go to Bohunk, haven’t they? Something’s eating you up. What is it? Courting? There are spies crawling everywhere. Don’t trust anyone outside. The union will want you down in Stringtown, signing smelters on.”

“What?”

“Speeches and persuasion.”

“What do you mean?” 

“You’re our voice now, our press. You need a full sense of yourself in order to tell the truth, you know.”

“Spies? And I’m just doing a little bulletin. I’m not a paper.”

“Are. So. Don’t trust anyone but us. Well, here I was. We got about a half of cup of milk from your deceased mother’s breasts, and I covered her up with the quilt. The wind quit, right at that moment—”

“I’m going out.”

“They’ll be asking for you!” 


From 701 East Sixth Street, the walk to the shadowed fen on Evergreen Cemetery’s far northwest side, was long. The route went through town,  through a flurry of shops and carriages, and then became a long walk uphill, past homes with Mansard roofs and third-level balconies no one ever stood on, past houses with entryways and tall iron hitching posts in front. 

Then, on a hilltop with a good view, the road sloped due north. Inside the cemetery gates, Fran skirted through the neat rows obelisks and sandstone, stone lambs and granite benches, graves with well-wishes driven into white marble. 

Then, soft wagon tracks led deeper into the grass. There was no more marble or granite. Ravens posted up in the lodgepole crowns. 

Fran snapped a stick under her boot. A chipmunk ran and hid. 

When the first subtle row of turned earth with stone ovals could be made out, Fran found her usual place to sit. It was the oldest row in Catholic Free. Fran could reach out to a faint grave from where she sat. She scooted one of the dirty stones back in its place around it.

It was a good place. It was the best place she knew to lie down and wait for Orion to show his red shoulder. To lie there and wonder where Dan Hansen was at this same moment, and what he thinks about. Maybe he’d like to see this place. Seems like a man who’d appreciate a local’s sense of things. Leadville was alright, but this was the best part. All dirt and stars. She leaned back against a tree trunk and rolled a cigarette. Licked it shut, struck a match. All boughs of pine needles swaying above her, combing the jeweled dark. It was a grand place to lay  and smoke, and ask Centaurus, Where ya off to with that spear? To wish on the god’s own foot that this whole union thing would be over and they could do what Leona Hodges said, enjoy some hours in the evening, to think beyond just wounds and numbers. It was a safe place to be alone. To sort out your plans and wonder if you’ll ever be loved. If you’ll be forgiven for not knowing you already are.



On Saturday June 2, 1894, the Cripple Creek union was still on strike, having been lifted up by the governor himself. They demanded three dollars a day for eight-hour shifts. They got it that evening, and the scabs went home. 

Reports by telegraph to Leadville said that John Calderwood had to close the saloons because of so much celebration. Governor Waite even declared it illegal for private companies to deputize people. 

Monday morning, with Catherine’s help, Fran got the paper and was quick to summarize, sort, and print, smiling relentlessly with a cigarette clamped in the grin. Leona stood at the workbench by the window, carving into a wood block. Immanuel cooed in a crate by the door. 

“What’s deputize?” Catherine asked, treading.

“Watch what you’re doing.”

Fran rubbed out the cramps in the heel of her right hand and began to set out the backwards letters. She kept it short, but made it her A-block. She added a note about the inevitable parade, inviting all Leadville residents to attend. She made more copies than she ever had. The bottom half of the last page was blank. 

Leona set a sample of that last page next to her wooden block to measure it. When she picked up the carving tool to add details, Fran sighed.

The East Side Bulletin was delivered on all sides of town. Its final page displayed a block-printed design: the outline of Leadville’s familiar horizon with a flowing banner, reading, A Picnic in Solidarity: Harrison Avenue, Tuesday 5 June.


Tuesday afternoon, Peter started them out at the top of the hill in front of the Healy House with a speech about Michael Mooney their example, and then honoring Calderwood, their current comrade. Dan Hansen held one post of their banner, and Martin Noonan held the other. They spoke to whomever could be there at that hour on a weekday, and given the sheer numbers they’d amassed, there were few managers who could hold men back. Martin lifted up his arm in front of a group of high school students from St. Mary’s, and their first round of “Balquidder Lasses” began. Harrison was so full that the crowd seemed to have no end, no border. Their noise was clear and loud like a summer storm.
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Guns


An agent working for the MOA, who would not give his own name, stood watching the parade from the top-story window of the bank on Fifth. “One of them needs to die,” he said. He turned to address the seven men in the room. “Just one for now. Let them unravel from there.” 

Two of the agents chattered quietly about something else. Hansen and Schiller avoided each other. One man yawned. None of them knew this new boss’s name, nor would they. They would not know what happened to the last one, either. The rewards for their line of work were as attractive as their removals were swift and tightly classified.

“They organize with picnics and parades,” the new boss continued, “this is how agitators put up a front for the public. So, you need to make gaps. Suspicions. That was the mistake in Cripple Creek.” No one responded. “Do they still believe the WFM is coming?” he said. Crickets. 

He clenched his jaw hard enough to flip his goatee upward, then asked to inspect one of their revolvers. French issue. Refurbished, good enough. He twisted the magazine, but no one seemed to care about him standing there, just holding it up. 

He shot the glass chandelier off its chain. It cratered the wood floor, and a shimmering dust-plume blossomed. The nameless secretary-boss pulled up a chair and sat. 

“Sir,” Schiller said, “tell us what you want done.”

“There’s too many miners in this pig-pen. You’re going to reduce the number, ratchet up the fear. Look at them out there now.”

“The Cornish bloc is still poorly represented at these events,” a new man said.

“Well, everyone else is there. Leadville got this way ’cause it’s so far up here no one thinks about it. Seems you’ve all been forgotten too, getting soft with these long, cold assignments.”



“When can we transfer?” 

“You haven’t even started, Fitch.”

“I hate it here.”

“That’s why no one ever looks at Leadville. But they’re about to.”

“What do you mean?”

 “There will be no WFM, or union either. And no one in the whole state gives a damn who gets the metal out. But they will be watching when Campion and Moffat surpass Frick and Rockefeller and Vanderbilt and every sultan and king abroad. I believe each one of you underestimates your share in that prize.”

Glass crunched under boots as they shifted their weight. 

“And this camp of foreign sons of bitches will not prevent it. First. The MOA does not and will not recognize any union. You knew that. Add this: any of them that organize, he’s an agitator. Agitators get forcibly removed from this town and blacklisted.”

“You’ll move out whole families?” A voice sounded from the corner of the room, where the light didn’t reach. 

“If they behave like a pack, they get treated like one.”

“Who will enforce that?” the same voice said. “They don’t do much.”

“My predecessor’s raking stables cause he’s just like you, what’s your name?” 

Hansen moved his face enough to reveal his beard and nose.

“Daniel Hansen. What’s your problem Danny, worried they’ll hit back? With what, another socialist picnic? That’s right, they don’t do much. So prompt them to make mistakes, the rest of the town won’t like it. And it will not take long to provoke them if we go hard.” He pulled an East Side Bulletin from his vest pocket and shook it open. 

“Shouldn’t have let her buy back her house. Take out the shop?” Schiller asked.

“They decided to keep watching her bulletin, about another month. See what it reveals. They’re taking down papers everywhere. They already started tonight in Cripple Creek. She won’t be getting any news from there the next few days. Nor will the Herald or any other paper. We want to see what she does, how they take it.”

“I thought the MOA just lost Cripple Creek,” Hansen said.

“You’ll see.” He turned the bulletin to the front page. 

“Do we take her out? She has no offspring,” a new guy said. The boss took stock of the ambitious spy. “Fellas, this is Frank Fitch. Frank, look around, don’t make friends with these men in public. Stay spread out. Now first, we call on the Herald. We’re protecting the citizens of Leadville from the fate of rioters, are we not?”

The men in the room chewed or smoked attentively. 

“Arrange a meeting between myself and Will Skewes. Someone ran him out of town a year ago, I need to know who. Who else manages the real estate? Get names, them and any boss or captain that shows sympathy with the sleepers. Produce a list, what are they like, be brief. Addresses, men and women. Don’t overlook the women. If you can stand to listen to them awhile, do it. Would the Herald be willing to publish an anonymous report from a scout?”

“If it would?” Schiller said.

“Then let them publish the sleepers’ meeting minutes. Let them know there are eyes. At the same time, express a concern for privacy. Curry favor with the west side. Try get this going before next winter too. Those of you who’ve been up here, you well know, the assignments in Leadville stand alone in their delays, because every winter shuts them down. So move. Let the east side want guns, find out who has some. Encourage fellow operatives to report evidence of their plentitude at the same time, so that the west side might believe their demands are frivolous. If they eat meat, if they have energy at the day’s end, their dances and clothes, report that.”

“As for the paper,” Schiller said, “it will be a risk. The scout will need to get from the east side to the paper’s source at the Herald before first shift.” 

“He’ll be furnished with a detail of guards. Put forward an agent’s name, he’ll be told what to do. Hansen—” 

Dan Hansen was still as stone, his hat low. He said nothing. 

“I see you over there.” The secretary-boss took a square of licorice from a shattered bowl on the floor, unwrapped it, and chewed, thoughtfully. “The rest of you can go.”



The new boss’s words flared up as he walked away. Then, they’d fade so small they seemed almost dismissable. The hottest flare of all came with thoughts of the promotion, his ticket out, his ticket back to warmth and fresh vegetables and omnibuses to everywhere. 

He had made a habit of visiting the shop on days when he was out of the mine early enough. It was troubling, how good it felt to be there, finding out what music would make her look up from her work. Standing in front of the shop door like an idiot now, gripping the handle as if to enter, he suddenly got the notion to quit town and run and maybe do himself in, in the process. But she’d already seen him. 

Hansen went in. He drew his bow across the bridge. Evening light played the transom windows in the front wall while Fran wiped her forehead, pulling an accidental streak of black ink above her eye. “Not that one again,” she said.

“But it’s ‘Turkey in the Straw.’”

“Something new, please.”

“Well. Martin’s been teaching me things. They’re harder to play though.”

“Try.” He played something else, struggling slowly. “Too sad,” she said.

“Not when you play it fast. It’s just those four notes that sound sad, when slow. No, it’s plain energetic when you get it going.” He closed his eyes and brought the notes he’d been scratching up to tempo.

“Good man, Daniel.” Fran looked up from her work. Hansen blushed.

“Martin can do it ten times the pace,” he said. “‘Drowsy Maggie.’”

“I know that. Have another go. Work up to it.”

He looked like a child at a recital at first. He got some room by the front window and breathed, cocking his elbow and wrist high into the air. Keeping time on the floor with his heel, he played it all the way through, using Fran’s eyes as a fixed point for concentration. 

“Did you walk in the parade?” she asked, in the hard quiet that followed.

“Yes,” he said. It was a long time before she looked away.

“Were you at the picnic?” 

“A bit. I wanted to see you, I guess. Before heading back up.”

She returned to her present task, smiling. 

“Before Catherine comes back, can I ask you something, Frances?” 

“You’re going to.”

“What do you want in life?”

“What?” 

“It’s a patriotic question. It’s the national mood. What are your dreams, you know. A family? A socialist candidate? Kitchen addition? That kind of thing.”



“I work, what.”

“To what end?”

“To stay here.”

“Is that all?”

“I’m fine, I guess. And no one will leave me alone about it.”

“You’ve got to want something.”

She studied his arms. “I suppose some days,” she admitted. “I think it would be only fair—”

“—if?”

“—if I had my own name on the kickplate outside. My shop.” She picked up her bag and slung it around, then paused at the door. “I don’t care for this topic.” 

He played for her as she walked out the door.

Find out what they want. You’ve gotten close, you’re on the inside. We’re renewing your contract and the payoff will be exceptional. Marry if you need to. We’ll get you out. For now, you’re in deeper than Schiller, all he’s got are facts. He clicked the buckles on his instrument case shut. That’s right. Deeper than Schiller. About time he be seen. There’s no fuel like competition. Walking up the road, fast, he memorized his findings: 

Fran wanted to own her house and her shop. Peter Doyle wanted to be as loved as Michael Mooney or John Calderwood and lead his mining camp to a peaceful victory. Ger wants out. Joe Hodges wants to be part of an example of the unification of all the trades.

They think they’ve won. They actually believe the state of Colorado will be a state where miners and cleaners and road builders can live in the same mountain towns they work in, with services for them and their families. High-quality services. In winter too. What else. 

Doyle had the sort of ego that certain men had, where they wrap their gifts up in modesty, shedding off the praise like sweat, claiming they only do what is right for others. But in truth, a man with that kind of ego will likely overlook the things closest to him, just to prove his dedication to things far away. 

What more. Frances. She could whip a man with some kind of look and was unafraid to stare him down. Her eyes were big, full of things not yet explained, insulted, or examined. To boot, the woman seemed satisfied with life, believing it possible to live in her house, and then to go on, aging pleasantly in this town. 

More still, she had recently received a box of books from Cripple Creek from an agitator and known extremist who likely reckons himself some kind of suitor. 

She smelled good. The woman wanted not so much at all, and for this reason, she seemed truly alive, and hadn’t he always also wanted to live? Was that not what he was here to earn? 

He slid the instrument case under his cot, then kicked his door shut, hard. The only thing he wrote down, was this: They want a pool, insurance, a library, and two days off, preference being Saturday and Sunday. He could not sleep.



Mountains eat time. Mountains take your urgency and devour it, the way the path that looked peaceful from the road works against your body when you’re on it. The way the summit that looked accessible from the kitchen window gets farther away as you climb, touching it with your own feet, your hands, entering into its valleys and discovering ascents never known by sight alone. 

The way the same sun that burned your back can betray you with a single passing cloud, in the first days of June, eighteen members of Local 19 were arrested and imprisoned on unclear grounds. 

Wednesday, June 6th: the wires and phone lines from Cripple Creek were cut. No one was at the back of the Herald to receive Fran’s cigar. She stood with her bag over her shoulder, scared. The front door hung open. 

Thursday, June 7th: a printer came from the train, his overnight bag holding nothing but letters. Journalists throughout Cripple Creek had been imprisoned and blacklisted.

Friday June 8th: a fight broke out behind the front desk inside the Herald. Half the staff walked out. One staffer, particularly loud about the injustice, was shot late at night in an altercation outside a saloon. 

Late June: trains weren’t going anywhere. The American Rail Union had taken a stand. In early July, the Pullman rail riots in Illinois burned hot, and the National Guard put ninety holes in chests, deep enough to leave fifty dead, the remaining papers said.  

Mid-July: whoever was still working at the Herald had run several articles warning of the madness taking hold of working men. Bull Hill radicals, it claimed, had torn Cripple Creek apart. The papers in that city had lost their way, they said, and the spreading of propaganda would not be tolerated there or anywhere. 




August mornings, Fran quit her walk to the Herald for the morning wire. She refused to believe Jenny’s and Mary’s gut-level notions that there were spies among them, but she did feel she should lay low. If she didn’t, she’d be crawling to the pump every evening. 

Nights were becoming increasingly precarious. Falling asleep seemed like a kind of work Fran couldn’t do, a skill she didn’t have. Agnes didn’t have much to say at all, and Ellen was occupied picking up where Agnes had slowed down. They were admitting something, together, by their actions. It was something about the immanent future being too quiet, a kind of error in their vision, that they’d all be swept away by time, untouched by either victory or war, forgotten. 

Peter and Joe and the Noonan brothers were admitting that the WFM wouldn’t make it this summer, but they claimed they had to keep up momentum. They’d continue expanding their reach. All the trades, across town. Use the extra time well, and have the entire city pledged. Meanwhile, Ger was more tentative than ever. Pascoe hung around him, weighing the options.

Against Peter’s wishes, Fran’s East Side Bulletin was smaller, less frequent. Her brief updates were light in tone. She did one short vertical on planting spruces on the east side of one’s home, as they were doing on Fourth and Fifth Streets. It was a notable trend: rooting against subsidence. 

The effects may not be confirmed within our lifetime, yet Mr. & Mrs. Joseph Hodges say it is worth the try. 

She smoked in back of the shop, watching the alley, but who was she looking for? Certainly not the WFM, occupied as they were. Wasn’t it a waste of vigilance. Only birds in the odd puddle, the starving white cat with three legs. Very bad. Mary would know what it meant. Rather, Mary would say what it meant, but such things aren’t to be gambled on. 

What was believable? Who would be watching her? It would be nice to be watched, at this point. To be looked at. She could be sure she existed then. The ghostly cat stretched. His spine pushed up his matted fur. He laid down to sleep.

Nothing that happened in the lower world ever seemed to come to Leadville. As long as Skewes was gone. Someone took her payments every month but no one talked about that man. Maybe forgotten is safe, she figured. 



She unfolded a piece of mail, even though she’d read it before. Harrington had been writing from Cripple Creek, from jail. He was given sixty days. For printing agitation. Arson is regularly attempted at the newspaper offices still running. My name is on a list. I will not be hired for journalism within the state again, and I’ll have no property when I get out. I have ideas though. Have you enjoyed Lucretius much? I await your words.

She returned the note to its envelope and shook open the front page of the day’s Herald again. It was again calling on citizens to be vigilant, and to not tolerate petty crime. To keep Leadville safe, it said, report any groups of four or more men of the same foreign origin seen together, especially if their origin shares the tendency to Irish radicalism, as that seen recently degrading the formerly desirable community of Cripple Creek.

Radical. She pulled her undergarment out of where it had got lodged in the crack of her behind and went back inside. Formerly desirable. Who was it that collected for Skewes? And where had Dan Hansen gone? 

And why doesn’t he ever talk about his home? Hansen was probably married, that was it.These mountains had done that to men before: this place seems like a stage on which to perform a different life, to play at living unobliged to anything beneath it. 

Or, something about Wisconsin, he’d said, or Pennsylvania. It was all too much. She lit the end of the rolled-up article, tossed it into the stove, and watched it transform.
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Rats

Will Skewes slithered back into town on a tip-off. He came in quiet. He was glad to be wanted, didn’t matter for what. And it seemed to him enough time had passed to prove that what that mouthy Kelleher woman had said, about him choking to death, was stupid. He felt a bit victorious about it, in fact. 

Choke you dead. Of all the bullshit. He’d show her. He rode high in his saddle and his disdain of the world, and he knew where to go upstairs to pay a girl to run his energy into the ground so he might settle his mind and place some good bets on this fine August night. 

He was on edge. He gripped the girl’s hip bones and pulled her up to her knees. He struck her buttocks and called her mean things which made all his energy collect and finally release him from himself, at least until his worst thoughts would simmer again. 

It was all he ever wanted or paid for. He could never finish without being mean, and it only made him resent everything all the more. 

He rolled onto his back and took a deep breath. Someone somewhere along the way had taken something essential from him, he had no doubt. And surely, he deserved to be mean because of it. 



Vee had seen it all before and had no interest in any aspect of the man. She was already pouring water into the basin on the floor when Will Skewes buttoned and buckled and hatted himself. He counted out a bill and a stack of coins and went back downstairs. 

Vee took a hatpin and one sewing-scissors blade, and worked the lock on a drawer that held the good soaps. Jenny Byrne had made a visit to all the girls recently, with French soaps and news. They’d shared ideas about what was going on. Jenny said her sister Frances was too scared to admit that some heavy shit was creeping up the mountain, but it was. The girls agreed. They were extra sober nowadays, and they knew what they saw. 



She chose savon aux pétale de rose. She unwrapped it and smelled it, hard. She never had anything to give Jenny in return, or what she did, Jenny’d never take. And when asked about her sources, Jenny would only say she was making things fair.

Vee spread her legs and drew water up the front of her vagina and back between the round cheeks of her buttocks, wringing out the towel, pouring more clean water in. She spent time scrubbing rose oil into her pubic hair and washing it out, rinsing, patting dry. She lobbed the whole basin out the window into the alley. Someone shouted up. She slammed the window down. 

When she’d smoked and dressed, she went down and circled a few tables, finding the open lap of Jack Schiller. 

Skewes and Schiller were deep in their cards. Schiller had the tallest stacks. She squirmed in a way that made him finally meet her eyes. He smelled her, but it was brief, and he went back to his cards. “We’ve got money to spend, Will?” Schiller said. He was acting older than he was, Vee could tell. He rearranged the cards in his hand. 

“The assay reports aren’t great,” Skewes replied. 

“Gonna bail?” 

“The rest pulled out. So let us get to six per share, what I said before.” 

“You said eight before.”

“That was when I was still in real estate, Jack.”

“Why aren’t you collecting anymore?” another man said. Vee did not recognize him, but he wore the kind of shirt they wore at the paper. He was clean-shaven and he looked bitter. “You sold Minturn. You haven’t come through town, or done houses for a year.”

Skewes shrugged. “Don’t feel like it, that’s why.”

“You feel like taking me off the Fryer lot then?” the newsman said.

“Forget the Fryer lot. No one knows. Looks like a part of it blew in, covered over, back in May. We go for all the -01 addresses instead, from Third to Ninth, contracted or burnt down. That’s a joining tunnel. I’ve got other jobs to do too.”

“You’re off your nut,” the newsman said. “And I’m done for tonight.” He threw his cards down.

“We take the cash and get gone, then. Leadville’s done for. Avila’s not done, it seems. Now go on get, this kind of talk could get a girl killed.”

Vee knew it. But her attention was on the wall of men’s coats hung at the entrance. The wall sconce was unlit. The lightweight summer dusters and canvas jackets had flaccid shoulders and collars, all bunched up in a row in the smoked darkness. A long row of peaks without a moon. 

She got a feeling about them. About one in particular. The coat shuddered and tented as the newsman put it on himself, unaware of her gaze.

She exaggerated her frown when she slid off Schiller’s lap, and when she was out of sight in her room, she changed clothes and took the fire-escape down to the alley.



Friday morning, Fran was about to pour ink when someone skinny approached the shop, hair flying off her head in one place, unkempt. And yet, the girl was wrapped in a new ermine stole. Her dress was the kind of sad calico dragged up here thirty years ago, snug under a hide vest. The hem of the dress was ragged, and yet her boots were new leather with steel grommets at the laces. 

“Miss Frances? I’m a dance hall girl, sometimes. A working girl, you see.”

“I know.” 

“I know about your paper. We liked it, we read it. Over behind the Pioneer. We haven’t got it lately.”

“I’m only doing ads now. Once monthly.” 

“You are scared of them, then. The liars.”

“I am not.”

“You are.”

“What liars?”

“I’m scared.”

“You don’t have to whisper.” 

“I got something. A fella goes down the hall”—she shrugged—“and it’s barely dawn.” 

“What’s this about?”

“Is anyone else here?”

“Not for another few minutes or so.” 

“A man, sat at the faro table last night clucking in his cups, got a scoop from Billy Skewes. He’s trying to mine without any paperwork. Or he did anyway. This other man, he left all covered in a big hat. He comes behind the paper’s building, and he made an exchange with another all covered up, but I seen his coat, and he goes in the back of the building, then he’s writing on a typing machine when it quit clacking, and I hear him go all the way to the front.” She gave Fran two sheets of typed paper. “Careful,” she said. The girl became small in the crowds outside. 


Terry Mulcahey. Irish, at work for some lessors, visits the CCMU office often but does not always attend meetings. E. Seventh. 


Vicenta Ortiz. Mexican. Wife of signalman on Midland line. Will do anything the leadership asks. W. Fourth, west end. 


Tom Noonan. Irish, agitator anxious to see a strike. 701 E. Sixth. Seen in town with Matti Virtanen, security detail at Pioneer bldg.


Peter Doyle. Irish. Leader among the sleepers. 700 E. Sixth. Agitator, conservative in his approach. Believes Waite will win in November.


Matthew Andersson. Swede, an agitator in good standing. Keeps contact with businesses holding water-rights south of town. 308 W. Fifth. 


John Wilkins. Cornish, attends occasional meetings but does not say what he believes. Unsigned. Cabin on Cleator Moore. 


Thomas O’Brien. Irish, attends regularly. Agitator. E. Sixth. Will do whatever the leadership says. A loud talker. Encourages a strike even without the WFM.


Pat Kilgallon. Irish, in good standing. Liaises with railmen on Midland. 206 E. Sixth, back of Sullivan’s grocery.


Joseph Hodges. Hoistman and agitator. Leader among colored miners with access to powder and fuses. Wife draws unreported income. 415 E. Fourth.


John McNulty. American-born. Leadership distrusts him. In good standing but easily set off. Wife unstable and they are known to be at odds.


Tom Dunstan. Cornish. Friendly with leadership but unsigned. Here on contract for water-table planning for the Yak tunnel. Maine House, upper level.


Frances Byrne. Born in Colorado, foreign parents. Prints for sleepers despite Lion’s dummy contract. Info insignificant. Opt still routes paper to unit. 


Stephen Prisk. Cornish. New arrival. Contracted for plugging pump backfill. Signed on 8th of June. Lean-to at Cleator Moore. Won’t talk about much.


There were not enough cigarillos or papers or pouches of tobacco in the whole world. She smoked the portion she had of the world’s share, and she wanted her whole right hand back so she might feel it punch the wall. Enough. Enough articles on landscaping. A dummy contract! She gripped the thick pad of her right thumb in her teeth and gnawed out the muscle to deter cramps before they could attack. Insignificant, the fuck. 

She took a long breath and centered her feet in her boots and got busy pinching and spearing the letters into their place, leveling. Rolling, pedaling. She was asking a lot from a letter press and needed a grasshopper press, or some cylinders soon. Insignificant. Oh— The rhythm on her modest machine was instinctive. She worked with a clock’s confidence.

The issue is not regulating petty crime, it is knowing where real harm is commenced. It is known that there are dishonest men among us. Let each gentleman and lady know their true friends. Let every dishonest ear know it will be exposed. The following has been exposed by a discrete friend of the Bulletin: earth is being turned not far from Mosquito Pass without license and being sold off-record to eight illegal buyers, but the deputies appear ignorant. Criminal sights on a tunnel to join two major companies ignore the peril of the community above ground. There is a danger of subsidence without carefully planned engineering. And there is the matter of prospecting’s tendency to solicit young hopefuls into dangerous and isolated conditions. Let this be the focus of our lawmen’s vigilance, not whether men walking in groups of four or more are Irish or not. For your union, your community: Toledo House, Tuesday and Thursday suppers. Union Hall, Thursdays.


She stopped herself before throwing the spy’s list in the fire. Cleared her head. If they wanted to watch, let them have something to see. This was her town. It was hers, and not any Lion’s, or the Bear’s whatever those stupid names meant, and she was not going to stay up late another night questioning. Let this Lion bring his child’s-play to face her head-on. She was going to print, and they were all going to parade and picnic. If she lived here, then why not live already. What could they do, evict her again? Shoot her? 

She pushed the list deep into her pocket. She pushed her foot deep into the boot. The left hand did its thing by itself: pulling the laces, twisting them right, roping them under a little hook she’d sewn in, drawing the slack underneath. She locked both the doorknob and the deadbolt on her way out.

Ellen Doyle understood. She folded up the list and put it in an empty wooden jewelry box with a lock.

“I always wanted a reason to lock it up. Like there were actually jewels in it,” Ellen said.

“When’s he home tonight?”

“He and the boys are at the Coronado today. Connecting pumps. They have a break around supper but go back down, so not until late.” 

“I’ll come by.”

“He’ll be very sore about this. He and Hugh, Joe and Tom, stay up late in the front room ruminating about Bull Hill. And the November election. And now Pullman.”

“That kind of thing won’t catch on here, Ellen. If it were ever going to, it would have already happened.”



“Fran.”

“But have to stay ready, right? We’re from here, Ellen. That’s the whole message. We live here.” Frances Honora Byrne did not know whether her feeling now was joy or rage, what to call it. She was sure, however, that she liked it very much. It was like fuel. 

She got on her bike while Ellen stood in her doorway, saying nothing. Fran’s socks and calves and knees were exposed to anyone looking as she sat back on the seat and started pedaling. She coasted down one block, then veered right. She rode her bike up the hill again, and again, because why not, because pouring oneself into the effort felt good, and her legs were big and muscled like a useful mule and she liked them that way. Last time down the hill, she veered left. 

Fran was sweaty when she got to Leona’s house. Leona was watching a cake on the heat, sketching the interior of her home with unusually simple lines, but sketching nonetheless.

As a matter of experiment, they got Leona and Immanuel on the seat, the cake in the rear basket. Fran stood up on the pedals and dug deep, bearing down, her thumb and pointer finger doing the best they could on the right handlebar. 

Fran had not heard Leona Hodges laugh like that in a year, and she laughed because of it, then she laughed with it, and the baby Immanuel squealed. A pedal snapped off. Fran drug one foot in the dirt and managed to skid up the carriage tracks in the Kelleher’s lawn. 

Agnes shook her head as the incoming entourage rolled toward her, its passengers screaming and laughing. Ellen Doyle was there. She froze where she stood, a long tailor’s tape-measure around her neck, hands on her hips. 

“We’re all going, get your things,” Fran said. When they walked away from the house, there were two large piles of laundry heaped over a basket, only two socks pinned. An uncut yard of outing flannel flopped in the breeze, flung over the chair under Ellen’s abandoned scissors and tape.

Their flocks of kids alongside, the women ambled into a wide, flat field on the lower west side of town, where an open space spread out. It often flooded and froze, but now in the summer sun, it was dry and level, with patches of grass raked into the dirt on the outfield. 

The pitcher’s mound and homebase had been dusted off for the day. The jumping children could see it from the queue of fans they’d joined. Catherine held Rosie up to see. Eddy Kelleher, taller this year than last, and taller today than yesterday, put John Joe Doyle on his shoulders, who was beaming, straining with his one eye to see the action.

On one side of the queue there was a man on a unicycle selling nuts, on the other, a man and a wagon with a showcase of Modern Medicinals: Cupidene, Nervita Pills, Mormon’s Bishop Pills, Vitalene. “Men!” he shouted. “Resist the scourge afflicting the nation! Resist, resist, emasculation!” 

Fran got one of his cards. She read it and sneered, handing it to Catherine. Catherine held it close to her eyes. “The rule is off center,” Catherine said, “and the spacing.” 

“Well done,” Fran said. “It was the shop across the town,” she said, smiling.

SIR, did you know? Females’ feelings turn animalcules phlegmatic! Save yourself! 12 c. / 1-month supply



Catherine Kelleher had not wanted an education while waiting for baseball tickets, especially not about animalcules. But she got one, partially, learning only that some men could mind their pull-backs, Agnes said, and some not. 

Ellen Doyle went red all over when she could not deny that Peter Doyle could very much not. Nor Ger—animacules everywhere, God spare me, Agnes said. Mr. Hodges was more cunning than that, Leona admitted, but he had been banned so long for the tear she wasn’t sure anymore. 

The women talked like this when they were alone sometimes. Once, Catherine had heard these same women around the table noting which of the men she had known since she was born could still come up with something affectionate in words, as with an early courtship. In this, her own father evidently fared badly. Joe Hodges faired very well. Peter Doyle had once been keen to write down sweet lines from things he read, and leave them in Ellen’s path. The practice had all but disappeared, his best words and penmanship used up in union paperwork, and if he could marry the WFM he surely would, , Ellen said, and she got from that a laugh of the kind only quiet Ellen Doyle could get, because she said things like that so rarely it was a treat to be near it when it happened.

After a long time in the line, Catherine was still unsure, however, what a pull-back was. Or an animalcule. She stared at the shuffling hems of skirts, wishing they would say, and wishing very much that they would not. 

There were women in high hats and matching gloves and trendsetting young men she didn’t know in basket-woven derby caps. Most were in bowlers and flat caps, moving quickly through the line for patrons who had got some special kind of ticket in advance. 

Though they were supposed to save it for the seventh inning, they were entirely through with Leona’s cake by the time they stepped up to the box office. 

“Two dollars for adults, fifty cents for children,” the teenager in the window said.

A silence followed. Catherine knew him from school. He recognized her but didn’t touch his hat, said nothing at all. Catherine saw Fran roll her shoulders the way she did when Fran stood before a problem. It had been her idea after all, on a weekday, to pull them all from their houses and play like ordinary birds, enjoying something light in this life. 

“That can’t be right,” was all Fran said. 

The young man at the counter retorted that it was correct as posted, and it was a late-season game, and high-stakes at that. 

Happy fans with tickets were pouring in. They had no questions about the price. Catherine stared one of them down. She returned the look, as if Catherine’s dusty group, with all their babies in tow, ought to have been doing something else. “We’re going to a different game,” Catherine said. “Keep up.” 

Agnes looked her daughter up and down. Fran shrugged and followed Catherine as she elbowed through the crowds. 

 
At the top of Seventh Street, behind the Coronado tramway, was an empty lot. Cate sent Fran to McHugh’s Bait & Tackle where a box of old bats and balls and fingerless leather work-gloves were kept. Fran and Eddy came hefting the whole thing in a wagon.

Leona parked herself at the fence and sat on a soft rise in the grass, near what would be the foul line, if they had lines painted. Fran took the defense to outfield. Agnes and Ellen scuffed together flat stones for bases.

By the fourth inning, the shift-change whistles sounded. Familiar faces emerged from the Coronado office and gathered at the pile of planks arranged as a bench for a dugout. Peter got in line behind Sweeney and Hansen. Hugh Sweeney had never picked up a bat in his life. “Line your knuckles up when you grip,” Catherine told him. “Like this.” She held her hands up, making tight, stacked fists.

Strike one. 

“Watch it, find it!” Eddy advised. Hugh thanked the kids for their wisdom, and whapped the next pitch just enough to make Fran, as left-handed pitcher, come forward and scoop it up. He made it to first, marked by a rock.  

Charlie Ryan followed the Noonan brothers up to the field. He set down his gear and tucked his old watch into his vest.

“Cathal,” Tom said. “You’re up!”

But Charlie looked around on the ground. In a small pile of discarded fence pickets, he picked up a board and tested its weight in its hand. 

“Good man,” Martin said, stepping back. 

When Fran pitched a low underhand toss, Charlie caught the ball with his hand, tossed it up, and caught it resting on his board. He kept it balancing there while running forward. 

Tom leapt off the ground and asserted herself into this new game, got a board from the pile, received Charlie Ryan’s pass and balanced it on his board, running with him and passing it back.

“No, no, no,” protested Eddy. 

Charlie flung the ball into the air. Peter scooped the ball off the grass where it landed, balanced it on the tip of his outstretched hand, laughing, and ran it back past second base, but Tom intervened. Rosie was clinging to his mother’s skirts. “They can’t do that!” she squealed. 

After they got back to the top of the inning, Jack Schiller was tagged out at third. He sulked to the dugout. 

Jenny stepped up to the plate. She was as surprised as anyone when the bat made contact with the ball, barely. It dropped down in front of her feet. 

“Run!” Catherine screamed. “Go!” 

Jenny’s bunt got her past first base but not quite to second, where Martin caught the pitcher’s throw and shyly tapped her arm. Jenny refused to leave. She put her hands on her hips, and went on making her case. Martin listened patiently for some time, unsure. He assured her he was only there to carry out his duty. When she finally tried to shoo him off the base, Martin picked Jenny up and put her over his shoulder. She laughed wildly then, clutching the back of his shirt, her stockinged feet flailing in front of his face all the way to the dugout.

Cornishman John Rowe was up next, he entertained the children wildly with a comical stretch on the plate before each exaggerated swing, striking out every time. 

Eddy was last in the line-up. He found the pitch on his first swing and cracked it over Ellen’s head, leaping through the dirt in his black stockings and linen shorts, all the way to second. 


Opt. observes that the Irish of Sixth Street regularly fest and gather. They have time to play base-ball and they mix foreign games in to it. They ate meat twice this week. Tom Noonan of 701 E. Sixth spoke of a conversation last week with Wolf-tone guards but he cut me off fast when I pressed. Opt. is watching that engine house, as it is a likely candidate for an armory. Timmy Kearney, seventeen, a sleeper, stated he was very unwell and would not go to work on time on Monday. He planned to join his team underground through the shaft at Bohn late by walking the 19th-level tunnel under Ash Street toward the Coronado. A Cornishman and a sleeper, name John or James Row, is the hoistman who lets men in at the Bohn. He says he lives at “Jowan.” He doesn’t give a regular address, but Opt. believes it is the painted cabin along Starr’s ditch. Martin Noonan courts Jenny Byrne in the same home in which they already live. Disregard for the city and civil law is high.

Faithfully and truly yours,

J. S.

That night, Peter leaned against a gate inside the Kearney’s barn. He twisted the list of names in his pocket. There was just enough twilight to show the crossed metal lines of the hay hook that hung above them. 

The edges of Tom and Hugh’s faces were soft and blue. They too had seen it.  Their moods were now flung far afield from where they’d been at their break, at play, in broad daylight.

Peter was suddenly too cross to talk to them or anyone. But cross at whom? His enemy was weather-like, a ghost, ever-morphing, intangible, and thereby effective. If he opened his mouth now, they’d all be sorry. Mad—or was he scared? Shit, what’s the difference? He spat on the ground. 

He ran his hand over the worn, curved edges in the wooden gate where the old mare had chewed too much.  

“That was a great game,” was the first thing Frances said when she walked in. Like she had no idea what was going on in the world. Peter gave her no response. 

He took a piece of paper from his pocket, but it wasn’t the list. He lit a long match and held it up for a light. “It is known,” he read, “that there are dishonest men among us.”

“Aw, what now,” Fran said.

“Let every dishonest ear know it will be exposed. The following has been exposed by a discrete friend of the Bulletin—”

“What’s the problem?”

“It will be exposed?” He shook out the match.

“It might!”

“Who’s going to expose who? Don’t deliver this tomorrow.”

“I will deliver it, Peter.”

Peter crumpled it and tossed it. “This isn’t fucking funny, Frances. You want your shop done in?”

“I—”

“You read their list—but you didn’t think about it, you did not.”

“All right, Pete,” Joe said. “Give me this list.”

Peter handed it over and lit a cigarette. 

“Aw, shit,” Joe said, scanning the list. “Shit. Fran, we gotta organize big and talk quiet.”

“Oh, now I’m too much! That’s very good—”

“Look, I don’t like it one bit, either.”

“They said the shop was insignificant!”

“All right, all right!” Joe said. “And why can’t they say I’m American-born, like you? Why do they do it at all? And who the hell is it anyway? We can’t take the bait to find out, either.”

“What do you mean?”

“Means don’t play their game, Fran. Come on,” Peter huffed.

“Easy, Peter,” Hugh said. 

Fran walked up to Peter’s face. In the dark, the wet surface of their eyes shone. “This was your doing, Peter. I said I didn’t want to be involved, and now because of you—” 

“Me? You’re well able to do your own thing, aren’t you?”

“Wait, Fran, don’t open that door now,” Hugh said, pulling her back into their circle.

“I’ll talk,” Joe said. “We can talk openly about organizing in our homes and in the saloons, but we rein it in. Nothing that makes us look like we’re on the offense. So, okay, there’s a rat. All right. Then we behave like we got nothing to hide.”

“Let the rat be bored to death,” Tom said.

“And,” Joe said, “we got to go tell every name on this list that he’s on it, or she, and advise them the same way.”

“Who’s that?” Fran said. A song came, it was Martin singing, casually, as if in mid-conversation.

“Martin is outside watching the road.” They waited a moment longer, until Martin resumed his silence.

On her walk across the street, Fran sighed, chilled in the night air. She turned all the way around in the middle of the road to see what, of her world, had changed. It was quiet. Cassiopeia— the old broken W—still hung loose over the darkened church steeple. The Doyle’s front door slammed shut, loud.
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Falling

There is something about September at 10,200 feet. Dustings of snow above the treeline came each morning and burnt off by noon. Patches of yellow popped in the green hills, sewing a cloak of such brightness, the neighbors of East Sixth could almost forget what was coming. 

Martin could not. He went out. It felt good to be in the light. He knew what it was like to wake up in the dark, go out in the dark, come home in the dark. 

The air smelled of pine resin. He would have that woman before the snow. 

When he came home that night, Jenny was at the table. The lantern hanging overhead shone in her black hair like a blue crown.

He said nothing to her. He went past her, down the hall. He pulled a stool up by Mary’s bed and held her hand. This was a good street and a good place, he said, and when a man sees only the last bit of twilight, he comes to know how time wins every race if you let it. He could do no better than to show himself worthy of what was already right here before him. “And still, more is coming. More good things, Aunt Mary. We’ll have more time at home in the evenings soon, I swear it.”

Martin and Jenny were married on the Feast Day of Saint Jerome, Sunday, September 30th, 1894. All day, 701 saw guests coming and going. With each new arrival, Martin handed them the drink in his own hand then went to get another. 

No one spoke of Haymarket, or Thibodaux, or Pullman, or Cripple Creek or the election, or even winter. For that one night, Fran and Mary gave the couple the house. 

Tom vowed to stay out all night and find a place and be ready for work at five a.m. Mary and Fran went across the road and slept together in the Doyles’ bed, who made beds for themselves in their living room. 

Fran tried to call up her own wedding night, to see if it had happened, and what she had thought about it then, but nothing came to her. 

Her ghost-fingers ached and itched. She wondered if Peter slept on this side or the other. Worry lived in her bladder, pushed her pelvis. She went and peed then laid down again. Worried about all the things she had said. Worried about things people had talked about all night. Scared shitless, she heard Joe Hodges say one time. She stiffened up in her bed. “Aunt Mary—”

“What is it?”

“Will I get to drive a carriage powered by an engine in this life or not?” 

“I don’t think you will, no.”

“Mary—”

“What, Frances?”

“Why is sleeping hard for those who are exhausted?”

“Goodnight, Frances.”

She soon had to pee again, but was too embarrassed to use Peter and Ellen’s own pot, too shy to let them hear her piss ringing out against the porcelain, over and over again like a breeched main. 

She quietly snuck down the hall and peed in the outhouse. When she came in, she heard a gentle creak from the bench in the front room. She laid down, but she would not sleep. She knew he would not sleep either. 


Operative states that Miss Eugenia “Jenny” Byrne of 701 E. Sixth wed Martin Noonan, their boarder, training on hoist. 701 Sixth Street is not licensed to board. Groom and bride are foreign born, Irish. Noonan is a sleeper and attends meetings regularly. Younger brother Thomas is a sleeper, training on kettle and shot. He will do anything the leadership tells him. Ms. Byrne-Coad prints sleeper propaganda. Doyle won’t talk much about the WFM and has his tail down about it. Tom Noonan thinks they should strike in the new year, once the business of becoming a federated local is complete. Doyle proposed to prolong their wait until the elections in ’96 and the men shut him down fast. They are more private than usual. No mention of rifles tonight. Went home at 10:30 p.m.

yours faithfully,

D. H.





On the night of his brother’s wedding, Tom Noonan went out. He knew exactly where he wanted to go, and somewhat how to get there. He’d shaken off Dan Hansen, who was too full of questions and always wanted to take a drink and gossip. He was alone now and glad of it, glad to feel his fingertips warm and swelling as he walked, brisk, like he knew where he was off to.

Second used to be called State Street, everyone told him, but they changed it in hopes it would clean its act up. There were still oddities, loafers. There was still this bare, ancient lodgepole trunk, positioned right in the middle of the road. It was State Street, then. A gas lamp leaned into the same road not far from the ancient tree, and a large bat—or was it a small crow?—dove off it, coming all the way down in front of Tom’s boots. A small crow.

The whole ordeal was very American, Tom thought. Just call a street, or anything, by a different name, see what people do then. 

The crow was missing feathers. It scurried off. Tom hopped across a missing plank in the boardwalk. He could not decide if he was impressed or disappointed in the extent to which Americans would go along with things like that. Americans would readily just believe in a new disguise. Everything was a costume. Everyone was performing. And in Colorado, they were always game, it seemed. But were these people generous, or fools? Hopeful, or just not very smart? Was he one of them? Did he want to be?

His destination was a room situated down the hall from the quarters of Madame Ducote. It was one of those buildings: famed and overlooked at the same time, well-known and never spoken of. The room was being rented by Matti Virtanen. 

There was frost in the corners of Matti’s window. There was an autoharp being played on the lower level, and the rising sound was welcome. It was a spirited repertoire, bright and fast.

“I know that tune.” Tom was still in his best shirt. He still had a sprig of aspen leaves pinned to the front. “It’s called ‘Sweet Marie.’ My brother is very musical. He has a bride now. You should hear this bride, always wanting to prove to her sister how much money the four bastards have that run the show. She said to me, ‘Tommy, go fetch their ledgers for my wedding gift.’ ‘No fuckin’ way,’ I said, not a hope. The old one stands up for me. ‘Let him rest.’ Let me rest. 

“The big one, Frances, says the bosses may well be pinched with silver gone. But she doesn’t realize that’s the snake oil the bosses are always pedaling through their asshat secretaries. ‘Oh, we’re feeling it too. Oh, we can’t pay you much, sorry about that, there’s no money.’ Blow me. It was a lovely ceremony anyway. Very short. Well, Mary’s cough went away. No one seems to have picked it up. They’ve set sights on getting some kind of kitchen built up over the pump so it makes an indoor sink. Well, I’ll stop there now and let you get a word in.” 

Tom held the infinitely quiet man’s jaw in both hands, smiling. “Let me see it then. Open up.”

Matti’s tongue had a fat, hard edge to the end of it, where scar-tissue had grown over the missing bit. “It hurt?”

Matti held his mouth held open. “Yeah,” he managed.

“Still?”

Matti nodded.

“Sorry.” Tom gently closed the man’s big mouth. 


The songs from downstairs were like a chorus of happy rattling tin cans. The autoharp had an expert behind it, no doubt, and the metallic staccato plucks were coming fast. The tempo slowed, and someone sang. Tom had not heard this one, but the singer’s voice was strong and storied. Operatic. It paired well with the first snow of the season, coming down in fits and starts, and it fell like that for an hour or more. 

As the night got winter-cold, it got foggy too. The tiny snowflakes became glass plates that flipped the light. It snowed plates, then it snowed softer, spherical flakes for awhile. Yellow aspen leaves fluttered down, frosted. Matti reached his tree-limb arm to the wall and cracked the window open for a rush of air. 

It  snowed leaves, shirt pins, and socks. 

It snowed shirts, trousers, undergarments. The cold outside of their cocoon of heat thrilled their bare skin for whatever part got out. Then they pulled themselves back into their bodies where everything was so whole and warm and complete, that lovers could let all of civilization fall, in notes or war or snow. 

In the morning, the air outside Matti’s old tweed blanket was deadly. The air inside their covers was so good, Tom was sure it was one of the two or three things he hoped he’d never forget. Matti got up and came back with an orange.

“Los Angeles,” Matti said. “On trees.” 



To think, the train’s fast enough now that you can ship them to Leadville, and have it in your hand, in the snow. It was like chewing sunshine, Tom thought, some kind of god’s elixir on their lips. Tom wanted to tell everyone. Tell everyone everything. He would never. Who would ever know how good some hours are in this life? It was not possible to pen an accurate letter. It was not possible to say, I have never been so good as I am today. I have everything I need, please believe I am well. Also, everyday I’m at the brink of death by such scarcity and danger, I am sure I will die before I see any justice done. 

Too many of our best scenes flee; they fall away from the days and the things we say about them, the things we think should account for our lives, the moments other people expect to know. 

Curled up on his side, Tom drew Matti’s arm over him. And yet, people knew too much. They collected names, attitudes, addresses. They wanted to know all the wrong things. No one really knew anyone else.

Tom went down the hall to pee, then paused at the little window above their bed before he got back in. The morning sun had already burnt off the snow. The day would be crisp, with a bright blue sky.

Mountains erase things fast. He wondered if he should make some kind of move, say something true, now that the feeling of September had finally worked him over. Winter in Leadville, they all told him, can put an end to doing anything other than surviving. Don’t go into the snow with things unsaid.

He reached down to the floor and pulled the shell from his pocket, keeping it clasped in his hands. “I have something for you,” Tom said. Matti lifted up his head, curious.

“It’s a present. Look.” 

Matti sat up, turning the spiral shell over and over. 

“I found it. Dug it out. I’m good at digging things up. Would if I could, go dig up that ole ledger and prove he’s got a sinful amount of money and could pay us all triple, starting now. Well. Enough about that.”

Matti turned the fossil over and smiled, and the rare smile and the singular shell in proximity to one another sealed the deal: there was no point reporting to work. 

Maybe some things are the more precious the more they fall away from men’s eyes and minds. It was a good room, in a good town. No spy would know Tom’s whole self, his essence entire: the smell of skin and softness. How a man is lighter when he is awake than when asleep. The way cold, frozen wood creaks with a gentle snap under pressure.
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The Number

The year 1895 began on a blade of white sun. Standing in the middle of the frozen lake, they squeezed their eyes against the unbearable brightness and held aprons, or straining sacks, or pillow-cases, high over their heads. The wind nudged the Butte local’s flag as Fran angled it just right. She slid forward on her skates. The wind was strong enough to move Catherine faster than Fran, who could not turn out of the way. They crashed and spun out. Jenny spread her arms wide, holding up a sheet tied to a pair of broomsticks. 

Ellen could manage well enough without a sail, showing off on one foot, forward and back, weaving scars across the surface. Their laughter was so long and loud and raw, their cold cheeks began to ache. 

Fran fell again. She could see her face reflected on the lake’s surface as she got on all fours. She let herself wonder, how dark and deadly were the depths below. 

The cold black water would go down and down some more, filling you up, pulling you under, and what soft, silty surface must be frozen at the bottom—what would it feel like? and here she was, poised like a dog, just hovering over it. 

The thought summoned the fear she kept buried, and she knew she was not the only one. Their fear was this: that they’d somehow been forgotten. Looked over by the WFM, betrayed by their state who just ousted Governor Waite, dismissed by tourists, not even Dan Hansen had come around much. 

But nothing could be done now, they all had said. The MOA reported that they had less money than they thought they would at this point, and every blooming thing a body needs had gotten more expensive in turn. 

And so Peter and Joe had said they needed to sign on more men, always more, they’d want the whole entire city, by god. Get the whole town before summer, wait until then—and federation—to call a strike if needed. It was the same stuff as last year, and the speech was well deflated by now.



Now, the months of waiting had become years, and the whole union thing had expanded too far, and Gerard Kelleher had started talking men out of signing on. Some of the Cornish miners who had signed the cards hadn’t come around since then.

The sense of being forgotten—left behind—it was as an oblique thread that started in the crown of her head and cut through her core all the way to her feet, and it was as inescapable as it was hard not to understand. Forgotten, or passed over: a feeling as bad as not knowing what to expect. Ambiguity like that was too ineffable and bleak to name. It was faceless and powerful, like the number zero, like god.

As she got up, slipping back and forth until she was steady enough to take a breath, she looked out and gave the feeling her best positive spin: being forgotten was a kind of safety. Nothing that goes on the lower world happens up here. Maybe this truth would keep them alive.

The months’ routines seemed to confirm it. On a Monday after work, Fran went to help Agnes with laundry. Her skirt went all the way around just plodding through the snow to cross the street. Jenny and Ellen were there, everyone in a March mood, tired of one another and smelling each other’s smells for six months, no one chatting. 

Ger came in the front room. He held up his hand so that everyone, even his kids would know: he was too tired to be looked at or spoken to, just in case anyone dared to break the silence.

After he disappeared into himself and his darkness and the back bedroom, the remaining evening hours were an endless cycle of cloth. Of constant efforts to make it look like there was nothing to see here, no menstrual cloths sloshed in a pail, soaked in borax, sloshed again. “If I die,” Agnes said, “do not remember me doing this.”  

“What should I say about you then?” Fran flung a pair of white underwear on the highest end of the laundry line that traveled down the Kelleher’s hallway.

“Say I liked cheese when I could get it, and talked myself out of murder more than once.”

“No.”

“Say I loved the mass, and I wished for my children to have cheese, and fresh strawberries, even at Christmas.”

“That’s fine, I’ll say that.”

“Say it was a wish unfulfilled.”

“Still could be fulfilled.”



“Won’t be. A comb of honey,” Agnes finally said, holding a rolled-up newsprint from the Sullivan grocery, “is now two for twenty-five cents! But you don’t need honey, all right, then ranch butter, twenty-five cents. Rock springs creamery seventeen and a half. Out of the question. So alright, cooking butter. It’s fifteen cents per cup, but it will work for bread if you can get it to go soft.”

“Agnes—” Fran said.

“Listen to me now. Spring chickens are going for twenty-two and a half cents a bird, untrimmed. Turkeys thirty-five cents. Sweet potatoes, six pounds for twenty-five cents. Four bars tar soap, twenty-five together. Eight cans California canned goods for one dollar…eight pounds of navy beans for twenty-five cents!”

“Eight pounds of beans,” Ellen said. “Only the boarding houses will buy that.”

“Or we will. We just have to spread out,” Fran said. “At two dollars fifty cents per house, roughly, after payments, and any injuries or doctor’s bills, hardware, shoes, medicines, the monthly for food comes to about thirty a month, right?” 

“Thirty! Frances, I’m at forty-two in this house,” Agnes said, irate. “Furthermore, a reinforced wool winter suit for boys last year was three dollars. My boys grow out of everything and ruin it in their wake and what am I going to piece together this fall?”

Fran looked down at the paper, mostly to avoid the red in Agnes’s face, her eyes wet, her chest rising and falling fast under her apron. “It says winter outing flannel, three and half cents per yard, limit ten yards per customer.”

“How many yards for a teenager’s under-suit,” Ellen said, “that he can wear between a union suit and his coat and trousers? Two, right? One and a half?”

“So,” Fran said, “any one of us that has five cents, buy ten yards, we meet here and make suits. If three of us can buy ten yards, that’s fifteen kids dressed.” She looked at Ellen. “Is it possible?”

“With machines. It’d be awful long work by hand.”

“I’m not doin’ that,” Jenny said.

“We just hold out until the prices cool, or the MOA gets their feet on the ground, or silver comes up,” Fran said, lacking conviction. “And they still have to get the smelters fully on board, and the refineries. The stamp mills. This summer. Maybe?”



“Don’t you wonder?” Jenny said. “How much money the owners have to spare? They ought to just cut Sullivan a big check and let him sell to us, in proportion to the stop-gap.” 

“They’re filthy bastards fat with money and they hope we starve,” Agnes said.

“Here we go,” Ellen said. 

“All right, let me think.” Fran read more from Agnes’s list as Rosie fussed to be held. “Fleece lined underwear, one fifty. A pound of Arbuckle’s or Lion Coffee, fifty cents. Silver Bell flour, per hundredweight two thirty. Three pounds of evaporated apples, twenty-five cents, and three pounds of clear pork sausage, twenty-five cents.”

Ellen picked the girl up. The child reached up and clutched Ellen’s nose, scratching it. Ellen took her hand down and held it, speaking over her squawk. “I could keep Gene and Rosie across the road for sleeping, suppers even. Give you a break.”

“Sure, take as many as my children as you like, but it won’t be good enough, Ellen.” Agnes’s chest rose and fell. “This isn’t Pullman. Just tell your husband to call the fucking strike already, with the men we’ve got.” She stared hard at the table and another cry swelled up as fast as she swallowed it down.



Mid-April, Fran unsealed the kitchen window. 701 was overstuffed with snores and rotten socks and Jenny shushing Martin in his pig-snorting ecstasy, Jenny getting up to pee after sex, Mary waking just before dawn to say the rosary. 

The air coming in was so good, she started on her bedroom window. It was a bold move. Spring would punish her for it no doubt, but she could not stop herself. She peeled the newsprint down, then shoved the stiff panes up. The dusty newsprint she clawed from the sill bore an illustration of a horseless carriage, with an acetylene engine. Acetylene— 

There was cold, clear air in her nose. With her thumb, she traced the shape of the auto-mobile, the lantern on the front, and the round wheel for steering. She sighed and crumpled it up, tossed it out the window into the snowy, muddy banks. 

A second later, the crumpled paper hopped back in. She blinked and picked it up. She threw it out again. When it wasn’t returned, she leaned out the window. A large figure wearing a bearskin coat was holding it. The man’s face was nearly covered by his old knit cap. Bits of wayward yarn and frost and a few strands of hair flopped in front of his mouth and nose. He barely blinked. He extended his hand to return the litter. 

She took it back. He lifted his arm to reveal a parcel; a wrapped package. She went and shoved the front open against the snow on the other side. He stepped into the arc made by the door’s path.

He was a presence, but he was easy to be around. Mary and Fran pulled up a chair, but he would not sit.

“Thomas,” he finally said, pointing at the wrapped package. 

There was quiet then. When Fran opened her mouth to speak, Mary held up her hand. “Thomas who?”

“Your Tom.” 

Mary looked him up and down, thoughtfully. “I’ll keep it for him,” Mary said. “Will you stay until he returns?”

The man shook his head no.

“Who can we say it’s from then?” 

The large man smiled. It happened suddenly and so largely, it became too big for the room. He went out the door where it could be free.



When Tom came home, it was on the table. Mary, Fran, Ellen, Jenny, Leona, and Agnes were crowded around the table, all eyes. 

Martin stood next to him, but it was clear to Tom that his brother could offer no back-up in this situation. By the looks on their faces—looks they were prone to giving—they were seeing right through Tom in this moment. A man could not linger in this circle very long without being fully investigated. He thought of dodging past the table down the hall. Leona heard him think it. She caught his eyes and made him think twice. 

“Go ahead,” Mary said. 

Tom slipped the wrappings off quickly. A large blueprint was folded over a small sheet with printed horizontal rules. Tom unfolded the blueprint first. 

Someone who was not the builder had written on the top: The Lion. They stared down at this one portion of the blueprints for a mansion to be built at Twin Lakes. For the man who stood between them and fifty more cents a day. The wine cellar would be bigger than the servant’s quarters. The Carrara marble mantle for the fireplace on the second floor was to be inscribed in Irish. “A thousand welcomes,” Martin translated. 



Tom unfolded the smaller sheet that had been inside the blueprint. It had a header: Victor Gold Mining Co., 1895. In the column labeled personal monthly budget, the extra amount available to spend for the month of April was $29,031.42.



They did not wait for summer. In the wide expanse that was left in the wake of Cripple Creek and the delays for the WFM, they spread their wings. Leadville, they decided, would be organized to the point of complete and total membership across the town. Ready to march. Every name and address in the books. The west side would be courted, the paper would be enlarged, all this before another riot or long winter could set them back again.

The last week of April, just after a fresh snow sunk into the mud, they organized a group of core people to finish the task of signing up smelters and processors across town. And even to get documented support from the brewers’ union and the freight. 

Peter tied up his boots with so much conviction, they were too tight. Half-way across the street, he had to get down and redo it.

Fran spat her mouthpaste out the back door and hit the stone she was aiming at spot-on. Martin and Tom followed. When they met up with Joe Hodges at the top of Fourth, he was wearing his good canvas jacket, pockets cleaned out, collar up. 

“We ready, captain?” Peter said. 

“Let’s go,” Joe said. 


Once they were all the way down Third, they crossed Harrison and met Hugh Sweeney in front of the Arcade Saloon. Past Second, they turned onto Front Street and followed it to the southwest. Their tight formation shifted as they crossed paths. They sometimes stopped to marvel at how different Leadville looked from just one shift in perspective, one small drop in elevation. Just beyond the last row of houses was a row of cabins, and then a wide five-acre swath of land, patched with smoked stone and rebar rusting in heaps. 

Joe and Peter motioned for them all to follow north on a small footpath that arced around the site.

“Why not cut across?” Fran said. 

“You recall that fire? ’81 maybe?” Joe said.

“That was this? I’ve never come down here.” A small rise brought them up to a patch of spruce, where the grass was greener and deeper.

“What’s the story?” Martin said, in the fragrant shade. On the other side of the spruce patch, the sun warmed their shoulders again. Joe scuffed a bit of the ground, then knelt to observe two patches of purple flowers. The early spring pasque flowers were quivering, vulnerable. Among them, hard, wrapped, buds of wild iris were just coming in. “Must be early May.” Joe stood up. “Well, there was a major furnace operation here. Put out 350 tons a day in the eighties. They were drawing off slag from the number three unit one day, and the waste material clogged it up. Overflowed the effluent system. All the way through.”

“No dust chambers?” Martin asked.

“Too expensive to add, they’d been told.” 

Peter took his hat off and ran his hand through his hair. “And are still told.”

“So,” Joe continued, “the pressure in the clogged furnace blew out the tuyeres. The guys ran for their lives, they say, but the molten metal set fire to the woodwork and sunk the exits.”

“Jesus,” Hugh mumbled. 

“Whole thing burned down. About thirty men on shift at the time.” Hats off, in their own time, they each paused. Martin laid a cluster of flowers down. When they continued their walk, the smell of grass became the smell of hard dirt again, then coal, arsenic off-gas, a mix of volatile compounds spinning colors against the sun. 

Inside the foyer of the main office of the biggest smelter in the valley, they waited to meet the boss. Minke came into the room, white-haired and flushed, wiping sweat from his neck. He tucked the towel in a pocket on his long black apron. “Gentlemen,” he said. “Miss.” 

He brought them into a long indoor porch built on to the east side of the building. From down here, looking east and north, the view from the big windows showed most of Leadville. They could see the steeple of Annunciation and the thin plumes of smoke from engine houses tucked up into Fryer and Carbonate Hills. Their home-turf looked like a steaming pin-cushion from here.

They all took a seat. “My understanding,” Minke said, “is you have some business here, regarding how we organize ourselves.”

“That’s right. Mr. Minke—” Joe began.

“Josef.”

“Josef. I’m ‘Joe’ too. Well, maybe you oughta start out, tell us what your work is like. The day to day. What do you need?” 

“Oh, we do fine. We know what to do. But—” He went quiet for some time, then took a good look at them all. “Do you mind telling me again, who are you with?”

“Well, we’re all miners,” Joe continued, “and Miss Byrne’s producing a newsletter for our organization. See, we aim to get the producers together with the processors. Together, we think we’d be in a good position to say…well, to say what’s what. About what we need, what we ought to be paid.”

Minke looked again, scrutinizing their hands, their boots. “Well, with discretion, I can tell you some things. The biggest problem is that the MOA bids on prices for our output. So, they sell on a guess, you see. A gamble. Sell to the highest bidder while still awaiting completion. The problem is that only then do we get paid. So our pay depends on their games.” 

Hugh opened a tin of cigarillos and passed them around. Minke puffed his thoughtfully. “What we want,” he exhaled, “is a long-term contract, freed up from the games. We need to keep an optimum charge, and we do, but we aren’t responsible for the price of a thing once it’s turned out. And they make us bear the brunt of it. And what bothers me further, though I wish it did not, is they seem to take pleasure in this game.” 

They all relaxed and spoke longer, about safety, and the latest season. Then Joe asked him, “What are they offering?”

“Who?” Minke said.

“You fellas might know, as we do, that the three or four men that own this camp are consolidating. There’s a rumor they give themselves animal names, for discretion. They run spies, but we’ve nothing to hide. They’re shook, clearly, by the organizing going around, and they’re clamoring to butter us up, and they’re tearing us down some days too. Opera tickets no one asked for. Then a list of watched men.”

“Yes, they do that to us. They came down a month ago, and gave men on shift a big lunch. Then they proposed something that hasn’t been done in Stringtown, or Bohunk, or Granite ever. A village.”

“A what?” Joe exclaimed.

“That’s how they put it. Said they’d build one right up, just west of here where the road bends toward Granite. They expressly stated that unions’ expensive dues will be obsolete in the new village. It would have a billiards hall and a reading room, they said. A row of homes. A general store— a company town, I know it.”

“Did your crew know it?” Joe asked

“I think so. There was some stirring, as it isn’t easy to keep a family in a house right now, but the boys put it together when they said you wouldn’t need real cash in the store.”

“A scrip town.” 

“With surveillance, I personally believe,” Menke said. “That’s why they’d put up the hall.”

“Well, here’s what we can offer, and this is just to start,” Joe said. “A demand for uniform rates, to be negotiated with you at the table.”

“Ah?” Menke said, leaning back in his chair.

“And what the miners want is something that benefits you, I believe—cheaper tariffs on freight going down mountain and publicly owned utilities. And a prohibition on scrip or company towns.”

“And,” Fran said, “dust chambers in every smelter.”

“We could organize to have you build them, on regular salary time,” Peter said. “It’d be your union.”

Minke was quiet for a minute. “I do not care for the tactics of Homestead. And we watched Pullman closely. Haymarket and Bull Hill. I am not in support of any kind of strong-armed antagonism.” 

“Nor are we,” Fran said. “This is a sober group. Sober, but we’ve agreed to go ahead with our small bulletin.” She met Peter’s eyes, rehearsing what they’d settled on. “We’re just waiting for a name, for the union of course, and we want the west side to know we are transparent and well-organized. We’ll be talking about the union in practical terms to show we’re not in retreat. And that it’s nothing radical.” 

Minke put his smoked-out stub in a can on the floor and ran his hand down his apron. He stood up, and so did they. He shook hands with each man, and gently cupped Fran’s hand in his. He gestured for all of them to follow him into the steaming, pulsing factory and encouraged them to address the workers on their break.



The walk home seemed faster, even going uphill. Martin pulled a harmonica out of his pocket and played as they walked. The setting sun cast its alpenglow across their coats. They headed through the main part of town, back up the road, then over to Toledo and Third where the painted green gas-lamp at the bottom of the stairs marked the familiar grounds.

Peter eyed the boarding house next to the dining hall. They went in. When they came out, Peter threw his cap into the air and caught it. They stood in front with a barking dog and watched as a newly made sign was put up in the window. 

UNION 

BOARDING 

ONLY
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Local 33


One bullet hole, dead-center in the shop window, stopped Fran in her tracks. She put her finger to it. Every material object behind her and beside her felt like a pair of eyes and she refused to appear affected. She unlocked the door and flipped her sign to OPEN. She propped the door, as if expecting customers, which she was. 

She stood on the sidewalk, right next to the bit of vandalism. She took her time, with her good left hand and her re-trained right hand, to roll an excellent cigarette. There, framed by her red and white cast-iron pilasters, she let anyone passing by look: Frances Byrne, very much there, very ready for this fine Monday morning in May. At work. Arms crossed on her big chest. Perfect cigarette in her mouth. Not even the long whistle from the arriving passenger sign could make her flinch. Go ahead, she seemed to say. Let’s fucking go. 


Peter turned and looked down the hill as if he might be able to see who was inside the arriving train. Every train coming into the Hazel and Seventh Street station lately had made their hearts leap. But they’d so far not been carrying any union reps at all. Even so, Peter looked, straining to see. The last cable Dewar had received said their arrival was imminent, a matter of weeks. It was high time to pin down a name. 

“It’s not a ball club,” Joe said. He walked with his crew—Peter, Tom and Martin, Hansen, and Leitner—all clinking equipment down the long hill from the Robert Emmet all the back into the neighborhood, to the Coronado. They paused on Hazel and Seventh near the main office, where the retaining wall had been built up even higher since last year.

“Oro City Mining Brothers?” Dan Hansen suggested.

“Leadville hasn’t been called Oro City in sixty years,” Joe said. The new portion of the retaining wall was several stories high. The neighborhood’s colorful houses stood directly across the street, like flowers at the foot of an ominous fortress. 



“The Wolfe-tones like Oro City,” Tom said. He caught up, hoisting his bag higher onto his shoulder.

“We’ll have no use for the Wolf-Tone guards. I’m sorry to disappoint you, Tom,” Peter said. “We’ve got this.”

“I want the rifles anyway.”

“Your rifles’ll collect dust.”

“They’ll gimme something fun to do.”

“Watch what you say,” Joe said. “We don’t even know why they asked us to come down here this time.”

“Hodge is right,” Peter said. “How about, the Cloud City Mountain Labor Association?” 

“It has to fit on a lapel ribbon, Pete,” Joe said.

“Anything beats Slabtown. It’s the slab I don’t like,” Hansen chimed in. 

“Brothers of Victor,” Rud offered.

“But not Cripple Creek?” Joe said.

“Cripple creek is still unsettled,” Rud said.

“All the more reason to support, Leitner. And Alma, Silverton, Telluride, Rico. That’s the point. Everyone in.”

Ventilation fans, a cabinet of mineral samples, and a large brass assay scale mounted on a mahogany base decked the office of the Coronado. An oak buffet with glass panels displayed two tea services and a small humidor. 

On the wall, in a long, horizontal inscription was a newly hung banner: Highgrading is degrading the Nation! Keep your hearts and pockets clear. 

Simon Ablett stood up from where he was squatted on the floor over a blueprint. “It’s the most famous crew in town.” 

“Ablett,” Joe said. “You get transferred?”

Ablett rolled the giant papers up and tenderly looped a leather string around them. “Mr. Doyle,” he said, “I request that you, the Noonans, and Hansen here join us until winter. I’d like you to lead the pumpmen in two. We’re doing some critical work with the new steam pumps. Pumped from the exterior. We’ve oil tanks the size of boats out there.” 

Peter didn’t move.

“The others will retain their previous positions,” Ablett said, trying to read Peter’s face, “where they can return to now.”

“I’m not in charge,” Peter said. 

Ablett patted down his tie, but had no time to respond. 



“What do you want with my crew?” Joe said.

“I can assure you—”

“Joseph Hodges.”

“You can hold your position at the Emmett.” 

“No,” Joe said. “We stay together, and we won’t hoist any pumps with ropes. Need steel cables. Flat-sided. Order them.” On Joe’s cue they returned their caps to their heads.


Operative was assigned to J. Hodges’ crew, some were asked to man pumps at the Coronado. Hodges, previously reported agitator, still thinks they’ll get steel cable this year. Mgmt failed to segregate the crew. As for the Cornish, Opt. is still confident they will not support the sleepers in any significant number as very few gains have been made with them. Opt. observed no mention of armories or Wolfe-Tone guards this week. I heard no talk of rifles. The sleeper leadership want the processors and smelters south of town to sign on, and have made significant inroads there recently. Reported to my room after shift’s end. 

Truly yours,

D. H.

When the WFM stepped off the train on the 7th of May, they were a group of eight. They wore coordinated, serious clothing. Their lapel ribbons were straight and clean. 

The Doyles, most of the Kellehers, the Byrne sisters, the Hodges, Dan Hansen, and the Kearney’s children walked with them to their rooms at the Healy House, carrying their luggage up the long hill to the top of Eleventh Street. Fran hardly smiled or spoke, for fear these people might turn around and get back on the train. 

When you have waited so long, Fran realized, you’ve learned to exist in your doubt. The end to waiting, Fran thought, felt like being naked. She helped them unload their things. 

The Cloud City Miners Union now had a name, and official lapel ribbons, stacked neatly in a box of 500 count. For a moment, holding her ribbon in her palm, it seemed like it was all she had to wear.

Ellen Doyle pinned Peter’s lapel ribbon to his shirt as soon it was out of the box. It showed a triptych of mining tools in red, on a white circle, on a dark blue ribbon. It had the stars and stripes on the top, and the embossed name of the union at the bottom, just above a gold fringe: 

Cloud City Miners Union

Local No. 33

A crate of 500 more would arrive by 

freight in a month.



At the Thursday night meeting, the Cloud City Miners Union filed their paperwork as Local 33. In a thick sea of caps and smoke, James Amburn took the gavel and got their attention. He began reading from their newly issued WFM handbooks. 

Peter looked up and saw them, each one earnest and attentive. Fran was there, Leona Hodges with Immanuel on her hip. Jack Schiller. Jenny and Martin. Tom. Dan Hansen. The Kearney boys and and Charlie and Ann Ryan. Even Mary Byrne was there, looking right at him.

“The union will now come to order.” Amburn raised his voice over the applause and shouts of support. “Officers will take their respective stations. Warden,” Amburn continued, turning the page, “you will take charge of the door, and see that no person enters, except by order of the president, and in no case will you admit any person during the initiation of candidates. Brother Conductor, you will examine membership cards and report those not in possession thereof to me.”

Joe Hodges got up and scanned the rows of men holding up their signed cards, then read his portion: “I find all members in possession of a paid-up membership card. Are there any objections to electing these applicants to membership to the union?” 

He handed the book back to Amburn. “You will now retire to the anteroom with the candidates in preparation for initiation, and give two knocks on the door, to be opened by the warden, when the members are fully prepared.”

“We don’t have an anteroom,” Joe pointed out. 

“An initiation,” Pascoe protested. “You’ve gone on for miles, christ. Send white smoke from the chimney when you’re done, Amburn, ye priest.”

“Here goes nothing.” Joe knocked twice with a fist in his palm. After the long line had walked in front of the room and returned to the crowd, Amburn took the book and got on the stage. “You have been elected to membership in the CCMU local number thirty-three of the WFM. With this assurance from me as president of this union, are you willing to take the obligation?”

“Yes!” they shouted.

“Raise your right hand. Do you pledge you will practice the principles of fraternity by giving support as you may be able to your brothers in time of trouble or affliction; that you will uphold and at all times aid in securing the rights of the working man, that you will not misappropriate the funds of the union, and that you will keep all business of the union secret? 

 “My brothers, as members of a labor organization, whose objects are to better the conditions and make happier the lives of the laboring class, who are the wealth producers of the world, it is your duty to take an active part in the affairs of your union, attend meetings regularly and, if possible, stay until the end of the meeting, although it may often be against your inclination.” 

Pascoe scoffed, “They saw that comin’.”

“Speak kindly to one another,” Amburn continued, “and be careful not to attribute to any member unworthy motives should he differ in opinion. It is by honest difference of opinion that we arrive at sounds conclusions and correct judgments. You may face your brothers.

“We assembled here this evening for mutual benefit to ourselves, our families and our fellow men; and as we are now to separate and mingle again with the outside world. I urge you to be careful not to reveal any of the business or transactions of this meeting to any person but those you know to be members of the union in good standing. Adjourned!”

They erupted. They carried the festivities out the door. Whole families occupied the hotels, the lobbies, the arcades, the cigar shops, and saloons. The force of the three thousand workers plus their friends and neighbors was jubilant and the festivity could not be subdued, not even while the prices on every good across town rose by the penny every hour. This, Peter thought, smiling, this is what they’ll say of our town. This is the story now. 

Inside the Board of Trade saloon, they crowded around every side of the glass partition that was meant to prevent passersby from looking in. They opened up the piano and amassed more instruments besides. 

Their instructions were clear: two drinks. Three at the most for today only. No secrets, no serious talk. 

Three drinks or one, it made no difference now. The feeling of victory shook the bar and the building and the road outside, it shook every sparrow in the thick red willows south of town. 

When some man at the bar tried to rally in protest of unionism and immigrants and women and whatever else seemed to him to have prevented him from fulfilling his dreams, Tom Noonan climbed on the shoulders of the crowd. Then he got low and yanked the rowel from the spur of the man’s ostentatious boot. He got up again and stabbed the rowel into the wall. 

The man, irate, demanded that the bartender pay for his boot to be repaired. He demanded that Martin Noonan and Dan Hansen and Willa Kearney stop playing that racket and this is the problem, he said, they do whatever they want! Wherever they want to! And he for one would not stay and watch them destroy Leadville! 

The man tried to push through the fray. He dropped his coat. He pulled the heavy door open with curse words and bitterness, and when a silver dollar dropped from one of his pockets, Peter swiped it up. Tom took it and got back up on a stool and nailed it to the support beam at the end of the bar. “Fucking ‘Board of Trade.’ It’s ‘The Silver Dollar’ now!” Tom declared. He dove back into his crowd and gestured at Dan Hansen to play faster. Jack Schiller slipped out the back door, unseen.   


The Leadville Herald, May 10, 1895

At 517 Harrison yesterday evening, Citizens Hall, a discrete gentleman discloses the following: the miners of this camp claim to have joined the radical group the Western Federation of Miners against the contract of their employers, and are calling their group The Cloud City Miners Union, No. 33. Their meeting included promises of not disclosing the business of the organization publicly. Here is their business: their meeting ignored a complaint by a Cornishman that the Irish leadership of the local was overly romantic about the rituals of initiation. They swear fealty to each other but not their employer. They are prepared to act as an illegal body. They do not have the whole camp yet, and aim to incite widespread involvement before they make demands this summer. Shortly thereafter, the miners’ meeting disbanded without strategy. Distasteful behavior ensued into the evening at establishments throughout downtown. Vigilance is paramount.


In the evening of 11 May, Operative met Tom Noonan and Peter Doyle behind the Board of Trade Saloon, what sleepers now call The Silver Dollar, liquor license renewed until 15 Nov. They were by themselves and less worked up as two nights ago. They discussed the list of names recently exposed at Yost’s print shop. They were joined by Rudolf Leitner, Austrian and a sleeper, west side. Leitner brought up yesterday’s editorial in the H-D and said that he thought it was a shame that they could not discover the name of the man who was telling all those things about the organization. Noonan said: “If I could only find out who he is I would kill the S- of a B- in a minute.” With aim to earn their trust, Opt. said that it would be a great thing if they could find the rat, and that I believed some of the boys were talking too much. Noonan responded that this was quite likely but if he could discover who it was he would “kill him as quick as he would a snake.” James Amburn, sleeper president, reminded them they would be officially sleepers for one year before any direct action is taken. Opt. spoke with two powdermen and Cornishmen Steve Prisk and Jonny Willkins, both in cabins up past Cleator Moor, who disclosed that they do not plan to sign with sleepers and that they had a good number of countrymen on their side. Opt. will follow them tomorrow.

J. S.
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Dynamite

First week of June, Hugh Sweeney walked up a man-made grassy bank that was carved out a safe distance from the shaft-house of the Robert Emmet. Peter and Tom followed him. After working a stiff series of padlocks, Hugh carefully opened the door to a powder magazine, not even jumping for the deer-fly at his neck.

 The magazine was the size of a wardrobe, insulated, with sandbags piled on all sides. Tom peeked in, pulling in the cold air from last year, the faint chemical trace of nitroglycerine. 

Hugh looked over his shoulder, for what he wasn’t sure. There’d been complaints that they ought not train Tom on powder yet, that it would be seen as favoritism to advance him while several Cornish miners had expressed their interest and had a year on Tom. But the whole team had new trammers coming in, and if the core wanted to stick together, Tom would have to move up. “Men will talk about this,” Hugh said.

“About what?” Peter said.

“This advance.”

“An advance?” Peter said. “The MOA can spend millions of dollars they owe me to try and get someone elected to replace Waite, but I’m in trouble?” 

“What are you on about, Doyle?” Hugh said. “Easy.” 

Peter took a long breath, then handed Hugh a jug of steaming hot water with the handle wrapped in a sock. “Well,” Peter said, “Tom, just keep your head down about it. The cousin Jacks are the last piece before negotiations.”

Tom nodded as Peter handed him a heavy clunky metal contraption, then followed Hugh to a distant patch of grass. 

Hugh set the contraption up with precision and care. “This here, is your thawing kettle,” he said. Tom crouched down on the ground and examined the rack of thick metal cylinders. It had exact rows of individual steel tubes that held dynamite inside and kept it dry, while water in the surrounding tubes next to them warmed the contents at a safe pace. 



As Hugh explained the process, the two men stayed focused, pouring the hot water into the water-tubes with extreme caution. 

Jack Schiller, walked along the upper level of the grassy berm with a coil of cables. “Hi, fellas,” he said.  

“Thought you were on night,” Hugh said. 

Schiller shrugged. “New schedule.” He walked on and found a place not too far away to lay out and measure his lines. 

“What time is it?” Tom asked Hugh after Schiller left. 

“About noon,” Hugh said. “We’ll go down in an hour or so.” 

Tom could watch the contraption do its work all day. They spent a good amount of time sitting on the ground with dummy dynamite sticks, discussing the ends and outs of unpacking and thawing them. “So you have to be slow, even in the summer,” Hugh said. “Depends on how cold the night was. But give it time, and pour it even. It will be your job to know when more hot water needs to go on. And these contain nitroglycerine, you know that. So if it freezes or heats too quickly, that’s it. That’s your face, gone. And more besides.”  

Tom lit a second candle underneath the rack and poured hot water through the top. “It’s better this way,” Hugh said. “Our kettles when I first started had no individual tubes, just two big compartments, one for dynamite and the other for water underneath. But the nitroglycerine could leak into the bottom of the kettle and explode. That’s how Will Sullivan went, god rest him.” 

They stayed in the grass until the afternoon. For the remaining hours of his ten, Tom went back down to the usual level to meet Martin and finish filling carts. 


At 12:10 Saturday 8 June, Operative went into the east drift seventh level where Tom Noonan was supposed to be working. Noonan is a known agitator training on thawing kettle and asked Hugh Sweeney where nitroglycerine is stored and how to pack it. Found Noonan and his brother later, sitting down at 3:40 drinking. They shared a flask between them. They talked about strikes in August or September but Peter Doyle said they should not talk about that at all, not in the mines, and stated they still need recognition from the MOA. They want at least thirty more Cornish miners on board and seem willing to wait for it. The sleepers will fatigue or drop out by then, Opt. believes. Men are unhappy. They plan to court the Cornish outliers with speeches at Thursday eve meeting. Opt. remained in the adjacent stope until four p.m. when he had to leave to attend to his winch, and they were still loafing when he left.

Yours,

J. S.

Dan Hansen stopped by 701 on his way to the Thursday meeting. He held his cap on his vest when Fran opened the door. 

She’d made some kind of effort. She had the old linen blouse on, ivory in color, stiff in places from being dried in the sun. Big bosom filling it. Plain brown hair split down the middle, and she’d taken a comb to it or something. 

His heart might have kicked right through his clothes, given all the truths that were coming up. He choked them down. He was there to see if she was going to the meeting, he made himself say. 

“Who isn’t?” she replied. She turned to check on her pregnant sister who was in the rocker, knees spread to accommodate the size of the womb. Jenny smirked somewhat at Dan Hansen. He felt exposed. 

Was she coming to the meeting, is what he said, wasn’t it? Those were the words coming out of his mouth, and would they walk together? True. True. He wanted to. And yet, under his skin was a lie as deadly as it was two years old, deadly and slithering like worms in the gut. 

Fran stopped walking halfway down Sixth. Her skirt was going backward, she explained, it always does this on the way down. Hansen laughed when she motioned for him to look away. He did, but even so, he caught her pulling her skirt to the front, and they laughed together like people do when they’ve let each other in. And for that, his heart hurt. There was a heat in his ribs. A pressure inside him. He held his elbow out for her. She accepted it. “You know what? I am not nervous, I am absolutely not,” she said. 

“What are you not nervous about?”

“This long cat and mouse chase. With the union and the MOA, I mean. And my speech, obviously. I’m not nervous at all. Why would I be?”

“No reason. What’s the speech about?”



“Math.”

“What has this union got you up to now, Frances?”

“You’ll see.” 



When the agenda got past its rituals and moved on to new members, Henry Pascoe stood up. “Let us be clear about what is on the table. We’re here in Leadville on the merit of our craft. And what does the Western Federation of Miners know, about my craft? Who are they, or any of you, to tell me what’s best for the work I’m putting out, with my own expertise? Let me pose a question, boys, let me put it this way: would we not be better off with a tribute system or conacres, especially if DC power does get up this high? Each of us his own man, an at-will employee, they offered this already, each man running his own wheal unto himself and a small team.” The bloc around him rallied. 

Doyle leaned over and said something to Amburn who got up on his chair. “Gentlemen, I grant that Pascoe’s craft is best known by himself, but even so, even so! Without the miner, the builder, the frame-setter and the water engineers, the smelters and railmen, and every other mode of employment, if a single one of those pins is pulled, we have nothing.”

The Cornishman Pascoe and his table were outnumbered in every way, but Pascoe took a last stand. “I get that, but mark my words, what I have seen here tends to a cult of personality and sometimes—hang on!—sometimes, a lack of depth of understanding economical science. And I will say one more thing, if it is just us, with entirely Irish leadership going into the first vote, listen! I fear we will suffer a dangerous lack of purpose. There, I said it.”

Joe Hodges stayed put, leaning against the edge of the stage, legs crossed, arms folded. “That’s not what this is, Henry.” It was said loud and serious at the same time. Everyone stopped, attentive. “What do people even know about Leadville? There’s the high-priced touring people, they’ll go back down mountain and tell the story of three or four men, you know who. Lion, Moose, whatever they call themselves and Baby Doe Tabor. And they’ll say they built up a city above the clouds. Bullshit. They do not exist without us. We did it. More metal and more dollars have come from this camp, from our hands, than anywhere. Forget California or Idaho. It is this camp. Cripple Creek was never this big, and Cripple Creek won. It was a hard battle but they came out on top. Let’s get it, and go on with our lives dammit, let’s go!” 

Dan Hansen moved aside for those who were lining up to sign in. The Cornish table was still occupied with its reluctant crowd. He should be watching them, but his attention was singularly locked on Jack Schiller, who was focused on John Rowe to the point of being obvious. Schiller was concentrating too hard on every word, forgetting to react to the main speech. Nervous, probably, as they had both been made to understand their time was up. That one of them, either Hansen or Schiller, was going to be promoted to command in the Chicago office. 

The other, would find out where unsuccessful spies disappeared to, killed while living, his days spent watching windows and checking under carriages and changing names in his eternal rejection from the real world in which couples walk down roads, laughing. 

Hansen flexed his knuckles and got to locking it down in his own mind. Henry Pascoe, Cleator Moor—or Chicken Hill?—antiunion, advises against cult of Irish personalities. Joe Hodges, E. Fourth, leader and agitator, encourages disdain for MOA. 

Fran Byrne, E. Sixth, tasked tonight with courting Cornish outliers, addressing their skepticism. Against action, but supports sleepers generally. Smells like soap, pine pitch, and red burley tobacco, and doesn’t want to get up on that stage now at all.



How dare Hodge make her follow that speech. Fran stared at Joe Hodges for a while, admiring the raw delivery. She began setting her shawl on top of her head, so as to quietly duck out and let them have Hodges’ words sinking in all night. But then it was Joe himself, reaching out his hand to pull her back in.

She dropped the shawl back over her shoulders. Reluctantly, she took out the sheet of paper she’d worked on all last night at home. “Good evening!” It didn’t take. “Up here! Knock it off! Jesus.” It took. “I have been examining some numbers of interest. Just numbers. Very practical. To begin, labor in this camp has sixty-five percent married men with families, and they report going from a tight situation this year to a dire one, because of the stop-gap. By working thirty days in a month, thirty days and no less, they can earn about seventy-five dollars. It costs, in the summer and early fall in Leadville, at least seventy dollars a month to exist. That’s twenty for groceries, thirty for rent or house payments, a low average there isn’t it. Eight on average for non-winter clothing or the cloth and thread and supplies to make it, six for fuel and four for water, two for milk, three for the druggist, another rough average, and two for insurance, fairly useless isn’t it. That’s seventy-five. If there’s any sickness or injuries in the family, and there usually is, it sends families into a rush to figure out how to arrange the debt.

“And I did not even figure for school supplies or the enrollments. In winter, the monthly budget to live in Leadville swells to a base requirement of eighty-five to ninety dollars. That’s adding arctics, fitting carriages with cutters, animal shoeing and shelter, carriage or home repairs, pump or pipe work, fuel and wood, window weathering, or outbuilding maintenance. It is well known that the ownership could comfortably double the existing wage today, with silver selling at the current rate.

“There is no politics in it. Simply pragmatic. And the fact is: what you are paid, does not support a modest living. Not in Leadville. Not even close! For these reasons,” she said, returning to her notes, “to ensure that your wage is commensurate with the skill you offer, and the wealth you produce, let us maximize the ranks in preparation for making our demands. To that end, the tables in the back are available for your applications.”

Thirty-two Cornish miners joined that night. Dan Hansen wanted to be the man whose arm she took for the walk uphill, and although she did not take his arm, they walked so closely he felt her skirt sometimes brush against his leg. A block behind them, Jack Schiller kept his head down, just seeing where they might go.
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When People Start Coming and Going

A month later, days before the CCMU planned to present a list of demands to the MOA, John Rowe was mugged, is what they said. The deputies wouldn’t talk. Low-level crime. The paper only reported that a couple foreign-born drunks didn’t know how bad they were beating him, or for what. The paper advised against attending the agitator’s meeting, and announced that there would be no permit for any Labor Day gathering.

Rowe’s contingent refused to have Irish union members at the burial. The union leadership opted to read Rowe’s funeral rite from their WFM handbook at the next meeting, but instead of participating, the Cornish members sang “Lead Kindly Light” in protest. 

Even Jack Schiller dutifully opened his book to shout along with the leadership, over the singing. His bandaged knuckles were in pain to hold it open. “We are now to pay our last tribute to one of our members who has laid down the burdens and responsibilities of life,” Schiller mumbled. “No more will his voice be heard in our councils; no more will he feel the gentle touch of love for kindred and friends or tender pity for the unfortunates and afflicted—” As he read, Schiller considered this: he had asked the boss to let him opt for one clean shot, but the assignment was more artistic: a low-level mugging. Lay the ground for the reporters. “—for his heart has ceased to beat; no more will he behold the beauties of nature or experience the joy, the pleasures or the sorrows and distress of this life—” 

His next assignment would be higher stakes. He would soon be a boss. Become big, and be recognized as an important man, finally. That was the feeling. That was motivation. Achieve a thing, and people will look at him then. He’d be the one to shoot lamps off ceilings and command people. Not just pretend drunkenness, not just surprise a target in an alley, pushing his head into walls, over and over again—“for he sleeps his last long sleep in the grave.” 





The CCMU Local 33 spent a whole Tuesday meeting drafting their first demands. They would start with three and hope for two: steel, flat-sided cables, reinstatement of the Labor Day parade permit, and an end to the stop-gap wage. They allotted one hour for discussion per item, to be addressed in the Saturday conference with management. 

There was no discussion. Two unfamiliar gentlemen issued a response: the MOA does not and will not recognize any union in Leadville.



Jenny Brophy Byrne Noonan’s baby came too soon, without any warning, and came out so small Martin feared he might lose her in his hands. Before that, Mary and Agnes made him wash his hands like he’d scrub his skin clean off before he could hold the bundle. 

Tom, an uncle now, convinced himself not to bond with it, for surely the outcome was inevitable. 

“Look,” Mary said, “at that hair.” 

Tom let himself look again. Martin scrubbed his hands hard and fast and saw out of the corner of his eye that Jenny had deep shadows on her face and sweat everywhere, her breathing still fast and uncomfortable. 

“More soap.” Agnes handed him a second bar and a brush. He scrubbed and dried. Agnes inspected. When there were no more traces of slag dust or oil, he put his left palm over the right as if to receive holy communion. The baby girl filled his palm and no more.

Florence Mary-Frances Noonan soon grew into her hair. Her father Martin considered everything he was before her birth a mere larval state of himself. His wings now were fully manifest, unfurled, palpable. He flew down the mountain after work. He liked knocking gently on her fist so she might grab one of his fingers, and they would hold hands like that, or, the child would open one eye and see his beard and then open the other, making whatever expression he made until they were both in hysterics or one of them fell asleep.

Fran laid the girl out on a blanket one morning before work, sitting in the front lawn. Three weeks old, and already big, soft curls were coming in. “Show-off,” Fran said, squinting in the light. The infant made a fist. “It’s 1895,” Fran said. “And you’re too soon, and the MOA is too late, what do you make of it, hm?” The infant squinted back.  



The infant seemed so healthy, Fran let herself run a tender-hearted calculation: by the time this very infant was a teenager, there’d be horseless wagons with acetylene engines parked by the rails at the shops downtown, as if they’d always been there. Say this wee baby lives to be seventy, and she well might if they negotiated doctors, she’d arrive at 1965. 

Amazing. What then, Fran wondered. This very infant might sit here in the lawn as lady of the house. The 1960s. 

She recalled what Leona had said two years ago now. How time flies. And how their horizon made adjustments for every entry and exit into their lives—things don’t look the same, when people start coming and going, that’s all. 

Fran looked out at the Sawatch range and they seemed to her the same. The same, but with a different message: we belong to Florence now. And to Fran, and Leona, and everyone. It did at least seem that these mountains knew this infant, knew of her, and so too did the same sun and the same fat moon, the very same rock itself, how far it was. This tiny Florence Byrne would look up at it in the 1960s, and there it would be, with Fran long gone. Fran laughed, imagining. She returned the infant to her mother and went to the shop.



The sound of Hansen “warming up,” he called it, grated on Fran’s ear. He took his usual spot in the corner of her workshop and drew his strings across the bridge, tuning and plucking. The scene was same as ever, minus the tiny navel of sunlight where the bullet-hole was holding it in. Hansen tuned and did a scale and squeaked and tuned again. So far the sound was a goose birthing, or a tight winch defrosting in the springtime.

It wouldn’t be long before he got the tune though, and he would get it well. When he started with something upbeat for once, she was glad. Glad he had started to come around again, must have been work, or the weather. Glad that the music gave a lift to her work. She had learned this year that she no longer liked tender, sad songs. Always impatient with their agony, she craved the energy in something with velocity and a pulse. “What’s that one called?” She pinched at the impressions with her pinky and thumb, shaking out the cramps as she pedaled, her skirt tied up in a knot at the back of her knees.

“Soldier’s Joy,” he answered.



“Sounds familiar.”

“You all keep requesting it.”

“I don’t.”

“At the dances they do.”

“I haven’t been.”

“Have you any reason for so depriving this camp?”

“No time.” She turned to the wall and crossed off the third order of the day. “Will you get that wire?”

“I will. After I get these double stops right.” Following what he could learn from Martin’s example, he drew his horsehairs over the strings with more energy in his elbow and his wrist. “Huh, cleaner that time.”

“The wire!” The door slammed shut with a ring from the shop bell.

When she came back, bike posted against the back wall of the shop, quads glowing, the last copy of her Bulletin had been left in the chase. He had laid a pressed, dried columbine on top. 

Where does mining matter go? They say in Black Hawk mills, four hundred pounds of mercury are lost every month. By lost means, soaked onto miners. Many processors still use quicksilver to amalgamate gold. Once added to riffle bars, rokers, sluices, as well as stamp mortars, it cannot be prevented from spreading onto his clothes. The nationally recognized legal body the CCMU Local No. 33 demands first of all, recognition from the MOA. Next: riveted overalls and gloves issued without loan. More tallow oil, brand iron, six-inch wall safes, six-inch roof ventilators, blasting cap tins, filters and gaskets for lamps, and two-sided steel cables, not rope. This has been the union’s list since last year. Patience is finite. Toledo House suppers, Tuesdays. Union Hall, 517 Harrison, Thursdays. Labor-Day Week-end Picnic, largest ever. Sunday, 1 Sept.



“Patience is finite,” Peter said. “That’s very good.” 

“Catherine thought of it.” Fran cut into a slice of cake.

“I don’t think many readers will know what tallow oil is,” Leona said.

“They’ll know what patience is,” Terry Dermody said. Himself, Peter, Ger, Dan Hansen and Fran were gathered at the Hodges’ kitchen table, sharing a fresh coffee cake to welcome Dermody back from Butte, where’d he gone training with the union there. Terry picked up Fran’s article and had another look. 

“And they’ll know when it runs out. If they try to work scabs, there will be hell to pay,” Terry said.

“Your language!” Leona said, holding Immanuel on her lap.

“Sorry, ma’am.” 

“They could have avoided all this if they just took us up on the fair wage,” Joe Hodges said. “I hope people know that’s all we’re asking. I don’t even miss the opera this year, you know? All the speeches about pursuing one’s own wealth. I don’t want to pursue anything. I just want to read the papers after work and go to bed.”

“They have expenses too” Ger said. “They have worries, too.”

“So you got intimate knowledge of these guys, Kelleher?” Joe said.

“Well they have money, so what, Joseph?” 

“Too much money,” Joe said. “And if one man has too much money, and the rest can barely eat, what good’s his argument for keeping it?” Joe said.

“He deserves it, he thinks,” Fran said.  

“Well, maybe he does,” Ger said. “I worked myself to the bone, from nothing, with nobody, and I’m not about to give away my time and money preventing other boys from the same experience, by handing them what I’ve got.”

“What side, Ger?” Peter mumbled into his cupped hands. He lit his smoke without looking up.

“Don’t take a tone with me, Doyle. I’m not getting principled. There have to be limits. This whole plan about reversing trains if new workers come up, come on. What’s separating us from Pullman? What could have happened when they blew up the Strong Mine in Cripple Creek?”

“No more perfect explosion than a miners’ explosion. They say it was set in a 5-stud diamond, that’s class,” Hansen said.

“And it worked,” Fran said. “Whole town knew it. Machine down, nothing to scab. And other than that, an orderly show. Even for Tom, those rifles are just a matter of mental fortitude at this point—”

She stopped. It was less than a second they all gave to casting one another in doubt. “Won’t need them at all. I’m not worried about my shop window. We’re bigger in numbers than they were in Cripple Creek, and we’re going to show it at this next picnic.”



“I only hope no one pulls any stunts to deter attendance,” Peter said.

“Seems paranoid,” Fran said.

“The MOA is sinister and operating in ways I think we underestimate, that’s all,” Peter said.

“They’ve worked too,” Ger said. “They’ve had jobs. I don’t think we need to be pushing this ‘us versus them’ at every picnic,” Ger said.

“Pushing?”

“Everyone thinks Campion and Moffat are pure abject dogs, but didn’t they start low too.”

“You’re off your nut, Ger.”

“I am not,” Ger protested.

“You came up sure, but you had the whole neighborhood’s help.”

“We were in the tents, Doyle!”

“Still a neighborhood,” Leona said. “You had all that, plus people expecting you to come up.”

“They did not expect that at all.”

“She’s right,” Terry said, “there’s nothing wrong with leaving a good road behind no matter how far you go. Campion and Moffat and Smith, they’re destroying that road and they know it and you know it too.”

“Why would they, Mrs. Hodges?” Ger said. “Really?”

“The math, maybe,” Fran answered. “They would, yeah. Tyrant math. They get so far because others can’t. I’m not sure it’s only about the market. Not anymore.”

“So they’re our mortal enemy, that’s grand, Frances,” Ger said.

“In fact, that’s the problem,” Leona said. “We can’t hardly see an enemy at all, can we? They never show themselves and they’re never going to. Think about what you don’t see.”

“That’s deliberate,” Terry said. “The Butte organizer told me as much. They’ll spread themselves out so we never know where to swing.”

“Or even who he is,” Fran said.

“Yes, and it makes us look mental. Unreliable,” Terry said.

“That there, is totally conspiratorial,” Ger said, pushing out his chair. He tipped his hat and left. 


In conversation with guests at home of Joseph Hodges. of E. Fourth Street, Terry Dermody said  that he did not blame a man for working his way up but that they had no business being tyrants after they got there. Didn’t believe it was right for a man who had been poor and then after getting rich to look down upon and oppress the poor, and that if they tried to work scabs, there would be hell to pay. They deny that the rest of Leadville will ever turn against them. Inroads with Cornish outliers are being secured. There was no talk of armories or rifles. F. Byrne stated she believes their next picnic will repair the trust of the community after J. Rowe’s death, which was suspicious. Her Bulletin will run poster ads to attract attendance.

Faithfully yours,

D. H.

Monday, August 12th, Fran arrived at work to find the shop occupied. “We won’t be needing your help anymore, miss. Please finish your last orders and clock out. We’ll leave you to it.” 

There were three of them. The one in the banker’s vest was writing something down. One was a kind of sheriff, but the star was different than Newman’s. The other man was soft, with very clean hair. There was not a scar or wrinkle or sunburn on him anywhere. He was inexperienced with altitude, yet he seemed to be leading the group.

Fran panicked, but kept her expression fixed. She motioned for Catherine to come stand next to her. Fran noted, for whatever reason, how she could flee them, if they shut any doors. 

The new sheriff looked inside every drawer, out the back window facing the alley. He rummaged through the sorts and toppled a few handfuls and left the trays hanging open. 

The banker handed her the sheet he’d been writing on: her business license was suspended for supporting the vagrancy and agitation of illegal organizations. “Sixty days,” the soft, clean man said. “In the meantime, the shop will be run in the service of the City of Leadville. The application for renewal will require an appearance before the judge. You can gather things and show yourself out, miss.” He put on his hat and left, his men following.

Fran made her way across the floor of the shop and stood in her usual place after they left. “Watch me, so you know,” she said to Catherine.



Fran reached into the center of the Gordon jobber and pulled out the treadle connection pin. The connection cap immediately fell slack, and the catch bolt underneath now had nothing to join. 

But they could ask someone from the paper to sort that much out. She found the stud that held the driving arm of the counting attachment in place, oiled it, and wrenched it out. When she pedaled now, the flywheel spun freely, without making any noise, without any effect. Its companion parts lay unresponsive beside it. 

She kept going. There was soon not one machine in the shop that would move without her. Not even the till, whose springs behind the drawer were popped out and placed in the deep pocket on the side of her trousers along with the rest. She and Catherine clanked all the way up Sixth.



Fran set the connection pin and the driving-arm stud on their pine plank shelf, next to Mary’s comb. The rest she let tumble out onto the table. She made tea, clunky, the right-hand swelling, her heart still racing.

“What happened?” The gold ring in Mary’s blue eye was more magnetic than usual.

“Where’s Jen?”

“Out walking Florence in the Kelleher’s old pram with the canopy down, as Agnes said to sun the baby. She’s aiming to get down to Sullivan’s and back, because Dan Sullivan got more butter than he can store in an ordering error and is selling it at last month’s prices. You seem frightened.”

“No, I don’t seem like that.”

“Frances.”

“This game, they have the shop again, Mary. I never know who, or how.”

“They’re trying to send a message.”

“Well, they’ll have to print their message somewhere else.”

“What’d you do?”

Fran nodded toward the pile of machine parts. Mary smiled. 

“But we can go three weeks on the boys’ wages, I think. I’m so tired, Mary. And my eyelid is shaking.”

“I think I’m going to pass in the next day or so.”

“What?”

“Maybe a week, Frances.”



“Not yet, Mary.” Fran swigged her cup. She got out pen and paper. “Mary,” Fran said. “What happened then, to my mother?”

“Don’t play at that.”

“What?”

“Are you avoiding something else, are you just bored without work, or do you really want to hear?”

“Half each?”

“I think you’re scared. You often ask for her then. Don’t argue with me, shhht. Sit and listen then. Where were we. I was quite overwhelmed, with the mess and all the smells and everything coming out, bloody. I was lost, staring into my cuffs hanging from my shirt sleeves. They were the finest thing I owned and I had made them myself. I was good with a needle. Have you ever hated something you were good at? That was half my life. Your mother was fast with buttons. Never complained.”

“Aunt Mary.”

“Well, I ran to the window for a breath of air. You had to pull the canvas pane off its hook, there were no panes yet. So I did, and I got a gust of fresh cold, and I pinned it back, like this. Then I turned around and Ida was handing me your mother’s ankle.”

“You did this part.”

“I’m expanding it now. I took it and held up the whole leg. Ida’s arms and her skirt were black with blood then. Blood was coming down the mattress. It wasn’t just the birthings, it was the wrong blood you want to see then. Stay with me, Fran. Your mother’s scream was just a long hiss, empty. Her bottom lip cracked open. You know, you have your mother’s look, and her nose too. The big game eyes.”

Fran went to the shelf behind the stove pipe and pulled down a plug of tobacco. “Where is she buried?” 

“Well, so you came fast after those two long days. Ida handed you to me. Your mother was dead.” 

“I’d just like to see her grave or something. Do I need all that? Her blood and her dental condition and gift for buttons, I don’t, really.”

“You do.”

Fran shook her head as if to shake the reply off, and rolled a thick cigarette.

“Come to know her then, it’s you who’s asking! Her work, her sleeping. That is what it is to be alive, is it not? Is there more? Some big triumph, some day of big news, that’s just one day, not a life.”



“Was she buried then?” Fran asked, ashamed at how small and vulnerable her voice suddenly came out. Even smaller than just hours ago, as if the rat bastards in her shop had shrunk it themselves. 

“They were calling it Maryland Mountain I believe. Not far from Idaho Springs.”

“It’s only a couple days then, in the summer. Mary, if I took the stage to Glenwood Springs, then caught the rail toward Denver, I could do that. Does it stop in Idaho Springs? It must. It could be a week, traveling. Lodging. Meals. Maybe I can’t. Does she have a stone?” 

Mary paused and closed her eyes.

“A board with her name, rocks or anything?”

“Will I light a lamp?” Mary said, quietly. 

“I’ve got it,” Fran said, reaching for a tin of Lucifers on the sill. 



At Shea’s that night, another article from the Herald laid flat on the bar. All around it, the usual faces smoked and sipped, though no one had said anything about it yet. The first vertical offered this: 

Agitation Stirs at Citizens’ Hall. Every Thursday, it has been observed that the cultish groups forming in our town read funeral rites for the dead in secret. It is also known that there are agitators of foreign persuasions organizing extreme groups under the auspices of the lost cause of populism, and they will try to dissuade men from working to discuss actions. Beware. 

The second vertical was no better: 

The Butler Bros. in Trouble 

The printer is suspended for supporting vagrancy and agitation, and was likely vandalized in retaliation, for it is currently inoperable. Citizens are advised to be aware of their surroundings and report illegal groups acting outside the law. Such as last week’s deadly beating must not be tolerated. The engine houses of the Coronado and Little Johnny Mines will vote on use of security personnel at next board meeting. The “Labour-Day” picnic permit is under review with the City Council. Men in pursuit of their right to work in difficult times may approach the MOA, and are discouraged from falling in with anti-American groups which are seeding themselves among us, in our mines, maybe even our homes…


And now Peter Doyle couldn’t stand the sentence anymore. He fisted the whole spread of that issue into a crumpled ball and pounded it down on the bar so hard so many times that glasses and bottles jumped off the edge and crashed. When his friends intervened, he ripped himself free and left them holding up his old blue coat.

Peter Doyle lay awake in his bed. His wife was asleep, her breath and heartbeats heavy. Peter slept with a rosary of black wooden beads under his pillow, or in his fist. He pulled his knuckles into a tight knot over the crucifix until the stiff points hurt his skin. 

Without any doubt, he could trust Ellen to endure any questions about his activities. She did not know where he went on Saturday nights anymore, but she believed him when he said it had to do with preparations for the upcoming negotiations, and it would be a great risk to their home to say anything about it. They knew they had spies, so let the spies talk about boring, orderly meetings. The rest was done in the pew at mass, or nights like this, he had said.

The plan, if anyone came asking, was for her to say of course she knew nothing, or that if he had left in the night it was to procure, for her sake, laudanum or a grain of morphine. To add, if necessary, she would not say the source for it was an embarrassment to medicate oneself on credit. She would be believed. He released the cross onto the sheets.

He shuddered against the cold beyond the quilt and dressed. He took Kelleher’s Whitworth down from its new place over the door and slung it over his shoulder. He took a pouch containing powder and a tiny funnel off a nail, then pocketed a small box of cartridges after opening it, counting each one, and hesitating for some time. 


In the frosted slope between the edge of the road and the Kearney’s barn on Sixth and Ash, Peter took a good look behind him. He looked in the small window on the side of the barn, then went around to the front. He slid the Z-style hinge door open and stepped in. Noonan was there in the dark. They nodded and exited past a sleeping mule out the other side. 

On a grassy ridge just above the Emmet’s slag heap, where the road went on to the Matchless, Doyle laid down on his front next to Noonan. The Whitworth was long, black, and thirty years old. In the low light of Noonan’s smallest lantern, Peter took his time measuring and pouring powder down a wad into the barrel and tamping it. Then he unwrapped a bullet and lodged it in the chamber. He fixed the percussion cap and pulled the hammer to half-cock.

“I don’t like your gun,” Tom said.

“Wasn’t my first choice.”

“I’m getting old watching you stuff that goose.”

“Hold this.” Peter handed his sack of ammo and powder to Tom to keep it off the dewy grass. 

“Are these paper fucking cartridges?”

“Would you be quiet?”

“Does it take a lot of concentration to unwrap those tampons one by one, and funnel your

powder—”

Peter pulled the trigger and let a bullet rip out toward the south, over a vacant drop in elevation. The hiss was short, and the rare hexagonal bullet whistled through the thin air. 

“My money’s on the pony express,” Tom said.

“You don’t have any money. Besides, it’s the only one, other than your unmaterialized Marlins that could get from the hill to the station. It’s distance.”

“It’ll be speed.”

“It won’t come to any of this anyway. I’m here to appease you and your faction. In fact, this is stupid. There I said it.”

“Stupid.”

“Ah, stupid. Despite the article, yes despite even that, I am still satisfied with the news out of Cripple Creek. Our strike will be sober and brief.”

“You’re a conflicted man.”

“We need to have been a union for at least a year.”

“You’re killing us with the waiting.”

“We will make our claim early summer.  Elections should be in our favor too. And when it’s secured, I will take my family to the Glenwood pools. When I get back, the union and yourself and myself will help build a library on upper Fifth. Frankly, I regret I allow ye Wolf-Tones to talk me out of my warm bed once a month.”



“And Regulators.” Tom Noonan cocked the hammer on his Sharps and dropped the breechblock down, slipped two sleek cartridges in the chamber, levered it, and pulled the butt up to his cheek, all in a single, sweeping motion. He pulled the hammer down and gently popped the rear trigger loose, then sniffed and squinted in the darkness before he squeezed the front. The report was a whooshing burst followed by a crack against a wall of air five hundred yards out. “That’ll make a fucking point, boy.”

“Are you confident you’re level-headed enough to be a powder man?”

“No one’s gonna work my job in place of me.” 

The mounds of stiff grass barely tottered in the breeze. Across the valley, a light in a window shimmered softly. It was the big house on West Ninth, Peter thought—or was it Tenth?—the one with the mansard windows on the third level and the deck on the roof, built for observing stars on nights like this. Peter had never seen them use it. 

“What’s the alternative, Peter?” Tom said, gazing upward at the answerless sky.

“I won’t let Amburn move until we have recognition. They still don’t recognize the union, even now that we are one.”

“Fuck ’em. Make a move.”

“Colorado is a place you can live, you understand? I mean to say that I’ve no real ambition other than living. Watching John Joseph come home from—whatever work he can do with one eye. And so on. Order your arsenal all you want, it will go to rust, unused. We will do this thing with class.”

“We need an armory.” 

“We need a picnic permit.” A repeated high-pitched whistle broke through the night air. “There’s our saw-whet,” Peter said. 

They hustled their gear over their backs and traversed the north-facing slope, sinking deeper into the crisp, slippery recesses of summer frost and clumped weeds.



Fran had her forehead down on the kitchen table when Leona came in the following evening. Fran had fallen asleep, busy calculating the possibility of making it another week on the boys’ wages alone. 

Fran opened one eye. It was past eleven, but Leona was somehow occupying the whole house with her energy. Whatever Lee was about to say, Fran knew, would be correct.



“Get the spare parts, we’re going,” Leona said. They could hear Tom turning over in the loft.

“No. Did you walk here alone?” Fran said, sitting up as quiet as she could. 

Leona got Fran’s coat from the hook on the wall and tossed it to her. “Grow some courage,” Leona said, “we’re going.”

If they woke up even one of the Kelleher children, it would be like Hugh Sweeney always said—hell to pay. Frances went in the back door of the Kelleher’s house anyway, down the hall, to judge the qualities of Gerard’s snores. Solid. She threw her balled-up stocking at Agnes. 

The conversation was quiet and brief. Catherine needed no explanation and no time coming to. She was soon farther down the road than Leona or Frances. Moonlight and gas lamps caught the folds in her skirt’s hustle downhill. 

Fran slid a very thin slice of plywood through the latch in the shop’s back door. Their movements inside were efficient, and Leona’s love of her work and her longing for it erupted, steady, even by one subtle lantern in the back of the shop. She pushed the whittling blade up the block of soft wood and pulled it back down again. She curved it around what would be the shape of Lady Liberty’s shoulder. She flecked out slivers of wood for the tassels on a flowing banner, and dug out the negative space around the words. 

Together, they inked the block and pressed it to the first sheet. It was compelling, confident, and pleasing to the eye. The invitation to the Labor Day picnic was festive, proud. They made one hundred copies, and these were posted throughout the city by morning. 



The picnic permit was denied by the council in a half-hearted measure, but ignored in full force. Sherrif Newman himself was captivated by the confection demonstration and declared licorice to be his favorite flavor of the fresh-cracked candy. He had two deputies take laps up and down the 100-block of East Sixth, ensuring that the Iron Building, and Butlers’ Printing inside it, was open for business. The violation was wiped from the record. 

The picnic was so big and so peaceful that they again felt their victory secured. The poster was the talk of the day. 

The print shop was fully functioning, with Catherine, Leona, Fran, and sometimes a few children inside it the rest of the week. No one batted an eye when she posted an inquiry about acquiring a refurbished grasshopper press. When Leona pointed out there would be nowhere to put it, Fran considered moving Butler’s chair to the alley. She said it out loud and Leona laughed even louder, and the man still didn’t wake up.  

During deliveries one morning, she wondered what it would be like, to nod off in public. To feel like you could let down wherever you wanted, and no one would question it. Her bike toppled over when she got off. The ground was soft under the kickstand. She coaxed a parked horse to step to the left. She wedged the bike under the hitching post. She heard a cup clink on a plate. She looked up. A pair of isosceles-shaped women were sitting on the balcony of their hotel suite, staring at her, then pretending to admire the view, sipping coffee and snacking. 

They must think this is what Leadville is, all scenery and biscuits. One of the women caught Fran’s eye. Fran looked away. That woman, mouth full of biscuits, with her pearl-eyelet boots, would never know what Leadville was really was like. Fran went around to the back of the hotel and stepped over a puffy mound of manure. What Leadville was like, according to those who were scurrying the alleys and loading docks, seeing the winter all the way through, was some punishing treasure. But it was Fran’s. It numbered among the few things she had, to herself and to her own. 

To Lenoa, the odd tourist seemed like a good opportunity to build relations with them as consumers. When a coiffed couple walked past the shop windows and stopped, Leona smiled. She had arranged paintings she brought down from home like fascinators in a shop display, no prices listed. 

Her triptych of Mount Massive in three seasons was soon installed over the mantel of the second fireplace at the home of the Bauman’s on West Eighth Street.  Leona knew it would be covered by a dust cloth from October to May. But she had five dollars to take home. 

“Five dollars!” Joe said. He picked up his fork and pierced a cloud of potatoes. “For a painting? That’s fifteen hours lowering ropes.” 

She flipped through her current projects, counting by fives while Joe ate, sulking. By the end of the month, including wages earned from cutting the wood block illustrations at the shop, Leona figured she could bring home thirty dollars. She pulled one her samples from a folder and showed him the back: Art by L. Hodges. 

“I thought you made art for the beauty of it,” he said, mouth full. “For the feeling.”

“Don’t you think it now?” she said. 

“Maybe I’d like my name on something.”

She shrugged. 


In the morning, Leona wrapped Immanuel around herself and went to the shop. Fran was slumped over an obituary with a magnifying glass. 

“Who now?” Leona said.

“We might never know. Other than ‘Mrs. Dale Weil.’ She had a hobby of performing taxidermy on small birds, which she would arrange under a glass jar. That is not right.”

“Don’t you have a hobby?”

“A what? No,” Fran scoffed. 

Immanuel shrieked and grabbed two fistfuls of his mother’s hair. She put him in the pen in the corner of the shop and let him fuss while she got out her boards and tools. “Where’s Cate?” 

“Bakery,” Fran said. 

“And where is Dan Hansen today?” Leona inquired. 

“He doesn’t come every day. How should I know?”

“Ooh. Just asking. Seems like when a man comes around so regularly—” Leona shrugged and penciled her template onto a slate of wood. “In the warm months, at least.”

“What.”

“How’d you meet your husband, Fran, god rest him?”

“Husband, such a funny word. God, too. Even rest, really.”

“You’re stalling.”

“I don’t remember.”

“Don’t lie.”

Fran gave her friend a look. “Ah, Lee. He just came walking down from the mines. I was walking up the road from St. Mary’s. That was it. Started talking about how they calculate the weights and pressures for the load-bearing timber on the frames. I had ideas.”

“Was he handsome?”

“Not at all.” Leona laughed out loud. “Well, neither am I, so.”

“Come on, what did he look like?”



After pulling out her first impression, Fran paused. “You know what? I can’t see him.”

“Close your eyes, then.” Leona got an A7 paper out of the drawer and picked up a drafting 

pencil. “Try.” 

Fran looked at the door, hesitating. “Well, he had a kind of big round head. And lines at the edge of his smile, always his cheeks would have these creases if he laughed. And his teeth were small, and sort of crooked here and here, in a sweet way.”

“Okay.”

“Eyes were bright, very light blue. Always squinting if he was in the sun, always shielding his eyes with his hand. He wore a wide-brimmed miner’s hat most of the day. He liked having the wider brim over his brow, more than the mariner’s caps or Bretons. Short, mussed hair, brown. The front of it was always stuck to his forehead with dirt or sweat.”

“How old were you?”

“Nineteen.”

“Was he tall? Wide?”

“A narrow man. Half the size of me. But aren’t they all.”

Leona sketched and brushed shavings off the page. After some time, she handed it to Fran, who, without taking her eyes off it, felt behind herself for Yost’s chair and sat down, studying the image. “That’s so good. Lee, I worry I killed him.”

“Oh, come on.”

“Like, maybe he was tired because of me. Our wedding. When he went down for work.”

“Your wedding night, you mean? Fran.” 

Fran went the color of beets. “Going out for a smoke.” She tucked the picture deep in her pocket and went out the door. 
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Whatever She Wanted

October stayed mostly warm. Snow merely did a rond de jamb around the lodgepole crowns, but nothing stuck. On the first day of any notable snowpack, Dan Hansen came to the shop near closing time on a Friday afternoon. 

He took his hat off, shaking stars of frost from the brim. He looked different than he ever had. “Walk with me,” he said. He made no small talk about it. His urgency was warm, expansive. She looked at the clock. 

Fran wrapped an extra layer around herself. She knew where they were headed in a general sense. The foggy, colorful particulate matter in the air became dense as they walked toward the smelting district. They walked close. 

It felt secretive as they left the bustle of people and followed a rise in the trail over the road toward Granite up a hill south of town. 

“Where to?” she said. 

“I don’t know. I just wanted to be here with you.” 

“Here, where?” 

“In the world, I guess.” 

Standing there facing him was too much, something was pulling them in, something transformative, either love or death, and until she could get on top of the difference between the two, she didn’t want to gamble.

“Come here, I’ll show you something,” she said. They came down behind the big hill, where one of the tailing ponds of the Consolidated Smelting and Refining Company was big and rusty-red around the edges. No one could be seen but themselves. 

“Feel it.” Fran stepped down to the edge of the water and put in her left hand. She let out a noise, animalian and brief. Whorls of steam spun a weak white silk over the surface. Puddles of hail stood their ground in the low slumps of the hill. “I won’t look, if you want to. I have done it. It feels very fine.”

“Is it safe?” he asked. 



Fran shrugged. “We came here as kids sometimes. I’ll look that way.” She heard the rustle of Hansen’s boots, a crackle of loose stones under his feet and the soft splash of a thing breaking the surface of the pond. 

Treading water, he turned himself west, his bare body facing off against Mt. Massive. “Go ahead!” he called out. 

She slipped out of her boots, pulled the drawstring loose at her waist, and dropped her skirt. She smelled her arms, ripe. She unlatched the hook-and-eye at the seam of her slip. She immersed herself and laughed, exhaled, felt the heat surrounding parts of her that had so rarely stretched out in warm water before. Her skin just below the surface was gold, edged in a rust-red color. “Just don’t get it in your mouth,” she said.

“You can turn around, I’m covered,” he said. Treading, they faced each other. She laughed. She called out to no one, whooping at the sky, at the heat in her hair, heat strong enough to tug her hair down as she rose up on her back, floating.

He laughed and floated. Heat got between their toes, under their spines. There was no real drift but when his knuckles washed up against her wrist, he held her hand. 

They became a warm catamaran, buoyant and naked. It had been some time, some years, spent standing aside while everyone else had the joys of proximity, and now, here was heat on her scalp, heat in her spine, breasts bared to the sky. 

Dan Hansen was nearly drowned, for her energy was extreme and fast and took what it wanted from him. It was not so much kissing, but closing every last bit of distance between them, punishing all the years and winters that had stood between their bodies. When he was no longer able to anchor their movements in the floor of the pond with his bare feet, his back came down against the gravel at the pond’s edge, head resting in a pocket of hail. His view: her collarbone, her breasts, her wet strands of hair, like bars against the limitless sky. 



Schiller turned away quietly from the precipice of the rocky cliff. Slowly, he took steps the long way around, down the hill, and headed back into town. 





Inside the Kellehers’, the third week of Advent, Ger squeezed his nostrils. The insides of his nose had become thick, solid. He didn’t like that feature of winter at all. He didn’t like much about summer either. His bare feet were blue and cold and bruised with gout and one long-gone toe. 

His youngest was humming something familiar. A hymn, he thought. In the middle of a note of her song, before she could get to the chorus, he announced they’d go take a walk. The roads were clear that day, though the snow-banks on either side were deep. “We’ll go,” he said. 

He leaned over to make her get up. She squealed in protest. The girl was no longer a toddler, and Ger had a hand on his back now, annoyed with her size and her reluctance. He set her down harshly, then looked at what she was doing. With small white buttons, she had made rows of ovals on the floor. “What’s she playing at?” he complained.

Agnes rolled her eyes. “Leave it alone, Ger—”

“Are those graves? Jeezus.” No one answered him. He knew he’d guessed right. He swore, bitterly, and swept all the buttons up into his handkerchief and told Agnes she ought to mind the child for fuck’s sake. The child cried, hard. It made Agnes’s eyes do the same.

“Ah, dry your eyes,” Ger said to them both. 

He went to bed, where Agnes had no choice but to join him five hours later, after she’d made the meal, cleaned it up, put every child to bed, and had been unable to tell them a proper story because she kept yawning long agonized yawns between the story’s lines, and could not string the sentences together.

That he rolled over at all amazed Agnes. She did not want him to, one reason being that she had made peace with the idea that Gerard Kelleher was dead. In truth, she wished he was. She knew it was true, she wished he would die. This same Gerard, who, as a teenage groom, had said such things, she knew now, was already long gone. 

He rolled back over, away from her. How and when exactly his soul’s light had gone out was not clear, only that it very much had gone out, and she and her older children had come to understand that they lived with a ghost, easily set off, unsafe. 



In the darkness, some hours later, Ger could not sleep. His wife was laid out on her back with her jaw slack, snoring from exhaustion, the quilt knocked off to the floor. 



Something in him wanted to live again. Knowing it, was physically painful. He let it hurt long enough to pray that he might find the road back to the world in which his wife now slept, that he might arrive at himself, or have even the energy to get up and do the right thing in this moment: pull the blanket up off the floor and tuck the woman in.

He stood up to go to the bathroom. He saw only the loose bolt in the hook that held a holy-water font to the wall. His anger at the bolt and the wall clouded him. He left her body bare. 



The tenth day of Christmas, the baby Florence woke up after tea. Martin lifted his girl up, and took her to sit in the rocker in the front room of 701. She shrieked and giggled under his hat. He peeked under it. She pushed her fingers into his beard and he pretended to eat them. He could not stand to be long without the child, and she preferred him over the rest. 

He held her while the hours passed, through cards and tunes and conversations. A lock of her dark curls wrapped around a button on his shirt. He lifted the lock of hair off, the best substance he had ever seen. When the girl seemed sound asleep, Jenny picked her up but she wailed until she was returned to the warm crook of Martin’s arm, next to his shirt and his chest and his heart. 


That night, under a black January sky, Martin stood on the middle of the bigger, eastern lake of the two that made up Twin Lakes. A kerosene lantern burned just enough for him to pull a five-foot saw backward through two feet of ice. A rope tied him to the shore. 

They heaved each fresh-cut cube out with giant tongs. They drug them to the shore with one man roped to the next, from the farthest line in the grid back toward the shore. The livery crew kept three teams of donkeys shod with blunt cork for the ice, and had them coming and going off that lake in the black winter for a month. 

They excised an exact quantity of ice, cut in precise dimensions to the quarter-inch, and layered them in thick, dry-stacked walls. 

They worked each night when it was coldest, moving their feet softly over the hard black depths of water. 


At dawn, two weeks into the strange project they’d been assigned, Martin climbed into bed and dragged the crate that held his sleeping girl around from the foot of the bed to the side. He turned to his side to face her. 

For all that water and space. For all the cold. That this one infant should exist—he would sing for her now if they weren’t all asleep. 

“Baby girl,” he whispered. “You wouldn’t believe it, your da is building a castle. Out of ice. Like an old fable, for a queen.”

She stayed silent, her little fists clenched.

“But there’s no queen here. It’s to get tourism going. Yankee ingenuity.” If there was something of his life he wanted most to keep, it was this exact minute in this night, their breathing, their ordinary time. If they were awake, he’d sing all the tunes. and fell asleep wondering if he could remember the first time he’d heard certain melodies, and what he had thought of them then. 



Nights on the ice, Peter covered his lantern with his glove sometimes, just for the total blackout. That way, he could see every star there was until the fog of his breath occluded them. He saw Orion hunting in the east, his red shoulder marking the time until he descended lower in the sky, followed by his dog, Sirius. He saw the gleaming jewel in the dog’s collar, how it shone and twinkled, making hard triangles of light with its great, unusual body. 

It fell to Peter and Hugh to ensure a surface of hay stayed packed between the donkeys and the ice. That way the animals wouldn’t lick the ice and stick their tongues to it and panic. In all the scattered hay and spilling stars, Peter wondered at their attempt to build such a thing as a this. Out of ice. For tourists. For morale, they said. A reason to keep men busy when the mines were slow. 

And within a month, their frozen load-bearing masonry was three acres wide and ninety-feet high. It had a bow-truss ceiling, concession stands, and an ice-skating rink. 

Joe directed a team to construct an A-frame entrance holding a block-and-tackle gate over a moat that could lift a coach and lower it back down. 


To celebrate, before any tourists or bosses would arrive, Martin borrowed a Swiss brass-cylinder music box from the synagogue. He pulled it on a sled to the middle of the empty castle. He moved the lever to “The Chimes of Normandy.” The tones were metallic and sweet. They rang loud, bouncing off the ice, under the enormous, arching ceiling.

But the late winter of 1896 was warm. So warm, no one had ever seen anything like it. The snow was weak, the air balmy. There were few visitors, no investors, and the castle melted. Coins were being saved to the quarters and eights of cents. The prices of all things increased by the end of every week, and everyone who had had an optimistic conviction in the last several months felt suddenly fleeced. 

The Saveris left town to do gold. Nevada, someone said. No, Salt Lake, said another. Terrence and Charlotte King packed up to try out Pueblo, where there were new positions in the refineries and the rail.

Peter Doyle sat alone some lunch breaks. He attributed this to the high cost of leadership in volatile times. Joe Hodges’ tone was less and less amiable. At the Thursday meeting the first week of March, Joe gave him an unkind look. “We’re close, Hodge. We’re getting there,” Peter repeated.

“One more day without a strike is another day without my steel,” Joe said. 

“Covering all the bases. Preparing for every possibility.” 

The only thing that would provoke the leadership to put a strike to vote before June, Peter repeated, would be scabs. And they won’t get scabs up here. Not in any economical way. Too remote, too complex, the Leadville altitude and technical complexity was too hard to learn for scab labor. First: recognition, reasonable demands, negotiation. We have it, Peter promised. We can taste it. 

Sometimes it made Peter too hot to sleep. Tired as he was, there were some masses that cannot be skipped. It seemed all the snow the winter had held back was waiting for the Easter Vigil. Peter tied snow paddles under his bootsnd stepped out. They could not see the steeple through the snow.

They dusted off and set their paddles with the others inside the doors. The boiler was in the back of the church and everyone was crowded around it. The back pews were already filled. 

For the first time in years, the Doyles, Byrnes, and Noonans were relegated to the front pew. Peter ushered his child and wife in before himself. Fran was holding Mary’s left arm, Jenny was on her right, so Fran slid down the pew after Peter, then came Mary. Martin held Florence as he let Jenny in, then took his seat in the end of the pew. 





Fran wished she were seated where Martin was. Here, stuffed in the middle, there was no acorn under her hand to steady herself or steer her thoughts, and she missed it in its absence. It was too dark. She held her tiny white candle with her left hand. She waited for her share of the flame. She drew in a breath of beard oil and sweaty wool from Peter. Vetiver and rose, Jenny. Florence’s damp nappy. 

Fran hoped that when they sang, she would be able to hear Martin, and that she could somehow take his voice and put it in a box and open the box whenever she wished.

To herself, she confirmed, there was no god. No personality in the sky that may or not be persuaded to improve things. But what feeling she had now was something she could not get on a weekday. As the flames moved their way down the pews, there was light enough to light up the gold threads in Father Timlin’s alb. 

When Peter became visible, he tipped his flame toward her candle. They set their wicks together. She took a long time letting their column of fire stand tall while the light shook on their fingers, and he did not pull away. 

It was a long mass. The longest of the year. There were baptisms and confirmants to name, there were readings of Christ’s Passion. Et ab omni perturbatióne secúri. With the tall brass candles in front of their bare chins, Eddy Kelleher and Davy Kearney solemnly led the procession off the altar. 



The door, the same old door that was a few feet off the ground and cut into the shiplap siding, fell off into Dan Hansen’s hands. 

Too many freeze-thaw cycles. Everything was wearing out. He propped it against the building, scanned the perimeter behind him. No one around. Just the steeple of Annunciation, a bit of smog. He departed that world and entered another. 

Dan Hansen didn’t care much if it was bold or what, he looked the new boss in the eye. He checked out his clothes. This year, men were wearing wide black ties. Hats were round. Every new boss was richer than the former. Every unsuccessful boss had disappeared. Hansen had no doubt he would be disappeared, and he had lost track of what he wanted, how to get out, if he could turn it all around before they got him, or if he could still outdo Schiller and resume a position and forget about Leadville forever. 



“So. Hansen. I read about you. Strong, very sustained work.”

“Sir.”

“About Frances Byrne Coad, you’ve established something there, is that so?”

“What?”

“The same question, the golden question. What does she want?”

“She wants to own the shop.”

“Good. We’ll give it to her.”

“What?”

“A big budget. Renovations, employees. Steam cylinders. A plate with her name as proprietor. Whatever she wants.”

“Except she can’t compose, or what?”

“She can write all she wants. Anything in keeping with the mission of the board and financiers. The whole shop will be a press in her name.”

“On the front of the building, like if she were a man?”

“I know her shop can’t keep up with the cost of paper and ink, you said that.”

“She always finds a way, sir. And so what. She isn’t a true believer, you know. She doesn’t even print on whole newsprint, just does one bulletin at a time, by hand. With the help of a teenager and a hoistman’s wife. They seem pretty unimportant to your efforts.”

“It’s not that.”

“What’s the catch?”

“The MOA recently assessed the cost of keeping Leadville running on a minimum of replacements. They want to float some local successes in the meantime, reward non-union work. You see now? She won’t need to worry about reporting for the union, it holds her back. And besides, with our capital and equipment comes a good deal of protection. The provocations weren’t taking root last year. New approach! It’s a good life, owning a business.”

Hansen tried to pull his gaze off the toe of his boot to meet the boss’s eyes, but he could not do it. The boss’s voice blurred in the background, mottled, false. 
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The Innumerable Caravan

Last week of May, 1896. Hail pooled in the gutters for two days. By Wednesday, light snowfall came at noon, and overnight a frost snuck up on the town before dawn and crept across the windows, tin roofs, and pump handles. It burned off by breakfast. By lunch, it was hot.

On a warm afternoon shift at the Coronado, it came time to sink a new pump to the bottom of a newly established shaft. The model was another new favorite: 2,500 pounds and easily sustained through fluctuations in the water table, every season. It was so clean, it was shiny.

Joe Hodges had been on hoist all week, with Hugh Sweeney on maintrip, watching the line indicator. They’d seen men take gleaming equipment like this down on the hemp ropes and come up on the cage, chatting about the weather, and they’d seen the shit-smug look on the face of Mr. Estey, Ablett’s replacement, every time. Ha ha, Etsey’s face said when men got off the cage. Cheap and fast and it works, you’re lucky to have work at all—

Joe realized he had been in a foul mood for a month. Maybe a year. He was accustomed to it now and was sure none of these men deserved his good nature anyway. Maybe not even Doyle, who should have called the strike last year. Now the MOA’s properties still wouldn’t order the goddamn steel because they don’t recognize a union even after a year and the whole city signed on. Well, shit. He might have to get in front of Doyle and call it himself. Might have to live on his wife’s wages, shit. 

Joe anchored his hands on the back of neck and closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“No. 8, pump two,” Estey said. He wrote his notes in Ablett’s old ledger. 

“Pump one,” Joe said. Etsey crossed out his mistake. The long breath had renewed Joe. He let his hands down but stayed standing up straight. He made a tense face when he passed Etsey on the way to the hoist seat.

Tom got ready to ride the pump down, putting his gloves on slowly, with a pained face. Martin whapped his shoulder. “What?” Tom said. Tom tried to hide his hands away, but Martin could see they were taped up. He’d been at it at the Arcade saloon, then, explaining the pocket of loose coins. 

“Give it here,” Martin said, holding out his hands. “Give it.” Tom took off his helmet and gave it to his brother. “And?” Tom peeled his gloves off next.

Joe sized Martin up, he likely weighed less than his brother. It was a good switch. Hugh Sweeney watched the line. It was steady and slow, making its usual rhythmic click as it lowered. Joe noted each level as it lowered. Two hundred and fifty feet, four hundred twenty-five, five hundred and fifty. 

The long strands coming over the pulley popped before Joe could mark six hundred and twenty-five. The rope’s fibers frayed out in a circle and disappeared down the shaft. 

Peter grabbed Tom, holding him back from Estey. “Let me down!” Tom screamed. 

“Not you!” Peter said, struggling to hold Tom back. Rud and Hugh rushed to get on the next cage. There was total silence. Joe ran the hoist, and Peter stood by the alarm bell, holding Tom and waiting. 

Sweeney and Leitner did not ring to stop until the bottom level. They were down there for a half an hour.

It took time to pull Martin’s intestines off the connectors that protruded from the iron cylinder of the pump. The candle-light on their helmets flipped around, showing parts of Martin’s body high up near the head, revealing strips of clothing stuck on the wall. Their hands wet, Rud’s and Hugh’s stomachs turned as they collected what they could.

Holding Martin’s remnants in his arms, Hugh Sweeney stepped off the cage into the last light coming through the ventilator above the office. He was backlit as he cradled Martin’s shredded body, the boots hanging from Martin’s legs unnaturally, his skull opened, black with blood. 

Joe held onto Tom, who was crawling, vomiting. Joe got Tom to lie down on a pile of sacks, told him to breathe. 

With the dirt on his face streaming down, Peter went outside and rang the cast-iron bells in the dreaded pattern. 

Sweeney laid Martin Noonan down at Estey’s feet, and Leitner would not let Estey step away.





Jenny convinced Agnes to come over and leave the laundry off for a few hours. Jenny was holding Florence on her lap, laughing. It had been a good morning. No fevers, no diarrhea. Immanuel Hodges was playing at her feet. Agnes was smoking and telling them about the boy that came by asking if he could ask Cate to the Globe Theater Matinee. Kids don’t bother asking for the whole family to come along anymore, Agnes said. But Cate only wants to print anyway. 

When the big set of iron farm bells began their chorus, the women stopped everything. The bells came in three short clangs followed by a pause, then three short clangs again. It repeated, without letting up.



Fran came up the road from work and stopped when she heard the sound. She looked up. At the top of the hill, Peter, Joe, and Hugh were propping Tom up as they walked. Behind them, Rud heaved a Hercules crate topped with Martin’s cap. 

All of the rest were holding their own hats in their hand. Peter went ahead to meet Jenny first, who was already at the door, sinking. 



Every wagon they could muster was draped in every banner they could get. Theyworked the traditional route up Harrison, stopping for nothing. They were joined by the merchants, the post office, the liveries, and the butchers. The sisters at Saint Vincent’s joined by the time the procession was moving uphill past the hospital. Then came the train station staff, the Healy House, the one cloud in the sky, all following Martin’s carriage to Evergreen Cemetery, up the dirt path to Catholic Free.

On the farthest file in the grid of Catholic Free, Tom took a shovel. Under his boot, its blade drove down, snapping the twigs, piercing the earth. A raven screeched one long call, and fell silent. 

Peter and Joe pulled a long pine plank from McHugh’s wagon and piled it vertically at the head of the grave. At the top, were burnt the words Martin Noonan, 1864-1896. 

Tom dropped himself in. He squared the plank, then grabbed Peter’s hand to get out. Amburn took out the WFM handbook. The pages flipped in a silence so serene it made ears ring. 

“No more will his voice be heard in our councils; for his heart has ceased to beat; no more will he behold the beauties of nature or experience the joy, the pleasures or the sorrows and distress of this life. He sleeps his last long sleep in the grave. Let each one resolve to so live that, when thy summons comes join the innumerable caravan, which moves to that mysterious realm where each shall take his chamber in the silent halls of death, approach thy grave like one who wraps the drapery of his couch about him, and lie down to pleasant dreams.”

As they left, they walked by Martin’s grave and dropped a sprig of evergreen, or placed a stone around it. Some did not leave at all. 

For the first time Fran had ever known, Beulah Dewar let all of her hair down and joined Mary and Jenny and Ellen. Beulah knelt down on the ground and let out such a noise it brought cold up the middle of Fran’s spine. 

Fran got down on the ground near her sister, not saying anything, not doing anything. Fran’s thereness was stone, earth, a field in which Jenny’s cries could spread out. 



The attempt to hold the one-year anniversary of the CCMU Local 33 was mottled with nerves, frayed and tenuous. There were parades all day for the usual end-of-May festivities, but not every business and school had its wagon numbered and queued. 

The Ladies’ Temperance Committee, however, was well-prepared. They had already secured their place at the top of the line-up to present their new annual award. This year, it would be subsidized by the ownership to celebrate the mining community, according to the paperwork on file at the bank. 

There was less parade music than usual. Jenny hadn’t been picking Florence up much. Fran had her niece wrapped around her chest. She and Catherine took a break from work and watched the action, half-interested. Eddy followed behind his sister, tall enough now to see what he wanted. He led John Joe by the hand.

The Ladies of the Temperance Committee gave their usual tiresome speech about men who worked to stake their claim in this great wilderness, and who now wish to protect the opportunity for all industrious men and women who dare to seek it. 

There was a shuffle. People were being moved aside for a carriage. A few men unloaded it, carrying a heavy rectangle covered in sagging drop-cloth. 

The speaker picked up her notes again, praised not only men but women, and handed over the stage to Hannah McGary. 



McGary praised the right to work and the right to free enterprise, and called on her audience to join in promoting the progress women would make as free and unfettered entrepreneurs in the coming new century. She called Frances Byrne to the stage.



Dan Hansen turned away from the third-story window when she walked up to the podium. He couldn’t watch. He had brought his instrument with him, in case there would be a session later. He looked at it now and laughed at himself, for shame. Touching that violin now would be like touching her face. And what fucking world did he think he belonged to now? There was no future for him in which he was his real self and Fran was a permanent fixture. The impossibility cast him in darkness. He went to the bar and got into his cups.



Fran had her arms around the load on her chest, who was squirming. The squirm would become wails in about five minutes, Fran knew. Fran’s skirt was still tied up at the knees. She did not at all believe she heard what she heard, and she in no way wished to be looked at. 

Everyone was waiting for her to do something. All she could think of, was why do people always say being unfettered was any kind of ideal. No parts worked on their own.

 More simply, she did not believe anyone had ever said her name publicly. She looked for Peter, but did not see him. Jenny was still in bed. And now, people she barely knew were looking at her. She stepped forward. When the Ladies Committee pulled off the drop-cloth, the iron kickplate shone brightly:

F. H. Byrne, Printer & Stationer

Her eyes were hot. It was so new, that it was still weakly reflective. A dark, opaque reflection of a woman was centered in it, her eyes directly over the ampersand, not knowing what to say. It was perfect. 

Fran looked up. Hannah McGary and Fannie Rothfuss were gesturing at the space in front of them. Slowly, Fran took the podium. A heavy drop of rain fell on her sleeve, a few more in her hair. She looked up at the third-story windows, the fourth, the fifth, for a clue as to what feeling to choose. Some of the windows had small crowds in them, watching from clean, safe perches. She took in the decorated roofs, their ornamental tuck-pointing. The cupola over the courthouse. The blue clouds coming in.  

The kickplate was well-made. Martin would never see it, and Jenny might never enjoy it. Martin’s absence had changed the look of the buildings and the clouds, and Fran thought of Leona and understood now, the painfully inseparable nature of things. 

“Thank you,” is all that would come. She gave a nod to the representatives of the Temperance Committee, and the MOA representatives behind them. Applause followed. 

Then came a kind of laugh, and a tone from Fannie Rothfuss, who turned to her women friends not more than four feet away from Fran. “They are people of few words when off guard,” Fannie said. “Not really public types.”  



From his vantage point on the fourth floor of the Iron Building, the Lion’s new man watched as the lady printer got some help to load the sign into a wagon. They slipped out of the crowd and disappeared into the rain, heading up Sixth. 

“What’s next?” Schiller said. Schiller was first in line for the new man’s post, pending either the new man’s promotion or disappearance. The position had seen the failures of the last two years expelled hard from their perch. But those who got promoted were feared names, men that put a lust in Jack Schiller to become like them. Feared. That is how you knew you were successful.

“Let them unravel a bit,” the new boss said. “Let them see her build some wealth from going private. The Cornish will want to work by themselves again. We take out Doyle this summer. We have one of their countrymen, O’Keeffe, marked for an accident. We get them to look guilty, hopefully Hodges, and that will likely be their undoing. She’ll do very well. The union will fare poorly. ’Bout it.”



They hauled Fran’s kickplate up the road in McHugh’s cart. Fran had a conversation with the blacksmith Pop Higgins, saying she’d be back in an hour to explain the slab of metal she was depositing in his shop. She had to say it twice over the screaming baby tied to her shirt. She walked all the way home, weary, her back going bad. 

She was about to rattle off the whole scene to Jenny, but all their energy was needed to get Jenny to sit up, and even if reluctantly, get her breast out and put the infant on it. The baby ate, but Jenny stared only at the wall. 

At the shop, alone, lamp low, Fran arranged the sorts she’d need for a sample on the counter. Three words. Pinching with thumb and pinky had become painful, and the muscles at the heel of her right hand were burnt out. But she tucked the letters into their furniture and arranged more wood around them to fill the chase, tight and exact. She leveled the two titular words in her sample, type-high. She added the word the at an active diagonal. Found it to be too much, too frivolous. She re-did it. Ran her thumb over the letters. Inked the plate in black. Slid in the chase. Mounted a card to the press plate. Four pedal treads. She pulled it out, blew on it. Closed up the shop.



It didn’t surprise Tess at all when Dan Hansen came up knocking just before dawn. And after twenty expensive minutes, he spoke frankly at the ceiling while she douched over the basin. 

“I’m a bad man,” he said.

“Just a man,” Tess said. “Of course you’re bad.”

He rolled over to see what she was doing. She was hunched over the bowl on her bare knees, pulling something out of herself. 

“The privy’s occupied, sorry,” she said. Next to her on the floor was a shoe box with six rows of holes cut into it. In each was a little tube of gauze filled with a viscous gel. She looked up to see his inquisitive forehead perched over the edge of the bed.

“It’s a kind of wax,” she explained, “made from jelly of petroleum and borax.”

“It’s what?”

“A greased egg doesn’t hatch, you see?”

He frowned, lost.

“You can go if you want,” she said. “If I get back in that bed, I’m starting the clock up again.”

He moved over and made room. 

“So, what makes you so bad?” she said.

“Blasphemy.”

“That’s not so bad.”

“Hubris, Theresa. You know what that is?”

“No, and don’t try to teach me things, it makes me sad.”

“You’re a woman. That’s why you’re sad.” She looked at him, skeptical. “I make myself into a kind of trinity every day of the week, see?” he explained.

“No.”

“I’m three men, I mean. One of me is in love, trying to protect people. One is destroying the same. One is soon to be a thief.”

“What’s so bad about love? Oh, except that you’re here, right. So you want to know if I have any diseases and if we can forget this ever happened.”

“No, no. Not that.”

“I’m clean. Miss Powers and Madame Ducote ran a tight ship.”

“Ran?”

“Ducote’s not well. Too much powdered snuff and poppy and liquor.”

“That’s a hard combination.”

“Powers tried to go into hoteling, but something went wrong with her money when silver crashed.”

“Have I met her?”

“You’d remember if you had. Jenny Powers she called herself, is the most pretty girl around. Old though. Near thirty. Are you going home then? To your wife?”

“No wife.”

“Your betrothed?”

“I’ll never find another. She, she’s— I’m afraid for her. It’s best if I left town.”

“There’s other women. Just not in Leadville. Or Denver, either. But I’ve heard there are some women out east.”

Hansen paid her the fee plus some. 

Back in his quarters, his papers and his bag were gone. His notebook was gone. His pen had been stabbed into the wood on the wall above his bed. 



Schiller, Hugh, Tom, and Peter moved up the southernmost hill that smoothed out toward the road through Bohunk and southwest to Granite. On foot, armed, they said very little. They came down a treeless swale and waited. 



Hansen rolled back everything in Schiller’s small space in the Maine House and took what he could, faster than he’d planned. In the alley of the Herald, he signaled to two men in the shadows. He exchanged words and showed a slip of paper in his pocket and spoke then to the journeyman about being assigned to the morning shift. The journeyman conceded that the prior shift was Schiller’s and produced a small notebook with notes about the union’s meetings in Schiller’s hand.



When they saw Hansen riding up the road, they stepped out and took positions. Hansen looped the reins over the horn and held up both hands. He yelled something they could not hear, holding a notebook in his hands. Schiller took Hugh’s revolver out of his hand and shot Hansen through the mouth. 

Peter reeled, overtaken by the horror of Dan Hansen crying out, still trying to speak, falling from his saddle. Peter protested Schiller’s haste while they stopped the horse. 

Schiller ignored Doyle and kicked Hansen’s foot out of the twisted stirrup. Hansen gurgled. Tom held up the reports that Schiller had got from Hansen’s room and began reading. “Tom Noonan said to his brother the speech was “sh-te” and Martin Noonan said something to Charles Ryan —” 

“Stop,” Peter said. Hansen was trying to speak. Schiller lifted his pistol one more time and blew apart Dan Hansen’s lung.

“I was wrong about you,” Hugh said to Schiller. 

Hansen lifted his eyes to Peter and tried once more, then rolled his eyes back to the sky. There was a cloud coming with braids of rain, not more than a mile west.



Pop Higgins’s nostrils were like a horse’s, black holes treading for air above his oceanic beard, his blue eyes giant and wet. He stood in front of his workbench with its miles of tools, absorbing the unusual request. 

He studied Fran’s sample, then nailed it to the beam above his anvil. Higgins stoked his ovens to roasting. All night, melting down and pouring. Stirring. Steam rising from hot orange elements, his eyes red, his beard wet with black sweat and smoke, his apron running with molten drips of sweat and soot. 

Before dawn, Higgins poured the liquified kickplate and stirred and measured. Higgins’s masterful tongs and hammers clanked through Sunday, his blades cut and beveled, measuring out to exact and much larger proportion’s, Fran’s font, her three words. 

On Monday, a crowd gathered at the print shop to see it. The new kickplate was permanently installed where the Butler Bros. sign  had been. 

The Leadville Miner

Above it, the WFM and CCMU flags gently flapped against the building. 



After they laid out terms for a strike, the rhetoric about scab labor ratcheted up. Hugh Sweeney said there was a plan for it if needed, but there were no replacements of any kind coming into this town, not anytime soon. They’d have to build a place for them all to live, it would be too much. To much to house them and train them. Too expensive. Peter agreed and assured them it wouldn’t happen.

That night, quiet Rud Leitner got in a fight. No one would say who or why. Not even Rud would talk, and because of that, he was arrested with his family, evicted, and sent to Ludlow to  work off his fines. Any relatives of convicted agitators will be arrested with the agitator and removed; the convict shall work off the cost of the arrest and relocation.

Peter and Joe immersed themselves in the process of getting the Leitners back. It wasn’t working. A clerk finally said Leitner would be halfway to Ludlow by now, if he was lucky to get all that way before the updated blacklist did. 

When they left the courthouse, they stopped in the middle of the street. An orderly row of white Sibley tents was being set up in the old soggy park.





Part III

gol
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Demands

The strike plan was seamless, but the tone of the whole motion was darker than Peter wanted. Charles Burr, the acting president for the new term, called the question. The aye’s were a resounding roar and not, he worried, in celebration. 

The WFM extended the CCMU’s network with Butte, Coeur d’Alene, the surrounding San Juan camps, and the coal operations near the Flatirons west of Denver. Support came from other trade unions, from ladies’ auxiliaries, and from far-away states. A grasshopper press in dire need of repair was shipped to The Leadville Miner at a discount from the Typographers’ Union Denver local. A box of shaving mugs with the leadership’s names on them was sent by a union barber in Chicago. 

Peter used his every morning. Shaped his beard up. Gave some thought to his neck. Even a bit off the shoulders. He should now smell like balsam fir, claimed the tube of cream. He blew old dirt from his nose, then took himself in. It was true. The strike plan was this: the first step, in the WFM as in life, was to say what you want. Their request would be made on Monday afternoon. May 25th, in three parts. Recognition, three-dollars a day at a minimum across the camp, and supply orders of their choosing. 

If it was not met, they would ask again in two weeks following, with notice that they intended to strike if the request was not met at that time.


Two weeks passed, and before he left the house the day of the meeting, Peter saw his wife looking at his jaw, his neck. “The strike, you see,” he said, though she’d heard it already, “if it comes to it, will call out only the men making two fifty or less, which, although the majority, still leaves some to work. Us pumpmen and a few hoistmen, just to be sure the mine’s pumping and ventilation systems won’t collapse. It’s very well-rounded.”

“Considerate, even, I’d say,” she said to his neck, his jaw. 



“Isn’t it though?”

“And what about the encampment?”

“The zinc fellas in the tents? An intimidation. We’ve got it.” 

She kissed him and pulled a loose thread off a buttonhole in his shirt. John Joseph carefully and slowly whittled a crown for his rook, holding his good eye close to his work. 

The expected length of the strike would be three weeks, Peter explained, as that would be about time to begin production on the next round of orders, and the loss of income at that point would already have made its impression on the MOA. “Fran Byrne says it will cost them about two grand per day when we stop work,” he swallowed his coffee. “Ouch”—he grinned—“two grand, that’s quite a hit.” 

He ate a slice of bread, the heel of the loaf they’d not replace until Sunday. He chewed slowly, while laying out the long-view. Then, in three months’ time, having established a culture of a sober and fair-minded organization, they would ask for expansion of their insurance coverage to chronic illness and family members. After that, an eight-hour instead of a ten-hour shift, and four dollars a day.

“To celebrate,” he added, “I got you something.” Peter went to the back and came to the table with two long wooden boards in his hand, painted white and shaped into a delicate lace-like pattern. “Trim,” he said. “For the porch.”

She held the lace-trimmed lumber next to herself, standing on the lawn. She blew Peter a kiss as he disappeared down the hill.



The MOA’s response to the union’s demands, was a hard no. Reason being, the ownership still did not recognize, and therefore would not bargain with, any union.



Cate and little Rosie Kelleher shuffled slowly up the aisle of Annunciation on a Friday afternoon. It was a student ceremony, somber and sweet. In the soft white light, they carried a wreath made with cloth and paper roses. There in the center, for this day only, the statue of The Blessed Virgin was placed at the center. The St. Mary’s chorus of pupils sang “Immaculate Mary” from the side of the church as two girls placed the wreath on Mary’s head, then knelt on the hard floor. 

Fran remembered when she had done the same. She thought of her parents. She wondered if there would be money for a stone by the time she was buried. She was nearly done fixing the grasshopper. If she could pull off something like that, was she not lovable? Wouldn’t Hansen want to see? If she never saw him again, that press and the whole shop and Leadville itself would be a constant reminder. A nudge of shame. All the things she loved, she wanted him to see. She would hate them if he didn’t. For crying shame on top of it all, the stupidly childish things love puts a mind to. 

She pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders and closed her eyes and dreaded facing Jenny’s numbing  grief another day. Could they not just stop feeling certain things? She had no one to pray to, but she ran through every memory she could to trace back to the meaning of Hansen’s last words to her and where he’d gone. Every night, her mind searched and leapt forward, it scrambled and ran roughshod over her will to sleep, then her heart heated up, and soon there was no more sleeping. 



One week into the strike, the blond Jack Schiller stood by Tom Noonan while Peter knocked low on the Z door of the Kearney’s barn.

“Suit of coins,” Peter said.

Peter pulled his cap farther down on his head. When the door rolled back and the stink of six, smoking, sweaty men overtook the fresh night air, Tom ushered them in, his eyes still trained on the road.



Schiller laid awake that night, memorizing his grand finale before promotion: They think their strike started out strong despite not winning recognition. They are on strike pay and believe they can hold out for three months. Gerald Kelliher is at odds with them and might talk if pressed. Rudolf Leitner would say nothing and got away before operative was done with him. Leitner did not get eyes on operative’s identity. Operativehas learned that there were fifty Marlin rifles ordered in all. The barrels are stored separately from the receivers: the former in the root cellar behind Cathal Ryan’s place, the latter in the abandoned engine house of the Mab shaft, in the old safe. There are fifty more coming up behind the passenger freight. Training and distribution is being organized. Doyle himself set the lock for the safe in the Mab shaft for the receivers: 07081891, but Doyle did not order them. 

Schiller still did not know who did, or who from. Something about apples, which he could not yet make sense of, and cake.



He thought of running his own company of informers and having a double-hung window overlooking a real city and looking down at all the people who had ever insulted him. 

His sleep was powerful at first. 

In his dreams, two children came running toward him. 

They ran right through him, and the girl continued with her play. He grasped at his middle, afraid he was dead; he felt he could not breathe. The girl threw a handful of jacks on the road, and her brother, who had the same look as she, scuffled to pick them up. Schiller walked toward them and through them again, but they paid him no heed. He could not exist where they did. He could not exist at all. He clutched at his throat and sat up, gasping and real.



Almost two months into the strike, Jenny lay in bed in the same position she’d been in for a good day or so. Her face was blotchy and mottled, circles pulled under her eyes. 

“You don’t look too good, Jenny.” 

Jenny turned to face Fran. “Ugh,” Fran said, “roll back over.”

“Can you take her again?” Jenny said, not laughing.

“Yeah.” Fran got Mary’s shawl. Jenny helped her fold it into a long, acute triangle. With it centered on the back of Fran’s neck, they pulled the long ends down straight in front, then crossed them over Fran’s chest and wrapped them around the low back, where Jenny tied the ends in a tight knot. Jenny stuffed Florence into the folds of cloth over Fran’s chest, and got back in bed. 

Catherine came to the door, ready to go. On the way down the hill, they saw that young men from Missouri were moving into the McGary’s house. Catherine looked at Fran, but Fran said nothing about it.

On the way home as they walked back up, the McGarys had a new fence: a long, and freshly painted, orderly white fence. The kind you might see on the west side. 



The following week, there was a neat picket fence built around the Byrne’s at 701, even taller than the McGary’s. When it was done being painted, it got words. The giant text was sharp and clear: Smoke Union Tobacco. On the shelf by the stove, Fran delighted in stacking up her unlimited supply. 





No prayers came to Peter’s brain. From the fifteenth pew, watching the procession of the whole neighborhood take communion was like watching a kind of solemn parade. A small choir sang the antiphon while each person shuffled down the aisle. 

“We meet behind the slag ponds of the Emmett, one more time,” Sweeney mumbled over his folded hands. “Then we need to move. Tom?”

“I have it,” Tom whispered. “And I can get a coil from the storage at the Mab. We’d get ten seconds to run for every foot of it.”

Peter didn’t look up. “We’re not doing that,” he said, his mouth barely moving.

“We need to also think about routes and storage.” Hugh shifted his weight on the kneeler, to make an adjustment for his old knees. “Can Kelleher be trusted?”

It was taking Peter too long to think about it. 

“It will be the seven shaft,” Hugh continued, “likely through the northwest 600 level to the Emmett, up the two.” 

“Or you can get through to the Coronado now,” Tom pointed out. “That takes us under all of upper Fifth and Sixth.” 

“And whoever’s not in this pew right now with the body and blood of Christ inside him knows nothing,” Hugh said. “And sure, Peter, this is only if scabs get farther than that park. Clear? We meet tonight at the shed, bottom of Chicken Hill on Third, east of Hemlock.” 

“The shed that backs up to the tracks?” Peter asked. But Father Timlin had returned to his seat. They slid their butts backward onto the pews.
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Ghosted

The weeks leading up to the next meeting were too ordinary, if slow. Tense. The magpies in the giant ponderosa on Eighth attacked the twittering sparrows in the cottonwood. Fran ducked when they darted angrily over her head on the way to the shop. Fran printed almost entirely with Catherine’s help, and no one talked about it: pulling sorts had become nearly impossible for Fran to do, even with her half-handed speed.  

Sometimes Tom came down to the shop, never acting like himself. Once, he was in the company of Matti, and that day, Tom finally started to chat with his niece again, as she babbled in the pen with Immanuel Hodges. Dan Hansen never came in. 

Frances Byrne had a vice on her heart. Had she drowned another man? Or what had changed his mind? Not knowing where he went, or if he would come back or why, it created a distinct pain in her chest: hot, sharp. The sound of boots on the walk outside throughout the day, sounds of doors opening, it was a peculiar torture. At night, it warned her: don’t fall asleep! You must solve this, think about it so hard that you figure him out. One night in particular, it became hard to fully inhale. Her heart would almost shake at the top of a breath, and it was terrifying, and the fear made her breathe more shallow, and fast, and then she was sucking air in. She couldn’t ease her pulse or let it out, and the walls of the house seemed to be drawing in on top of her. She stumbled to the yard, got under the pump, got ice-cold ground water beating down on her forehead and clutched the grass. 

Another day, Tom brought in a baby rabbit as a gift for the kids. No one asked how or from where. The bunny took grass from their hands, and the children’s faces were so happy, Fran could not say no to the little crumbs of shit that would soon begin to dot the shop’s floor. 

Above all, Fran wanted to ask Tom about Dan Hansen, but when she began the sentence, she felt ashamed and left it off, every time. Whatever way she went about it, the topic of Dan Hansen felt as if it weighed a thousand pounds. 



No word ever came from Dan Hansen. He had melted, in a sense. Most nights, despite trying very hard not to, Fran laid awake imagining the other woman. 

There must be another woman. This other woman must have ten whole fingers. Beautiful, strong fingers. The other woman must be so mature she doesn’t lie awake, sometimes gasping for air, rendering harsh judgment on oneself and trying to force her heart rate down. The other woman was probably a musician, narrow-bodied, interested in marriage. 

Or maybe Hansen would come back, like the rumors say about Skewes, always leaving town and slithering back in for this or that questionable enterprise. Dan Hansen didn’t seem snakelike before, but in his absence, Fran reviewed his motions and words, and was sure that his life entailed something more than what she knew.

She asked Peter, who only made a face she had never seen, and she quit asking after that. One day, she received a box at the shop. It was a package from Cripple Creek. It included a letter about events underway in Telluride, pertaining to electric power, a waterfall like a silk ribbon longer than anything he’d seen, and a broader movement of unified laborers. International solidarity, it said. It ended: and I’ve sent some things to do during the strike. In solidarity, and truly yours, Marcus Harrington. 

He sent The Scarlett Letter, Madam Bovary, Crime and Punishment, a printing press catalog, Benito Cereno, Portrait of a Lady, Germinal. While Catherine executed the job orders, Fran sat in her chair, at her roll-top desk, and read.



The Leadville Herald ran articles on vagrancy every day, and a few weeks following Tom’s visit to the shop with Matti, it ran one on Irish tendencies; for such were surely to blame, it said, for a man being beaten up behind a bar. 

Fran fished in a drawer for spectacles.

The victim had refused to cooperate with the saloon’s Finnish security man, who was in the process of expelling him. The victim had told Matti Virtanen to go on back where he came from, at which point another man, Irish-born, drug the victim out to the alley by his hair. The vagrant’s name had not been released.

In the final paragraph, it was announced by the City of Leadville that any vagrants or anyone agitating would be removed from the city with his or her family permanently. The agitator’s name would be cabled to mines downstate with a regularly updated Do Not Hire. Safety is paramount, the article concluded.



Tom did not care what the article said about him, but that afternoon, when Fran and Peter gave him a kind of speech about it, he went for a walk, idle, spinning, unclear.

Take long walks, they said, while we figure out what to do. Stay calm. He walked the long road south of town just to see who was coming and going, just to poke around the grassy swale. A small notebook was there where Dan Hansen once lay, caught in a snarl of weeds.

Tom tucked the notebook deep in his pocket. He hustled fast as he could to East Sixth. Before going across the street to the Doyle’s, Tom surveyed his nest in his loft and looked long at his sleeping niece. He had Schiller’s own handwriting in the interior pocket of his coat. It burned. 

Doyle was at Union Hall for the evening meeting, Ellen said. 

Tom’s was carrying around such an evil substance, he felt as if he were floating, high. At Union Hall, Andy Mahony said Doyle had gone all the way down to Bohunk to sign more smelters.

Bohunk was a long way to walk, it was getting dark, and Tom was done messing around. He went to the livery, staying out of sight, and quickly reviewed his options.

Tom pressed his carriage and his two-horse team he’d discretely wrangled from the livery out past the end of Harrison Avenue. There was no single horse available, but this would get him there.

On the tracks leading out of the main part of town toward the south, Tom saw men near the last intersection before Stringtown: the MOA’s new toughs. 

They were serious, with hard faces and a terrifying insecurity behind their eyes, like automatons, soul-less. When they saw who he was, they stepped out in from of him, cutting a moon-shadow in the road. “Son of a bitch,” one of them said. “A vagrant.”

Tom heard him spit. His senses tightened up. He looked out the sides of his eyes in the dark, and tried to assess how many men, what they had. A man near the one who’d spoken raised his sleek patrol pistol. There was soon another one walking toward the driver’s side of the wagon. And behind him, was Jack Schiller.

Tom closed his eyes. When he opened them slowly, they were wet with tears and his face withered. 

He slowly raised up each arm. The man on the wagon’s side smiled and approached. The men in front of him began to revel in their bounty. The gunslinger’s grasp relaxed but he kept his piece in the air. 

The tough approaching the door was all muscle. His revolver was holstered, loosely, on his right hip. He held out a pair of cuffs and told Tom to step down and get into the chains, and then choose between telling all the union’s secrets or being tied to a column of stuffed sacks and shot. 

Tom raised his hands higher, spread his fingers out to assure them. He let his head drop a little, nodding, defeated. He let out a long exhale. 

He ballasted himself for his dismount off the driver’s high step by gripping onto the wagon’s edge with both hands. The big man looked up at Tom’s sorry, dirty face. As he looked, Tom kicked the man’s neck straight down and dropped on top of him and used him as a shield. 

Tom drew the sputtering man’s gun while they fired at him. He shot back until the gun was empty.

One of the men got it bad enough on his legs to lay quiet. When Schiller’s bullets were used up he came running. Tom leapt up into the driver’s seat and abused the beasts to a full jolt. Schiller pursued the wagon and grabbed hold of the door. Tom clutched Schiller’s clinging arm tight enough to tow the whole man. 

Tom’s every muscle was taut and his mouth broiled spit through his teeth. He steered the beasts in a hard left turn, and Schiller was pulled under the wheels. The man was halved. 

Tom did not look back. He pressed the wagon as far as the red schoolhouse in Stringtown, then took time to undo the younger horse, mount it, and take off through the grass south of the road.

The grass turned to clumps, then the ground was rocky near the tracks. The tired, terrified horse sputtered and strained as it overtook the hill. Air whistled through a hot hollow in Tom’s right bicep but he had not yet looked. He was red everywhere. He rode up over a bald rise and saw the wide bend of the Arkansas river below, silver and shimmering southward. He was cold. Tom got off and slapped the horse’s flank to go back toward town.

 On a soft, cold, dry swath of dirt, Tom lay down. He curled up. He shook. He watched a silken cloud slip off the moon. 





“Aunt Mary—”

“I know.”

“I guess I want to say, this time, tell me whatever you want. About her.” 

“I want you to find Tom. It’s been two days.”

“He’s— I don’t know. I’ll ask Matti this week.”

“Ask Matti tomorrow.”

It got dark. Fran felt her way to the sconce. The wick had slipped into the oil. 

“Lamp broke?” Mary said.

“Give me a minute,” Fran said.

“No.”

“What?”

“No. Let Tom repair it when he comes home, Frances. Men like to feel useful, let him have that.”

Fran sat in the darkness.

“I was the one that named you Frances Honora. I knew little about your mother Honora. But I knew her mother was Frances. That afternoon, while the sun was high, we covered your mother and begged her forgiveness.”

“For what?”

“We wrapped you snug in a blanket around my chest, while we dragged your mom to the door. We hauled her to a precipice overlooking the drop on the northwest side. We couldn’t keep the body, we couldn’t bury it either. The ice and snow was layered maybe six or seven feet thick. We couldn’t let her lay exposed to game coming out of hibernation. So the wool cloak came flying off as she fell, shrinking in the descent. I can see it. Her hair was a black dot streaking downward. It was quiet. Some sun came, and showed an outcropping of granite we had not seen before. There’s no grave anywhere to see. The granite steppe stopped her body. That’s the last I saw of her. Your mother, fully laid out on the precipice, because of me—”

“Hey, no—”

“—because I didn’t bury her right. Forgive me—”

“Mary.”

“There’s nothing left to see, Frances. She’s nowhere. I know the heaviness of it. It feels like someone is there, everywhere you turn, when they’ve no grave. I know. I’m sorry.”



Another minute passed in the darkness. Fran’s missing fingers were burning, as if growing back. The strained muscle used to pinch was radiating pain. 

“Why did she come here?” Fran asked. 

“Your mother said to me, she thought about nothing more than dying while doing textiles. In Pennsylvania. To attach the front of a pair of undergarments to the back, you first thread a needle, very low light, this is where the eyes would give out. I cut, assembled, and sewed about four to five pairs of underclothes a day, from dawn until nine p.m. I took home three and one-sixth cents per pair. They were precise about the payments. Honora your mother was faster, she sewed haversack pockets from scratch. She could make them at two and a quarter cents, or twenty-two cents per day, if she put in eleven or twelve hours. That’s why we left.” 

The room was black as earth. In the dark, Mary’s words scratched a thought that had been itching Fran for three years, giving it the truest confirmation yet: it was not hard work that earned wealth. Wealth is got by making workers believe that hard work will increase their station, then taking their wages.

Fran thought of Ann Ryan, sitting with her in the snow that night. It was all true. The clarity now rooting in her feet grew straight up her spine. It settled in her mind, like a light, a break in the clouds.

Whereas the MOA had recently said, approvingly, that it would be the goal of the Republican ticket in ’96 to ensure that every American had the right to work and earn as much wealth as he wished, they could not hold this to be true without contradicting themselves. “They cannot keep their wealth without a desperate class, Mary, and it is this class they must replace and restock when they’re out.” 

Mary nodded and yawned. After Mary was in bed asleep, Fran fixed the sconce and paced the house. She took the mirror off the wall. The blade of grass Jenny had once tucked behind it fell to the floor. 

Fran sat down with the mirror and cleaned it. “The MOA aren’t just contradicting themselves. They’re lying. It is a lie, that whoever works desperately hard will make it.” The face in the glass was exhausted, but clear. “It is a lie which every now and then must be allowed to come true,” she said, “so these people can be paraded, just to grease the others’ wheels.” She put the mirror down. She thought of what she’d like to do with the liars, and how she would carry it out.
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Cannon Fodder

Thursday, July 9th


The Leadville Miner has observed that without a union, workers die from preventable problems: burns from non-insulated electrical wires, inhaling silica particles from blasting quartz. Every piece of wood that comes in contact with quicksilver, the canvas straining sacks, worn-out pan-shoes and dyes, quicksilver flasks, kettles and dippers ends up on our neighbors. Stamp mills use cyanide of potassium, ammonia, lime, lye, and nitric acid to clean the copper plates. They dump this into the river. Smelters pump tons of sulphur dioxide arsenic into the atmosphere. Observe the Black Hawk air pollution sulpher vapors. The Cloud City Miners Union has proposed ideas about a better and safer mode of operation. The CCMU is recognized by the nation. Thursdays and most evenings, join in solidarity. 517 Harrison Avenue, Union Hall.

On Fran’s way home from work, Hannah McGary was out front, seated in her favorite chair. Someone had delivered a copy of the Leadville Miner to her mailbox, and Hannah did not want it. Hannah balled it up, frowning. Fran caught the crumpled paper against her skirt. “Jeez, Hannah.”

“Arsenic in the atmosphere? Keep your propaganda off my lawn.”

“You know what, you’ve had bread in your mouth your whole life and there you sit, just about rode that chair to death for free and all for nothing.”

“Don’t walk away, Frances! Every individual is free to pursue God’s options no matter his situation.”

“There’s no such thing.” 

“As what?” Hannah stood up, delicate, thin.



“No one appears out of nothing or lives on their own or any other thing. Only men enjoy that gobshite story, and you, Hannah. You like to be the first to have things, take things or use them up before anyone else can. And be admired for it. Perpetual toddlers. Individual, bullshit. I’ll give you fuckin’ rugged—” She threw the paper back at Hannah’s feet.

“The truth—”

“Truth is, we all need each other Hannah, and it feels good to be alive.”

“I don’t like you, Mrs. Coad.”

“Fuck off.”



Two months into the strike, the baby girl Florence’s throat would shake in her cry, and Fran’s insides went cold whenever her thoughts were derailed by the sound. It became harder each day to find her thoughts again when the cry was over, and the cry was only over when there was something to eat. 

They went to the Leitners’ cabinets and got what was left. They worked through two pounds of navy beans and a sack of dried fruit. Jenny was quiet. Cate was unusually whiny. All of the cold knuckling of cloth against the tin washboard smelled only of more metal and blood, and some days, if there was an updraft from the restaurants on Harrison, Fran went out and stuck her nose into it, nearly able to discern and parcel out each ingredient on the air. 

None of the children slept well hungry. The teens sometimes surfaced with a knob of rye bread or a single sausage when strike support from Butte was distributed at the meetings. Some were given a handful of coins for gluing helmets or raking the livery floor. 

Another week or two, they all said. Maybe three.



On Saturday morning, July 11th, little Florence Noonan met the dawn fussing, and once the air was bright, the baby girl wailed for a whole chorus of women. Jenny Noonan threw the covers off, resolute, looking in the usual corner for the rabbit. 

Inchy Bunny dangled over the floor as Jenny held the pet rabbit up by his scruff. She had Florence on her hip, gripping her baby’s fat thighs with her other hand. 

The rabbit curled up in Jenny’s grip, kicking, his hind quarters flailing as he was hauled over the road to the Dewar’s in the morning sun. Agnes saw it from her clothesline and joined them. 

It was clear what needed doing. Beulah sized him up and took a rolling pin off the shelf. “Too old to roast,” she said holding him down. “He’ll stew all right.” 

With merciful expertise, she whacked the back of Inchy Bunny’s neck. He went slack. She took a string out of her apron pocket and hung him up by one ankle from a hook positioned directly above her block. She sharpened her flaying blade. With a big bowl underneath him, she began at the tied foot and cut down to his tail. Tools down, she tugged the skin off the legs with her fingers, delicately unbuttoning it from the bones, opening it like someone’s coat, just in from the snow. 

Blood and muck began to fill the bowl. She peeled away all the roan fur then cut him down, chopped his head off and set that in a separate bowl. 

“Beulah, your family getting on?” Jenny asked.

“We’re fine.”

“Ed holding up?”

“His tenure as secretary’s been a good run so far.”

“Beulah,” Agnes said, “what if this lasts into winter?”

“The strike?” Beulah lit a lantern and set it close to the carcass. Careful not to cut the intestines, she reached in. “We’re not submitting to arbitration. We know what to do, Agnes. It’s either the union,” she dug her hand deeper under the rabbit’s ribs and felt for the liver, “or some long lonesome haul out of town to start everything over.” She pulled out the warm organ, separated it from the gall bladder, and set it in a small bowl. Without having to look for it, she pulled a jug of vinegar off the high shelf and lobbed a small amount into the blood catch. 

Jenny watched, near to vomiting and hungry at the same time. Agnes rolled a cigarette and offered Jenny a turn. Jenny waved it away.

Agnes plumed smoke into the raw game smell. “You’re a true believer then?” Agnes asked.

“I am,” Beulah said.

“I’m sure I used to be,” Jenny said. She pulled her breast from her blouse and arranged the nipple on Florence’s gum, who pulled eagerly while Beulah took down a small cleaver and jointed the carcass. 

“Be honest, Beulah,” Agnes said. “Are the odds in our favor?”

“Tsk.” Beulah pulled Inchy’s hind quarter off the body. “If it’s winning you’re after, three dollars a day, maybe. Our chance to lose was over when we voted to strike.” Under the blade of Beulah’s poultry shear, the rabbit’s velveteen fur coat departed from its last connection. She hung it over a wooden dowel on the wall. She examined the sticky skull in her palm, then pushed the rabbit’s eyes out of the sockets. “Will we make a stock?” she said. “Ah, we will. Salt a pail, soak this.” 

Agnes tapped her ash on the floor and took the rabbit’s skull in her free hand. Beulah wiped her hands on her apron and set a pan on the heat, tipping the blood and liver into it. “And a pâté, I think.”

While she swirled the heavy pan, Beulah used her foot to pull a stool over for Jenny, who sat and put Florence on the other breast. From a crucible of crushed leaves, Beulah took a pinch out and tossed it on the joints. “Here, rub that in.” 

Agnes put her cigarette between her lips and picked up a haunch. It was still warm. She rubbed in the dry herbs with her thumbs. 

 	“Ah, stop, you’re ruining it.” Beulah patted the herbs down then circled them with her palms to cover all the sides. 

Florence fell into a deep sleep, spittle full at her lips, her mouth slack. Jenny sighed, her whole chest relieved of its sharp pains and swelling for a few hours. 

“But, Beulah—” Agnes finally said.

“What now?”

“You saw the Herald? They called the strike a foreign agitation. Against America.”

“Against America, my big round arse. Agnes, what’s got into you? Feckin’ foreign nothing. Listen to me now, there’s nothing more un-American than separating those who work, so bloody far away from the rich, and they know it. And you know it. And the farther away the rich get from the poor, the more impossible democracy will be. Fuck it, a wild hog knows that.” Beulah ripped the skin off an onion. 

Agnes cleaned one fingernail out with another and made a second cigarette. “Then, how does it end?”

Beulah took a long time, chopping onion, plowing the white cubes into a pile like the street sleighs clearing spring ice. “There’s no end really. We’re either working the way we want, or striking.”

“What about—” Jenny began.  

“Scabs? They’re called scabs, Eugenia. The zinc boys from Missouri?” Beulah dropped the knife hard through another onion and cut it clean through. “This town is in our favor, the merchants, all eight schools. We’re no small amount of its population, we are its population. This isn’t like the articles you read. They’ll loiter, and maybe some will work, and they’ll go away. Or freeze to death. The union is too big. We took our time getting everyone in. It’s different here.” 

Hours passed. Cards were dealt, and the smell of the seasoned stew began to erase the memory of its origins. 

When Agnes and Beulah sat alone, knuckles cracked raw from the washing up, Ursa major rose over the Kearney’s roof across the street. “What if—” Agnes said. “I’ve known you my whole life, Beulah. Tell me the truth.”

“Let those boys from Missouri camp in the park and earn a wage cutting wood or whatever. If they bring one scab up this hill, it will be very bad, Agnes.”

When the meal was over, they sat quietly in the yard. The stars spilled out of the dark, for there was no moon to stop them. One by one they appeared, clusters, planets, dust, shining down to the lowest horizons. The peace was cold and clear, and the women spoke not one more word so that it might persist, even in its brief sojourn toward the sun’s red fire. 



A raven the size of a dog settled on a bent cross on the steeple of the pink Lutheran church. Two lancet windows in the building’s clapboard front flicked a blade of moonlight back at four figures bearing themselves quietly up the road. 

At the intersection of Sixth and Orange, they paused. Peter Doyle leaned into the flame Hugh Sweeney held out and pulled it through his small cigar. 

“No harm in four men walking in their own neighborhood at night,” Hugh said. His thick fingers flicked the match onto the road. “Or stopping to give a man a light.”

Between the four of them now, Peter, Hugh, Joe, and Fran, each could see in every direction, without appearing to look. It was blazing hot after the iced rain left had left town at lunch, and it had been hot from then until sundown. Now their linen and wool was drying out, their musk locked in the fabric. They needed no lamps. The moon was only two days waning and there were no clouds.



Joe looked up and took in the view to the west. 

“Better not linger,” Hugh said.

“If I knew those were the only mountains in the world, they’d be enough,” Joe said.

“Still can’t congregate without permits,” Hugh said. “Keep walking.”

“We’re less than five,” Fran pointed out. 

“What do you call any group of Irish, members of local thirty-three at that, out for a walk?” Hugh said. “A vagrancy infraction.”

“Not all Irish,” Joe pointed out.

“No chances,” Hugh said.

Peter paused, holding back. “Fran,” he said. She stopped and faced him. A dog barked. Peter let it go. They stayed quiet and caught up with the others.

They were taking the air, they were prepared to say, and can’t a man go walking after he eats, for his health? Or escort a gentlewoman in dangerous times? Hugh said it all again, rehearsing their lines. But they saw no one, no lamps, only lights below on Harrison. 

Hugh tapped once on the Z door of the Kearney’s barn. They did nothing for about two long minutes, then he tapped once more near the bottom. A voice came up to the door. “Who’s there?”

“Suit of coins.”

The door slid to the side on its rolling pulley, and the four went in. 

In the dark interior of the barn, eleven men and Fran shuffled for room to stand. Peter Doyle raised up his hand and cleared his throat. Someone’s weathered Breton cap showed in the glow of his cigar. 

Another nearby was lit, then another. Fran unrolled two blank sheets of paper and took out her pen. “Gentlemen,” Hugh began.

“Get to it, Sweeney.”

“This group here is in each other’s care, and by that I mean complete discretion. It angers me to know that it’s come to the point, where a man like myself will say what I’m about to say.” 

Fran handed him her cigarette. “It would be difficult,” he continued, drawing the smoke in deep, “to let a man live who was loose-lipped about this group, or its business. We have no name. We are associated with no outfits known to any press. Let that be understood, or more men are gonna go missing.”

Solemn nods and ayes issued from each man. 

“As you know, Colorado’s deputy commissioner of labor urged the CCMU 33 to submit to arbitration earlier this month. Well, you know what we said to that.”

Fists and subdued hurrahs rose up from the small crowd.

“Keep it down,” Peter said. He picked up where Hugh left off. “Well, and we plan to repeat it when they make the expected offer in two or three weeks time. What you don’t know,” he said, “is there’s a circus coming to town.”

They booed and hissed, as quiet as they could.

“And a big bash coming up for the Leadville Blues baseball team. Something about a championship match. Quiet now. Quiet. So, I think, and so do some of you, that there’s scabs on the trains coming up.”

“Ain’t no fuckin’ circus,” Hugh said.

“That’s what we’re considering. But it’s even more than that. Joe?”

“There are some unhinged police units from Denver they called up, the so-called Specials, bored off their tits if they’re not in a scrap, and already, they’ve assaulted a number of union men as you know.”

“Here’s what we think,” Fran said. “The signalmen are on our side. We can reverse the incoming lines at the spurs and redirect them to Denver or Buena Vista. But what we don’t want is any kind of action on behalf of the state against us. Or bad public opinion. Not now.”

Sweeney’s head was round as the moon and his beard pulled the darkness and shadows down to his chest. He peered again through the narrow slats. His eyes were narrowed in focus as he stepped forward, making sure he could see each man’s face who was with them. He stepped up to each face, and said the first and last name of everyone there. “Just to be prepared for any kind of action like that,” Hugh said, “we have a second order of rifles coming on the ten o’clock in a week’s time.”

Feet shuffled. “A second?” someone said.

“Now you know. And only you. There’s no single armory. We’ve interred them all, separated out. You men here, listen to me. You men here, this is a very small, very select group, with a long heritage before you. That said”—Hugh paused—“your life is forfeit if you talk. I’m telling you now, I will see to that myself. Should any one singular syllable of this be disclosed outside this shed. We have grounds to train on, night shift, you’ll know about it. About fifty total.”

No one spoke. More cigarillos lit up, red lights bouncing in the dark.

“We want you to understand,” Peter said, breaking the stunned silence, “that we take no pleasure in this, nor do we aspire for this arsenal to be used against men. We have a goal, if it comes to it, and I mean if, to hold an offensive posture against scabs by destroying equipment, and by posting sentries at the mines farther out, beyond the reach of city police.” 

“First thing,” Hugh said “is how we cut through the scab circus. We think we need a few of you at the tracks through Finntown. Peter and I, and few more, up here at the freight. As of today, the train comes in July 22nd, 11:05 p.m. All you have to do is organize who walks out with the signal. The operators are in the know. It’s a low arc to slow down. Full circle to reverse. That’s it. You get hauled in, you stay in and take it. Nothing about this meeting comes to light. You’re here now, I know who you are, and there’s no out at this point.” 



The Leadville Miner estimates that these new arrivals cost the state nearly two thousand dollars a day. The estimate is not high when the pay of officers, the pay of privates, cost of commissary stores, transportation, and other incidental and necessary expenses are counted in. The following are some of the salaries:


	One brigadier general, 5,500 a year

	2 colonels, 3,500 a year each 

	2 lieutenant colonels, 3,000 a year each

	15 captains, 1,800 each [27,000]

	30 lieutenants, 1,500 each [45,000]

	ONE UNION MINER, ABOUT SEVEN HUNDRED DOLLARS A YEAR.



For your community: Toledo House, the green gas lamp at stairs on Toledo and Third, Tuesdays. Union Hall, 517 Harrison, Thursdays.



When the train that was called the circus line came up, it was a passenger line from Webb City, Missouri. There was one car of performers. The rest of the cars held young men of working age with almost no luggage. 

The train was handily reversed in the middle of the night, with Buena Vista confirming arrival by cable at 2:35 a.m. 

July 24th: an additional row of white tents began to dot the soggy field where the ice castle had once stood, and where the infamous picnic had rallied them all. 

July 26th: a guarded train came up with men enough to fill the tents. They were young, mostly from the Joplin mining regions. They were escorted by armed guards. They were quiet and scared and kept to themselves. 


To-day in Leadville, I was in the streets all day and evening. During the forenoon in conversation with Peter Doyle in front of the courthouse, he told me he had heard nothing about the Lion Property starting up with scabs and didn’t believe it because if they took men up the hill, there would be hell in this camp. Opterative said I’d want to be on the front line. Doyle did not respond much. Men are reluctant to talk and want to know about missing operatives JS and DH. Opt. will try to make headway at the Thursday meeting. They believe they will win in August and do not show concern of the replacements camping west of town. Opt. could not get any word about the rifle order. Thomas Noonan is missing, his brother deceased. Gerard Kelleher is unhappy with the union and the strike. He might speak if pressed.

Respectfully yours, 

FF

The CCMU’s August offer was rejected. Reason being, the Mine Owners Association does not, and would not, recognize their assembled group as a legal body. 

The following week, a new row of tents was pitched in a curve around the ranks. They were bigger, with hitching rails for horses and tall gun racks in front. 



Ger Kelleher was in such a foul state, he felt a snake of darkness wrapping around his throat. He left his house without a word. 

The sound of all the children all day every day in his house was unbearable. It was near evening, and they wanted things. Attention. Stories or food. 



Even out on the street, everyone’s sounds and needs were unbearable. Everyone on Chestnut. All these eejits on Harrison. Did they not know all the reasons why darkness should pull them down too? He was alone, then. Moving through their unintelligent bliss, unseen. Living like this was a way of being dead, he thought. Maybe there was a way to get there then, to that point, to stop walking like a ghost.

He had no destination, but he knew he had a tail when he was two blocks west of Harrison. There was one set of footsteps behind him. Then two men stepped off the porch of a shop ahead of him. He stopped. “Fellas,” he said. The men paused and looked at him, hard. They were no doubt taken aback by the size of their detail. Ger puffed, wider. 

They postured and flexed and regained their confidence. “Where to?” said the biggest one.

“Just taking the air,” Ger replied.

They drew around Ger close. All the ground around them was dark, the street was a long slope of shadowed, uneven stones. He thought about running to the black-dark woods. The men surrounded him on each side, and, he saw now, they were armed.

Adjusting his eyes to the dark, he saw the stairs attached to the rear entrance of the building they stood near. At the top was a narrow door. 

Ger was out of breath by the time they got to the top floor. The big one pulled a chair into the middle of a large room. 

“Are you a union man?”

 “I try to stay out of trouble.”

“What’s your name?”

Ger shrugged. 

“What do you know about Peter Doyle?”

“Where are you fellas from, where’s Newman?”

“What goes on in 700 E. Sixth? A tidy little blue and white house. Peter and Eleanor Doyle.”

 Ger lifted his head, silent. Every muscle in his body suddenly set itself to a tension that would only find a hard way out. 

“What do you know about Joseph Hodges?”

“Fuck all.” 

“Easy big fella. Did you know his wife makes her own money? She doesn’t record it downtown. Not a penny. Cheaters. A colored lady painting mountains for tourists, taking their money. That isn’t fair to you, is it?” The man stood all the way up and considered his next words, lit a smoke. “You’re not a cheater. You think you’re a Coloradoan, Gerry?”

“What’s that badge on you, who issued that?”

“You seem like a reasonable man, skeptical of unions, are you?”

Ger said nothing. 

“Mrs. Ellen Doyle’s got a half-blind kid. The McGary family has it rough, two lads lost to idealism up in Butte. And the Byrne women. Keep paper money in the tea-tin on their shelf.”

Ger fixed his eyes on the nails in the floor board.

“Where’d your Whitworth go, Gerard?”

The big one punched Ger’s nose. “Talk!”

Ger lifted his eyes to the man’s face to let him know he could go ahead and kill him right there. 

The boss sat in a chair across from Ger and lit a cigar. His three men stood, one behind Ger, one at either side.  

“You’re going to tell me now, what you know, about an order for rifles.”

The swelling had started. Ger swallowed and flexed the muscles in his neck.

“What’s your full name?”

“David,” Ger said.

“David Gerard?”

“Moffat.”

“I’ll cut your fucking nuts off.”

A hard punch came up the side of Ger’s head. The big companion pulled Ger to his feet. The long-headed one whacked his face again with a gun Ger hadn’t seen yet. The metal plating on the butt of the rifle cut his cheek and his eye, deep. It was the sting of his face being opened that he felt first, then another blunt hit right on top of the cut.

“Who’s your fucking family. Or your whore wife. Where do you live?”

“Three,” Ger said, a welt of vomit pressing in his neck, “zero eight, Harrison Avenue.”

A hard series of knocks thwacked Ger’s head from behind. The address of the Tabor Opera House was well-known, and for that, the big man gave him one more punch across the mouth. 

Ger spread his arms like a vulture and clapped the backs of their skulls, crashing them into each other. One of them fell down, lifeless. The other got up, a bloodied fountain, and joined his colleague in taking Ger down.

His mouth was swelling into a hole in the floor of his cell when he came to. Ger tried to drag his legs up toward his torso, or move them at all. He pushed his eyes around in his sockets and spat something out of his mouth. There was man seated on a stool near the next cell, cooing at a half-dressed under-fed girl in the next cell. In the low light, the circles of her eyes flickered. 

Ger couldn’t speak. He gave up trying. He gave up breathing. He prayed he’d be judged by his former self, not the shell. Not the snake. Not the blind rage. He closed his eyes.

“If your motherland’s so good,” said the pacing man, “why are you here?” The body clinked with keys, then got close again. The man’s knees creaked, his breath came nearly to the floor. “Well, how ’bout this then,” he said. “Tell me everything you know about the Wolf-Tones, the Regulators, the guns, and what they’re up to.” Ger was quiet. “Any Maguires in your neighborhood? This is your ticket out, Gerard.” 

The other man across the room let the girl out of her cell and onto his lap. She drew her dress all the way up. 

Even with the deputy’s grunts and slaps in the background, the chief interrogator pressed on.

“How’s your daughter?” he said. “A young anti-American propagandist, that’s too bad. Still unmarried though. I’d like to get to know her. Maybe she likes conversation.”

Ger arched his neck against a world of pain. The interrogator was flipping through a fat ream of papers. “Can’t you people live in smaller groups? There’s always hundreds of you. How many kids you got? At least one dead. Plenty left. Go ahead, talk to me, Gerry.” The man got nearly level with his face. “What do you think is going to happen here? You relics of the past up there on the hill, plus your old women, win? And what does that look like? A victory for the sleepers.” He laughed. “And so what, then the mine owners just agree that they don’t need to be so wealthy? And Colorado’s doesn’t need to be at the forefront of mineral extraction, but hey, at least sad Gerard Edward Kelleher—is that right?—has a house with a flush toilet and can take a goddamn nap on every Catholic holiday. Sons of bitches. We’re gonna find out where you put the guns, take you all in, and hang ya. Now let’s see. Catherine Agnes Kelleher, the 600 block of East Sixth. Since you won’t talk.” He stood up and went to the desk to get his coat.

Finished with the girl, the other man left her cell open, and threw her dress on the ground for her to fetch herself. The two men gathered behind the big desk. 

Ger threw up. His vision quit. He choked on the vomit, and his heart went unsteady. He turned over on his side when the girl stepped past him on her way out. She slipped something toward his hand. 

Ger picked up the revolver and got the deputy’s brain, then the interrogator’s shoulder. The interrogator had enough left in him to exchange fire, and soon, three bodies lay spreading out across the floor.

The Herald warned the good citizens of the west side to be cautious of any associates of agitator Gerard Kelleher, murderer of lawman in an altercation involving drunkenness and disregard for civil order. The Kelleher family would be removed Monday morning.



Peter Doyle watched the blue gleam on the hay hook spin gently in the low light. He traced Gerard Kelleher’s steps in his mind. No matter how many hours passed since they burned his name in his plank, Peter struggled to weave the man back together, from the days when they’d steal Dewar’s baking sheets to sled down Chicken Hill, to the years he went so dark, to the day his name appeared above his dates on the wood plank.

“I need a six-inch pipe, fodder of some kind. Dynamite. Babbitt metal.” Fran nudged Peter’s arm so he might share her urgency. “You’ve got that pipe in your shed.” 

He scratched his bicep. The hay was itching his arms. Peter watched as Fran unfolded a sheet of paper and talked it all out while Sweeney sketched. “All we need to do,” she said, “is lodge anything, like chains, any material stuff into the tanks, and the oil can’t drain out and power the mine,” she said. “We aim it off that bluff up by the Coronado retaining wall.”

“Fairview Hill,” Hugh Sweeney said. “Yes, that’s it. For Ger and everyone.”

“Stop,” Peter said. “Stop, we will not—”

“Peter,” Hugh interrupted, “they’re set to move Agnes and her kids out Monday after the scabs go in, and that’s just to start. They are gonna make point, after point, after—”



“—can’t drain out?” Peter got loud. “Pull that one plug, and none of us will work here either!”

A dog barked. Tom and Martin weren’t there, weren’t watching the front anymore. All they had were their own ears.

“It will power-down everything up to the Emmett, that’s right,” Fran said, “but it will scare them back to the table, and with the contract in hand, we reverse it. We can. But we start with this. This—cannon, essentially. I can get a shaft, the throw-off pin from the press. A brake lever. There’s a small pawl that goes under the ink table. It can aim a thing up or down. Those’ll be the trunnions. We need that pipe, or some cylinder, those will be the first things.”

“You’re not thinking right,” Peter said.

“It’s just property, Peter,” Fran said. “That’s what you said. If Higgins could solder a five-to-six-inch steel pipe, of babbitt metal, about three feet long, that’s the cannon sorted. Small but efficient.”

“Fran—”

“Peter!” Fran said. “Picture it. They said work was to start on Monday, September 21st. Whose Monday morning? Or are you going to let them walk in? Or are you going to have your riflemen just shoot them?”

Joe broke the long silence that followed. “The plan was, use the rifles to make a point, scare them out, scare the hell out of them. That was it. That’s what we all said. That’s what we do. There’ll be no scabs on this hill.”

“Joe’s right,” Hugh said. “Then, we go from mine to mine and repeat the point, as it were. If Fran pulls the tank at the Coronado, they can’t work anywhere and that gives us time. We could have it all running again in a few months, maybe.” No one spoke. Joe opened up another jar of preserved apples and passed it around.
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Fran

On the morning of Sunday, September 20th, their rust-colored church  sat firm in its place on Poplar and Seventh. Its silver steeple was an obelisk against the blue layer of mountains to the west, the cross just reaching the white summits. When the mass was over, the east side neighbors of poured out of the heavy doors.

September at altitude is a question: who do you love? 

The answer was a balsam fir, a poplar, the one that left without a word. This one life, its simple rhythm, myself.

All the way home from mass, Fran walked behind Jenny, who had levity in her step, for something had shifted. 

Hugh Sweeny had taken a chair in front of the Kelleher’s. He sat there with the Whitworth across his lap, and he traded places with Terry Dermody before dusk. 

Fran made the same kind of tea in the same kettle the same tedious way she always had, and after tomorrow’s action, she hoped, always would. Long before the kettle sounded, Fran heard singing. It was coming from the yard. She went to see.

Jenny was in the middle of a fluff of skirts on top of a blanket, her torso like the stamen of a wide-open pasque blossom. “Hi, Oscar,” Jenny said. “I figured something out. Listen.” 

After supper, they cleaned the house. They tidied up the loft with Tom’s things. Jenny set it all up neatly, next to his cleaned sheets, ready for his return. She picked up Florence and set her on her hip, then turned their calendar to October, thinking.

Fran hustled things around in her room, then came out with a clanking bag.

“Show me what’s in the bag,” Jenny said. 

“I can’t.”

“Frances.”

Fran stayed quiet. She set the bag down by the door and dropped the curtains in the front window.



“Come on,” Jenny pleaded, following Fran down the hall. “If they really open just a few mines tomorrow, maybe there’s enough mines leftover for us to work, let those other couple mines go.”

“No more concessions,” Fran said. “Not one.” 

“It’s not conceding. We said, no scabs on this hill. Let them have the Mab, the Little Monia. Ah, Fran. You’re going to sabotage something, aren’t you? Well then, when you’re done come home, and we’ll have Agnes and Leona over. All in a day.”

“A night really,” Fran said. “Have breakfast ready.” When the sun had long gone down, Fran added a signaling lantern to her pack and set out. 



Before the first shift of scabs could start, that was their plan. They shuffled quietly to the top of the bluff on Fairview Hill, overlooking the Coronado’s engine house. When Sweeney saw the first scabs walking up the low hill at the bottom of Seventh, he signaled to Dermody, who turned his lights on and off in his front windows. Fran shivered. She signaled with the red glass turned over the flame, then switched it to green, and back to red. 

“Tom should be seeing this,” she whispered. 

Peter shrugged, then looked all around and handed her a stick of powder. She placed it in the end of the pipe they had generously called a cannon. She struck the match and held it under the copper fuse that was embedded in the red paper cylinder. She counted with Peter and Joe and Hugh, as they all crawled backward.

It worked. Their chains and scraps of wire lodged through the top of the tank and sank to the bottom with a clank. In a few hours, the scabs would go into their shift and find that the pumps were failing, and the compressed air lines were off, and the wheels wouldn’t rotate for the cages. 

Fran plucked a blade of grass and chewed it in the darkness. Peter rolled over and flung an arm around her and kissed her on the head. It was friendly, until in his rush of adrenaline, there was room for something else, and he kissed her mouth. 

“Over there!” Joe said.

Someone they didn’t know came running with a live flame and hurled it into the tank. Someone from nearer to their outpost shot at the flame-thrower, who ducked. An accomplice appeared and fired back in their direction. 

Men they hadn’t seen, armed with police revolvers and pistols, stayed low to the ground and shot at the strikers who had been standing by. The strikers returned fire. A flame in the tank blossomed. Another man with a revolver flung a lit torch at the office walls. 

“Shit shit shit—” Peter said. The flames were climbing the cribbing that was directly across the street from the houses on Seventh. Peter stood up. A bullet found his chest. 

“Fuck!” Joe said, wadding his jacket up over Peter’s blood. Fran’s feet were in motion behind Joe as they side-stepped and slid down the grass toward the road. They ducked behind a shed. 

Fran and Hugh held Peter up, and Joe took aim with Tom’s rifle and picked off one of the men that had protected the flame-thrower, and then the one that had fired up at Doyle. Union men he recognized were running from door to door, pulling the neighbors out of their houses. A fire wagon came up, the silver bells mounted on the racks making a shrill alarm against the crackling wood. Jerry O’Keeffe leapt down from the wagon and ran to the pump that jutted out at the corner. 

Joe peeled his eyes against the bright flames and the shadows. He saw another man, unknown, with the same-issue revolver creep forward and fire at O’Keeffe. Joe shot at the assassin, but the fire chief was already dead. The hose lay unhooked, the flames climbing.

There were silhouettes of bodies on the ground. Joe and a few others held their guns out to shield the other firemen who had crept down after their chief’s example, and tried again to connect the hose. 

Pop Higgins was there, Pascoe too, with the strikers. They fended off the men who were trying to prevent the hose company from getting the water on. The pump opened, but it was fast covered in a boom of ash. The entirety of the pump structure of the Coronado imploded. The hoses and belts melted. The cribbing wall collapsed into a pile of flaming logs, taking Higgins and Pascoe down. 

A mob chased another crowd up the hill, up the road to the Robert Emmet. Joe turned around. Fran and Hugh were gone. He ran with Dermody to join the crowd at the Emmet.

Fran and Hugh hauled Peter down the hill. When they got to the road, they tried to lift his head up and keep moving. Peter’s body went completely slack. He coughed blood up onto his face and was still. 

Boots shuffled, hands gripped clinking spades. Whoever is found associated with or related to anyone perpetrating destruction will be blacklisted and removed from Leadville permanently. 

So much desire will be buried. Congealed to fossils, fragments of the bodies that bore its tension and every night held its simmering weight inside their skin. 

What, she wanted to say, were you going to ask me that night? Before the dog barked? Before the gun fired? 

Lights were moving up the road. Hugh gestured to Fran to help lay the body in a long-recessed depth in the grass along the north edge of Seventh, east of Orange. There were many to inter, fast. They remembered their promise: no one gets outed. No one gets found. No one gets evicted.

Someone brought shovels from Higgins’s shop. 

Catherine Kelleher appeared, wide-faced and older, taking stock of each face to be buried and making her way toward their homes. 

Fran’s thigh muscles were unsteady. She cupped Peter’s boots in the crook of her left elbow, but she could not help with the shovel. 

Hugh looked over his shoulder as he moved the earth, fast as he could. Fran saw the layers being exposed as Hugh dug the hole with astounding precision and fear, to two, then four, then six feet. 

Crumbled brown dirt, brown grass seeds, brown crushed gravel, white pebbles, purple and orange chunks of oxidized iron, Peter Doyle. His striped overalls. A paper axe in his shirt pocket. A fresh splash of dirt. Iron, fine sand, and rootwads of sage and cheet grass lumped and turned until the man’s face, his beard, were fully covered. 

“Go, go, go,” Hugh said again. He cried and uttered words of fear, of disbelief, disassociating himself from his present task. He beat the back of the shovel down on the dirt. “Fran, go!”

A small crowd had swarmed at the depot in the dark, where the ground had always been well-worked, soft, and flat. Their backs were bent and they heaved flickering silver shovels as piles grew at their feet. 

At the bottom of the hill, Catherine Kelleher herself pretended she’d take a bribe to tell the truth, and she said she recognized none of the men here; they were from out of town, she said, and there will be no wakes tonight, she told them. You can go up any house on Sixth and see, not a single wake, no. No bodies or faces for you to see, not a one. 



Day broke over a sentry standing at the corner of Eighth Street and Hemlock. His hat was tall, angular, his expression severe. Fran stood for a moment in front of him. He glared down hard. She could not remember which way she lived. 

The sentry held his cloak open to expose his long gun and the short gun on his hip. She was sure she was no longer herself. A passenger line from Denver was pulling in. Men’s faces at the window. Young, some. Before dawn on a Monday morning. Fran laid down behind a berm of tall fescue. One star, faint and still, was persisting in the early morning light. Black globes of smoke rolled over her neighborhood, making the rising sun look small, blood-red. The thick air scorched her throat and eyes.  To the east, into the higher crest of the main mining district, two more ropes of smoke twisted skywards. One was past the Matchless, near where the Robert Emmet engine house should be. 

Something pawed the grass.

She looked up. The buck had six points, a rack spread just wider than his ears. He studied the air. And without any preparation, he leapt, bounding away from the burning tramways and shaft houses. 

She was cold, and with the dew, she was wet. It was a sure way to die. She rolled over to meet it when Jenny reached down and took her arm. 


The sisters made their way, fast. Jenny noticed the shovel Fran still held, still clumped with the crushed gravel. If they were caught with it— Jenny tore it from Fran’s grip and threw it to the side of the road. 

They slowed their pace at the corner of Sixth. There was Peter and Ellen Doyle’s home, as tiny as it was bright, blue and white in the sunrise, the scrolled-lace trim bright in the early sun. 

Fran could not do it. Jenny left her crumpled on the grass between the carriage tracks next to the house, and went to the door. But Ellen Doyle opened it fast and rushed right past Jenny. She ran past Fran’s bowed head, and stood in the middle of the intersection, looking down the block, where a small army was approaching.

Fran couldn’t tell how many scabs there were coming up the road. Eighty, maybe a hundred imported Missourian zinc miners were rattling their tiffins and lamps behind a militia. The tall horses on the front lines obscured them. She scanned the mounted officers: eight total, on nervous geldings, now forming a line between her own house and the Kelleher’s. Nothing moved, there was no clue, not a sound, not a cloud with pockets of hail, not even the raven from the pink Lutheran church.



Behind the brigadier’s front line were more mounted officers, riding right through their tiny lawns, making mud of the grass. They formed protective flanks around the scabs in the road and stopped.

Fran stepped into the road, for what could they do other than ask where she’d buried the man they shot hours ago? And what would they do when no one on Sixth Street was holding a wake, and when no one would tell them who’d been involved? And what would they do when another generation passed by the balsam poplar that would grow on Peter Doyle’s chest?

The men of east Sixth had been scattered throughout the night. The town on the west side looked quiet, as if no one was home. As if they were just waiting for bad news to be over. As if workers might learn to take what they’ve got and abide the peace of the wealthy. Fran stood in the middle of the street alone, her arms crossed over her chest. There were other ways the militia could march the scabs to the Robert Emmett and the Maid of Erin, but Fran now understood, they’d been ordered to make a point.

She could see each officer as they tightened up their positions. They were not all strangers. Among the first ranks were Will Skewes, with an officer’s revolver. Hank McGary even, with some kind of badge, a bandana covering his nose and mouth. All of them, deputized and desperate, sat high in their saddles.

Madra’s old pup Betts came flying from the ditch. She snarled at Skewe’s horse then snapped at the man’s boot. Will Skewes shot the dog dead. He looked Fran in the eye. The whole front line stepped right up to her and stopped.

“By order of the governor,” the brigadier began, “work is to begin on the Maid of Erin and the Robert Emmet this Monday morning!” At the general’s hip, a bayonet blade glinted. “Clear the road!” His horse stamped. Fran saw the horse’s black and yellow teeth, its soft nostrils. She could feel the animal’s breath as it strained against its bit.

The general looked down at Fran with disdain, half-smiling. He lifted up his right fist. The front line readied their guns. “Clear the road!” he commanded again.

Fran didn’t recall opening her own mouth, or when the moment was when she decided to answer, but a sound came, it was the word no. The word was long, loud, and her sister Jenny joined in and kept screaming it until the vowels changed into something else. The man lifted up his fist high over his head and pointed forward. 

Fran picked up the scream when Jenny left off to bend down and scoop up dirt in her hands. Jenny launched it all in his face. Agnes followed with a pail of diapers, Beulah Dewar with raw compost in each palm, and then Mary Byrne stepped into the road on her cane.

“Flat-footed Missourian thugs, go home!” Cate Kelleher launched an arsenal of broken bricks from her side-yard. She spent at least two on the McGary’s windows. 

The brigadier called out something to the colonel, but their horses wouldn’t steady. More mounted officers came up the hill. The other women began to join Fran’s screaming, some with curses, others with song, it was ugly and coarse, and growing with whomever was left on Seventh Street, on Fifth, on Fourth. Derailed by the escalation, the officers angled their bayonets straight out in front of them. 

“Heartless fucking carbuncles”—Beulah Dewar heaved handfuls of animal entrails at their faces—“camelback scab-herding sons of bitches!”

“Snob army!” Jenny hurled rocks at them. “Pawn bastard traitors! Swine! May your money choke you dead, land-grabbing scab!” She screamed and threw everything she could grab. The scabs got down behind their escorts and held their pails and helmets over their heads.

Aunt Mary roared from somewhere outside of herself, “Wither and die! Lay down and die and all your family within in the year, land-grabbing scab! The curse of the people on you—may ruin rain down on everything you touch!” Mary’s white hair was large on the air, like wings. The general’s horse disobeyed him again. The bayonet that extended his arm speared the crowd, then cut through Mary’s ribs.

The women threw more dirt from the street into the men’s faces, they were joined by more, they all came in making loud, hard noises, song in uncomfortable keys, blocking the road with their bodies and noise. Others made a protective scrum over Mary Byrne and moved her under the gun-smoke and chaos to her home.

Outside, the women kept on, building a barricade of howling, moaning, screaming, a noise so continuous and loud that it began to circulate within the lower streets, echoing off the western rise of town back to the tops of Carbonate and Fryer Hill. 

Against the sound, the horses’ ears spun. The animals had been trained by guns, but they could not make out their commands against the discordant wail. The officers struggled, their long black boots beating against the nervous animals. 

The brigadier’s horse reared up and the colonel’s followed. The rider’s gun’s accidental report got Skewes in the gut. 

Skewes slipped out of his saddle onto the road, still trying to hold in everything coming out of him. A horse attempting to retreat spread Skewe’s skull across the ground. 

The scabs began to scatter in retreat. A general of the guard shot into the air several times demanding the women to clear out. The gun’s report made no impression against their noise. 

The brigadier called a retreat. 

No mines would open with replacements, not this week. No scabs would work on Carbonate or Fryer Hill, not now, not ever.

Inside 701 and all around it, rosaries were pressed against ribs, and Mary Byrne was laid out on her settee. With candles jammed in tommysticks in the wall all around the house, every neighbor’s face—each scar and wrinkle and wet jaw—was bright in detail.  

Jenny wove the rosary through Mary’s soft velvet fingers. Ellen made a plait of Mary’s hair, coming down one side of her chest. Fran pressed Mary Byrne’s eyelids closed.



Operative observes that the strikers and sleepers got the worst of it in the raid on the Coronado and Emmet, there were ten or twelve killed; we do not know how many, and a great number wounded. They take care of their wounded and dead same as the Indians but every now and then a fellow turns up that the rats have been eating or who has gone to decay that we know must have been shot. There were no wakes to attend as families are avoiding expulsion. No one’s talking much. Pumps are out, no oil is moving. Nothing more to report this evening.

Ever faithfully yours,

F. F.
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Asleep


Marty Hodges drove his father’s Ford F-1 up Highway 24, coming into Leadville. Ford F-1 up Highway 24, coming toward Leadville. They took the turn around the red schoolhouse in Stringtown too fast and Florence Byrne Hodges hollered at the driver, her son, to brake for chrissake. 

Florence was seated in the middle of the front seat between her son Martin and her husband Immanuel. The drive from Telluride to Leadville had finally made her motion-sick. That hell-road weaved and meandered, it was always precarious, best done in two days by daylight, they’d agreed. Even with the extra time, it had undone Florence’s stomach. Florence puked all over the road and got back in. 

She was clutching a small decorative urn on her lap. She’d been holding her aunt Fran’s ashes the whole way. The details had been coming through her, from the urn, through her heart. That’s how she explained it to Marty anyway, who rolled his eyes in his typical, skeptical disbelief. 

But Florence knew what she knew. And every few miles, some new scene had risen up like the next mountain pass. As she recounted the lives working through her, she promised her skeptical son she would show him everything, show him it was all true.

When they were parked on the corner of Seventh and Hazel, Martin leaned out of the window of the well-kept truck. Seeing no ghosts, he sunk himself back into the driver’s seat. “How long’s this gonna take?”

“Change your tune,” she said. “Manny,” she said, nudging her husband, “let me out again.” Immanuel Hodges stepped out and gave his wife his arm. 

Their son stayed in the cab, radio buzzing. Nothing would come in, not even a farm report. He turned it off. In the glove compartment, they’d always kept a crisp, folded poster. Wanted: Peter Doyle. Agitator, vagrant, extremist, arsonist. 



He couldn’t unfold it all the way or the paper would crack to ash. He tapped it gently on the dashboard, just to see. 

His mother Florence was prone to story-telling. So many exaggerations and embellishments, and each time she told a thing it was a little different, and he said to her that’s how he knows it’s not true. 

That’s how you know it’s alive, she told him. 

His dad Immanuel had long tired of the exchange, and when he told his stories, they were long and slow. Too long, Marty would say. 

Grow a soul, son, Immanuel said. 

Marty looked out through the dirty windshield. His mother was pointing to it, right on the side of the road: the faint ring of stones in a six-foot oval around an old poplar, where one tree was now steadily rattling its thin summer leaves. A feeling came up his bones. 

When they drove to Evergreen Cemetery and walked out beyond the marble graves with names and blessings chiseled in, the feeling shot through him again. 

It was an hour, could have been, before his mother agreed to get off the ground where she’d been laying her hands on a sunken oval of earth. There were stones laid a long time ago in a faint border around it. The wooden plank at the head said: Jenny Noonan, 1868-1918.

A narrow gravel path wound around the flock of lodgepole by his grandma Jenny’s grave. Two more sunken ovals. Rounded a long time ago with stones. The planks belonged to his grandparents. Joseph Hodges, 1859-1918. Leona Hodges, 1861-1924.

Immanuel Hodges scoured the ground and pulled a bottle cap out of the dirt. He replaced it with a stone and when he finally exhaled, it was loud against the forest’s archival calm. 

He handed his son a stone. A stick broke under Martin Hodges’ shoe as he stepped forward to his grandparent’s graves.

When she was ready, Florence hummed something, quietly. The ashes rushed out of the urn, light and free.



Monday, September 21, 1896

The scabs did not get past upper East Sixth that day, not for the rest September of 1896, and not after it, either. Agnes Kelleher and her children stayed put. Sundays that autumn were still for The Traveler’s Rest, or Sheas’, sometimes baseball. Sometimes whacking a ball up and down the side of the road with a stick. If the snow held off for a day, they often walked to the far end of Evergreen, to Mary Byrne’s tree and her oval of stones. 

Mondays, Catherine gave Fran her arm to walk together down the hill. They often met Leona on the corner, and their footfalls became familiar: boots on snow, boots on wood, the key in the lock and the shop bell. Immanuel Hodges asking questions. Florence Noonan answering every one. From somewhere, a fife and a whistle. A distant snare.

When Cate came in the shop after making her deliveries the day of the first big snow in October, she shook off her coat, and handed a wanted poster to Fran. 

“Where was this one?” Fran asked.

“In the lobby of the opera house.” 

“Should have put a terminal E on Doyle.” Fran laid it in the fire under the jugs. 

“That’s the most you’ve said in a month, Fran.” Leona looked up from her workbench, wiping ink across the bridge of her nose while she waited for a response. Fran had none. 

Fran did not have one all winter, not through four weeks of Advent, and not even that spring. She had none when Eugene Debs came to town and called the men of the union honorable. None for sad rounds of applause. None for the unwinding of rusty winches.

Her hair began to come out in clumps in the tub that spring, weaving through the soap in the grass or sliding off the snow when she dumped the water. When she could no longer grip the tub tight enough with her left hand to dump it, she took a clothes-iron and beat the tub hard until the dents became cracks. She threw it in the front lawn and left it. 

When she saw, the next day, that the Hodges had removed it and brought her a new tub, she went into the bedroom and shut the door. And when Leona and Ellen asked her to take a walk, she said no. 

One day, they insisted. They stood in the doorway and rained down a look, until Fran carried her old boots to the chair.

On the very street corner where the unthinkable had unfolded, Ellen pulled up Fran’s hand and placed a brass tag in her palm: ninety-eight. The tag was warm. Round. It weighed nearly nothing. 

When Ellen could not get Fran up from where she sat, sobbing and drawing stares, Leona got down in the road with her. The Sawatch range roared and took the sun down its tundra-covered maw whole and entire. Stars came through, in pairs and groups. The road under the women grew cold. 



They got a grasshopper press, and signed on with the Typographer’s Union. By Easter, Leona and Catherine could soon run the entire Leadville Miner while Fran made the orders and kept payroll at the desk. It had been awhile since Fran had said anything, but with May daylight coming, something cleared. 

“A summary,” she said to Catherine. She began to dictate so Cate could pull the sorts and lay them out for her, but Catherine pushed the equipment toward Fran and nodded. 

“There’s no hurry,” Cate said.

Fran shook out her hand. Her fingers were unsteady. She hadn’t talked much. And so, the first time she told the story, she said nothing at all. She opened a drawer of lead sorts, where single letters and common words were spread out, ink-stained, silent. She touched the cold metal of their fonts. She lined them up, word by word, fitting them into the frame. Soon, the opening line was ready. 

She’d had all winter to tell it to herself. All winter to sit with noise in her head, with vague movements in her gut, all winter to get up and push the front door against a wall of snow to prove that she was not the one who had been buried. She had been the one burying—she was the one now burying—now covering over all the noise and faces, the gunfire and the sound of the shovel’s spade—she wanted to shove it down where no lamp at all could ever expose it. 

Word by word. Line by line. She tightened the quoins around the summary and rolled ink across the plate. She could at least tell this much. Could print one hundred copies, and stuff it in mail-drops all over town by noon. It was a start. The text glistened as the ink roller pulled away. She could smell the words:

Monday, 3 May, 1897 

Cigarette between her lips, one hand on the chase, the other hand gently nudged the flywheel. She pumped the foot treadle. The story was rising up, even if there were details she could never include. Sure, she had written it safe. Brief. Her article gave away no family names. She revealed nothing about those missing. And yet, in agreement with the union stewards who had been bringing her food the last several months, the article stated plainly that the cause would endure. When she held up the first print to dry, the story flew up off the page and grabbed her shoulders and screamed—or, was it singing—

The star of the people is in the ascendant. The world famous Maid of Erin is now all closed down except the Adams discovery shaft and Henriett No. 3 shaft. At the main shaft the pumps are all out, the cable is off, all engineers and firemen are gone and two watchmen are all that are now on the great mine with a record of fifteen million in fifteen years of dividends. The CCMU No. 33 notes the distance between the sum lost, and the sum requested, no more than fifty cents per man. Unknown imported militia threatened to undo our good city in September. The business is done and the CCMU knows how to restore operations. The union is prepared to begin work all pumps in return for recognition and a reasonable wage. Local 33 is recognized world-wide. Your community meets at Union Hall, Thursdays.

Their subscriptions were steady, with a smaller, but more dedicated crowd. The work made them hungry, and Beulah Dewar and Jenny combined forces at 701 every night. 

After dinner one night, Fran unfolded a letter she kept in the pocket of her trousers. Where he used to sign his whole name, Harrington now just wrote an initial, in a flowing way. There was a tenderness to it. But that toward which they were compelling each other was no ordinary companionship. 

Consider, Frances, he wrote, the local’s limitations, which could be remedied by the advantages of solidarity from across the world by the I.W.W. It is with them that the situation with labor in the Telluride camp is well-suited to an early victory—

On the walk home, it was hard to breathe. 

The hill was getting steeper every year, then. Fran stood on the northside of upper East Seventh, catching her heart, where Doyle’s gentle rise in the earth hummed noiselessly with the pulse of passersby. Fran’s shaggy head of hair was covered up. She let the shawl down and the cool night worked its hands across her scalp. 

She turned uphill and took the mountain for an hour or more, heart raging, no moon. Walking, smoking, thinking. Stars flickered and rolled. She wore the sky like a black coat with diamond dust, parading through the long black pines.





Author’s Note





In Solidarity

In her own acknowledgments at the beginning of her memoir Living my Life (1931), Emma Goldman recounts the weight of doubt she felt about being able to complete such a project. Among the reasons was that most of her books and materials had been “confiscated by the Department of Justice raiders,” and she had little access to her own records. But, casting her doubt away, friends and comrades around the globe showed up during the drafting stage. They brought with them scores of archival materials, and the book was made possible. “Sceptic that I am,” she wrote, “I had overlooked the magic power of friendship, which had so often in my life made mountains move.”

My first encounter with Evergreen Cemetery in person, was just as the curtains were lifting on the COVID-era, in June of 2021. I went to the cemetery to meet Professor Jim Walsh, who I had not met before, and walk the grounds as a way to get a feeling for what I’d been encountering in my research as an academic. There was no memorial there yet. Just the archival calm of that place, and without doubt, its spirits. If it is true that we are called to our work, that day was the first time I heard it.

From 2020 to the final draft of the book in 2025, the ghosts wouldn’t stop calling. To them, and to the following people, I am grateful for their lesson in what solidarity looks like: Deb Adelman and Jim Madigan, whose essential, material, consistent support made this book possible, and my son Michael, whose love of reading inspires me every day. Also grateful to my family, who all work and live in the Colorado mountains; Kathleen Fitzsimmons, Jim Walsh, and to early readers of the drafts: Nicole Lombardi, Joanna Moran, Diana Copsey, Nora Durkin, and Elizabeth Terrell. To friends who helped me carve out time to work: Nora, Ellen, my neighbors, and Elsewhere Studios in Paonia, Colorado. Thank you Helle Helsner for the inspiring conversation surrounding women’s lives in the stunning geographies of mining communities and the reference to studies on keening. Am grateful too for my chance to listen and hear stories during my time in Kilbrittain, Co. Cork Ireland, and the friends I knew in those years. To Mancos Common Press and Hatch Show Print, I’m grateful for the hands-on lessons on 1890s printing equipment and technique. Thanks to the Corning Mining Museum and Pendarvis House in Mineral Point, Wisconsin; The National Mining Hall of Fame and Museum, and The Matchless Mine in Leadville; The Mesa Verde Writers group; Margie’s House; and Sarah Valentine and Alan McGonagle. To many more, in solidarity and gratitude, thank you. We made mountains move. 





A Note on the Historical Sources

Emma Goldman notes in her 1931 memoir Living my Life, “I wanted to have time for reading[.]” The Cloud City Miners Union Local 33 wanted that too, in 1896. A library, and time to read. This novel is very much based on a true story, and would not have been possible without the craft and skill of library workers and archivists. My first plan when I encountered the archival material for this book, was to write a long essay or nonfiction study on what had happened in Leadville between 1893 and 1896. But every time I walked through Leadville and passed by the remains of the Coronado Mine, with original cribbing logs still jutting out of the simple heap that remains, I could not help but wonder that the only historical marker there is a metal sign saying only: “The Coronado,” nothing more. Evergreen Cemetery, just about a half-hour walk from the Coronado site, was also curiously bereft of signage at that time, given that there are about 1,400 unmarked graves there.

The Coronado is where the 1896 strike came to a pivotal crisis. And the Pinkerton spy records on the union members at that time reveal chilling details about that day. I held these original reports in my hands in the basement of Norlin Library, at the University of Colorado Boulder. For the long week I spent in that basement, archivist David Hays and his team were instrumental in helping me handle the papers and effects of John Campion and David Moffat, among other esteemed names in Colorado history. The Pinkerton reports were for the most part produced for John Campion. In his operatives’ (spies’) narratives, Campion’s self-chosen code-name was “Lion,” and Moffat’s was “Bear.” The spies also typed up their reports using the word “sleepers” in lieu of “union members.” Antics revealed in their reports range from amusing to mostly harrowing affronts against miners and their families. These reports became the basis for my retelling of what happened at the Coronado, and for bringing light and insight to the lives of those buried in Evergreen.

The spy report in the novel that most approximates an original source is the last one that appears in the book. It is actually based on a letter dated October 6th, 1896, written by Eben Smith to a business partner in England. It is Smith’s (a key boss of the Leadville mines) description of the aftermath of what happened at the Coronado on September 21st, and is revelatory of the racism and disdain for workers held by Smith and the Mine Owners Association at the time. Other than that, the reports in the novel are adaptations of the Pinkerton’s reports, loosely following the events, tone, and verbiage of the originals.

Another critical source for this novel was an original copy of the long-lost Leadville Miner, a small but ferocious union newspaper in operation in Leadville during the year of the 1896 strike. The original paper has been well-kept for a least a century at the International Institute for Social History in Amsterdam. My excerpts from The Leadville Miner that appear in the novel are also adaptations, although I often use names of actual business and merchants in Leadville at that time. The characters in this novel are entirely fictionalized, but their last names were chosen from names that appear frequently in the Pinkerton surveillance and The Leadville Miner, and many of these last names also now appear on the wall of the Irish Miners’ Memorial in Evergreen Cemetery: Byrne, Doyle, Noonan, Brophy, McGary, Kelleher, O’Brien, McHugh, Dermody, and Sweeney. Dewar, Amburn, and Burr were the family names of the union leadership 1894-1897. Cornish names Rowe, Wilkins, Prisk, and Pascoe among others appear in the spy reports as well as the newspapers. A “Della Lotti” was often referred to in the spy reports, as was a “Miss Powers.” An important grocer that served the east side was D.A. Sullivan’s, and there was another provisions shop under the name of Riley and Walsh. McCarthy’s Shoe Emporium was a popular shop downtown, and the east side was also evidently fond of evenings at the Traveler’s Rest and Shea’s.

Scholarly and artistic explorations of the rich and layered tradition of Irish keening abound. I’m neither a scholar of nor speaker of Irish, but my research on Leadville was constantly turning up connections with the predominantly female practice of caoineadh (keening). I amassed more articles and books on the subject than I could devote proper time to while writing this novel, but what caught my eye and resonated immediately was a way of understanding the ritualized practice of grieving as having three parts: a salutation, a dirge, and a gol (cry). These became the organizing titles of the novel’s three parts. Crossover between keening and using vocalized sound in protest also resonated, and some spy reports from 1896 tell of the barrage of “insults” and sounds that came from the women of Sixth Street during moments of unrest during the strike. Thank you to Helle Helsner for the reference to a thesis by Michele Collins (2014) on this topic, and for similar references.

Libraries and archives are a crucial public good, and time to read is critical for our survival and our thriving. I am grateful to: David Hays and the team at the Rare and Distinctive Collection of Norlin Library, University of Colorado Boulder; the Western Federation of Miners Union Archive; The Lake County Public Library; The Healy House Museum; The Molly Brown House and Museum; The University of Colorado Denver; The American Conference for Irish Studies; The Denver Public Library’s Western History Collection. Thank you also to the Rocky Mountain Irish Roots Collective and the Irish Network of Colorado for their members’ interest in this project and in Evergreen Cemetery. Go raibh míle maith agat. 





Book Club Discussion Questions


	At first, Frances Byrne is sold on the idea that anyone and everyone who works hard should do alright and eventually come up in this world. Later on, she decries the notion as a “cruel lottery.” At what point in the book do you think she begins to see cracks in the idea? What events or dialogues finally solidify her new idea? 

	Early in the book, Jenny Byrne schools a dance-hall girl and sometimes-sex-worker for not charging a guy, even though he “just stood there.” Where else in the novel do workers articulate their value in terms or talent, skill, time spent on the job, or other means? What other ways does Jenny ensure that she is “paid” or “compensated” for her efforts? Is the covert “redistribution” of goods just under the conditions in which these characters find themselves?

	Joe Hodges is routinely dismissed by the management, even though his technical aptitude with hoisting and maintrip equipment far exceeds theirs. What are the drivers of the managements’ dismissive attitudes? Try to identify both societal, (ingrained, subconscious or conscious) and acute (deliberate, strategic) reasons. What does the union (Hodges’ coworkers generally) do to try to defend Hodges and lift up his skills? What do they fail to do?

	Agnes Kelleher says, about child rearing and laundry, “do not remember me doing this.” Some of the characters resent their work. Others, such as Fran when she reveals to Hansen that she wants her name on the door of the shop, want to be known for it. Agnes also says, after a messy childbirth, that they should clean it up before the father gets home. Do the women in the novel seem to be proud of their work? Resent it? Want it seen, or want it erased? What does this tell us about identification of people with their jobs? Do you think the two main Pinkertons want to escape their work, or be celebrated for it?

	When they bury one of the neighborhood children, we see Gerard Kelleher and the McGary family growing uncomfortable, and walking away from the group of women gathering around the grave. What do you think they were avoiding? What was the source of their discomfort? Why do you think the mining families’ funeral processions were banned from the main street through town?
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“A beautifully inviting, immersive portrait. Sturdevant excels at showing
how economic hardship, labor organization, and family bonds intersect
in the daily lives of working people.”

—Shannon O’Neill, winner of The Jeff Award for The Kelly Girls
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