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From the New York Times bestselling author of What She Left Behind comes a haunting and
meticulously researched novel of historical fiction. Ellen Marie Wiseman draws readers into the
Pennsylvania mining operations of the early 20th century—where children had no choice but to
work in deadly conditions…or face starvation. This is an eye-opening novel sure to stay with you
long after you turn the last page…As a child, Emma Malloy left isolated Coal River,
Pennsylvania, vowing never to return. Now, orphaned and penniless at nineteen, she accepts a
train ticket from her aunt and uncle and travels back to the rough-hewn community. Treated like a
servant by her relatives, Emma works for free in the company store. There, miners and their
impoverished families must pay inflated prices for food, clothing, and tools, while those who owe
money are turned away to starve.Most heartrending of all are the breaker boys Emma sees
around the village—young children who toil all day sorting coal amid treacherous machinery.
Their soot-stained faces remind Emma of the little brother she lost long ago, and she begins
leaving stolen food on families’ doorsteps, and marking the miners’ bills as paid.Though Emma’s
actions draw ire from the mine owner and police captain, they lead to an alliance with a
charismatic miner who offers to help her expose the truth. And as the lines blur between what is
legal and what is just, Emma must risk everything to follow her conscience.“Wiseman offers
heartbreaking and historically accurate depictions . . . [a] powerful story.”—Publishers
Weekly“Heartrending and strongly drawn historical details.”—Booklist “Intense and
heartbreaking at times, but full of hope. The author’s impeccable research into this era makes for
a spot-on portrayal of a dark time in American history…’unputdownable’.”—The Historical
Novels Review, Editor’s Choice“Things get really, really fast and furious. This book opened my
eyes to the coal mines. I loved it. Would be a great book club selection.”—Jackie Blem, Tattered
Cover Book Store (Denver, CO)

"Wiseman offers heartbreaking and historically accurate depictions... The richly developed coal
town acts as a separate, complex character; readers will want to look away even as they're
drawn into a powerful quest for purpose and redemption...[a] powerful story"- Publishers
Weekly "In clean, clear prose, Wiseman paints an insightful portrait of a coal town and the
miners' struggle for their rights, along with the fight against child labor. This non-stop read is a
compelling story of one woman's determination to see justice win over greed and corruption.
The careful research shows in every page of this forthright picture of a world brought from
darkness into the light." -RT Book Reviews, 4 Stars "Ellen Marie Wiseman takes readers deep
into the politics and hidden atrocities of a 20th-century Pennsylvania mining town." -
BookPage.com"Intense and heartbreaking at times, but full of hope. The author's impeccable
research into this era makes for a spot-on portrayal of a dark time in American history. Coal



River [is] one of the most "unputdownable" books of 2015." - The Historical Novels Review,
Editor's ChoiceAbout the AuthorEllen Marie Wiseman's debut novel, THE PLUM TREE, was
released by Kensington Publishing on December 25th, 2012 and received much praise for its
depiction of WWII through the eyes of an average working-class German family. It was named
One of BookBub's Thirteen Books to Read if You Loved ALL THE LIGHT WE CANNOT SEE.
Her second novel, WHAT SHE LEFT BEHIND, released in 2013 and was named a Huffington
Post Best Books of Summer 2015. Her third novel, COAL RIVER was released in November
2015. A mother and grandmother, Ellen lives on the shores of Lake Ontario with her husband
and dogs. Her novels have been published in eleven countries. Find Ellen on Facebook
at: Facebook.com/EllenMarieWisemanAuthor 
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being.CHAPTER 1Coal River1912On the last day in June, in the year when the rest of the world
was reeling from the sinking of the Titanic, nineteen-year-old Emma Malloy was given two
choices: get on the next train to Coal River, Pennsylvania, or be sent to a Brooklyn poorhouse.
The doctor had released her from the Manhattan hospital, the Catholic church had donated a
small suitcase with a few items of clothing—along with a proper mourning dress,
undergarments, a hand brush, and a bar of soap—and her aunt and uncle had sent money for a
ticket. After less than an hour to decide, she walked on shaky legs from the hospital to the
station in what felt like a trance, said good-bye to the nurse, climbed the passenger car steps,
and found her seat. The nurse had said Emma’s escape from the deadly theater fire was a
miracle, and she should be forever grateful for this second chance. The only thing Emma knew



for sure was that she was an orphan now. It didn’t matter what happened to her, or where she
went. Just like her late brother, Albert, her mother and father would be with her everywhere.
There was no escaping this wretched grief, this horrible, heavy pain in her chest.Two days later,
when the train exited the long tunnel beneath Ash Mountain and started across the timber trestle
above Coal River, the tiny thorns of nerves prickled across Emma’s skin. She had vowed never
to return to the isolated mining town named after the black river that roiled through it, and yet
here she was, barreling helplessly toward constant reminders of another day she’d give her life
to forget.Outside the train windows, the full weight of summer’s heat bore down on
Pennsylvania’s interior, making it feel as if the world and everything in it were roasting inside a
giant wood stove. Trees drooped beneath the blazing sun, their withered leaves already
scorched yellow around the edges. It hadn’t rained in over a month. Still, the black river beneath
the train trestle was deep and swift, boiling along its rocky banks like poisoned pottage.
Upstream, the shoreline was wild with trees and brambles, fit for neither man nor beast. In the
distance, jagged mountains sloped down toward the riverbed, their steep cliffs cutting off the
only other exit out of the valley.Emma pictured the tiny vial of dark liquid in her drawstring purse,
stolen from her hospital bedside when the nurse wasn’t looking. She longed for the bitter taste of
tranquility on her tongue. But only a few sips of the laudanum remained, and she didn’t want to
waste them. Lord knew she would need the medicine to get through the next few days. She dug
her nails into the cloth armrest of her seat, counting the seconds until the passenger car was
back on solid ground. Maybe everything has changed, she thought. Maybe this time Uncle Otis
will be different. Or maybe I’m just nervous because the train is high on a trestle, hundreds of
feet in the air. She wanted to believe those things. With all her heart. But she wasn’t good at
telling herself lies.When the train finally reached the other side of the river, she ran a finger
inside the high collar of her mourning dress, the bombazine like gravel against her sweltering
skin. In the roasting passenger car, the heavy sleeves and tight neckline felt like a straitjacket or
a suit of armor, despite the fact that the garment was several sizes too big. Certainly, some
people still believed proper etiquette called for a grieving daughter to wear black for a full year,
but why did “mourning costumes” have to be so stiff and restrictive? As if grief weren’t cruel
enough.How she longed for her sailor dress with the loose waist, or a pair of summer trousers. If
it were up to her, she would have removed her corset and the cotton slip beneath her skirt and
tossed them out the train window within the first few minutes of the trip. She would have rolled up
her sleeves, unpinned her hat, and taken off her stockings. But remembering the unsettled
glances of the other passengers when she’d unpinned her weeping veil from her hat and stuffed
it inside her handbag, she resisted.Because Emma’s childhood had been spent around people
in show business—actors dressed as Vikings and pirates, ghosts and beggars, nuns and
Egyptians—she never understood why some people judged others by what they were wearing.
In the theater, no one gave it a second thought when she handed out playbills or ran around the
neighborhood in sporting pants, newsboy caps, or boys’ shirts. Granted, wearing flat shoes and
knickers on her petite frame made her look more like an adolescent boy than a young woman on



the verge of adulthood, and wearing her waist-length, nutmeg-colored hair in one long braid
instead of rolled up in the latest styles made her look years younger. But bloomers and corsets
made it hard to ride a bike through Central Park, and heels and skirts made it impossible to
climb the theater catwalk to watch rehearsals. Her mother used to joke that she had two sons
instead of one, and her father said she looked like a life-sized, porcelain doll, with tiny hands, a
button nose, and Cupid’s bow mouth. His little Lilliputian, he used to say. Her parents wouldn’t
have cared if she’d taken off the mourning dress and changed into her old clothes.Then she
remembered that the dress she was wearing, along with the broadcloth skirt, the shawl-collared
blouse, and the muslin nightgown in her tattered suitcase, were the only clothes she owned. All
the rest, including her sailor dress and her favorite pair of knickers, were gone. Burned to ashes
in the fire.The fire. The words felt like a knife in her heart.Laughter and conversation faded in and
out inside the passenger car, droning in her ears with the clack of iron wheels and the pounding
of the locomotive. In a few minutes, when the train came to a stop, she would have to stand up
and get out. That was it. There was no reason to think beyond that. Breathing was hard enough.
Then the train braked and shuddered, turning a wide, slow curve as it approached the village
station, and the valley opened up before her like a black and white sketch from a child’s
schoolbook.Surrounded by peaks stripped nearly bare of trees and foliage, the village of Coal
River sat huddled on the edge of Bleak Mountain, a sprawling congregation of wooden houses,
shops, stone buildings, and saloons. Slag roads and dirt footpaths led through and around the
community, then traveled out through the canyons and valleys, up into the miners’ village and
beyond, zigzagging across the earth like the dark legs of a giant spider.Near the base of the
center peak, the nine-story coal breaker of the Bleak Mountain Mining Company loomed above
a church steeple, perched above the town like an enormous creature hunched over the earth, its
black nostrils spewing streams of dark smoke. The breaker looked like a hodgepodge of
different-sized structures piled on top of one another, as if new buildings were added every year
with no mind to how each new addition would fit with the others. Rows of multipaned windows
lined each story, and at the top was a curious little peak, like a miniature house added at the last
minute. Leading up to the highest floor, a railroad trestle rose up from the ground, reminding
Emma of the Switchback Railway ride on Coney Island, the one attraction she refused to step
foot on because it was so high. Surrounding the breaker lay the rest of the colliery: smoke
stacks, a labyrinth of buildings and sheds, railroad tracks and pipes, roadways and steam
engines. Piles of mine waste smoldered around the outskirts of the mining site, emitting a thick,
white smoke. At night, as a child, Emma used to imagine the red, blue, and orange glow coming
from the burning culm banks were the fires of hell.Farther up the mountain to the right, dirt paths
and rows of miners’ houses lined a vast hollow. Emma had never been up to the miners’ village,
but she used to envy the children living there, away from the pomp and rigidity of Coal River’s
upper class. She imagined them running in the grass and climbing trees, staying outside until
dusk, sipping lemonade on the porch in their bare feet. Aunt Ida would have scorched her ears if
she had taken her shoes off outside or climbed a tree and stained her dress. Her aunt expected



pinkies up at tea and made her walk with books on her head to improve her posture. Emma
couldn’t count the number of times she’d fantasized about running away with her brother and
hiding in the miners’ village until her parents came back from Manhattan. Maybe if she had,
Albert would still be alive.A flash of red caught her eye to the left, and when she glanced that
way, she felt another jolt of dread. Near the north end of town, a three-story mansion stood on a
hill surrounded by pine trees and manicured lawns, its red roof gleaming in the afternoon sun. It
looked exactly the same, down to the marble fountain in the front yard. Her arms broke out in
gooseflesh. Then the train depot blotted the mansion from view.The train slowed, and the iron
wheels caught and screeched, caught and screeched. The passengers stood and gathered their
belongings, eager to exit after the long journey. Emma stayed in her seat and peered out the
window at the station, a burning lump in her throat. The platform was crowded with people—men
in waistcoats and straw hats, children in their summer whites, women in traveling dresses,
cooling themselves with paper fans. A group of policemen in peaked caps and knee-length
military jackets stood on the left side of the station, Winchesters held to their chests, blocking a
mob of scowling miners in shabby coats, newsboy caps, and worn derbies. Everyone looked
miserable and hot.Emma considered staying on the train, continuing on to the next destination,
or turning around and going back. But back where? Home? Her parents’ tiny apartment above
the theater was gone, destroyed in the fire along with everything in it. Besides, she didn’t have
another train ticket. The only thing in her handbag was the laudanum, an empty change purse,
and her weeping veil.She bit down on her lip and scanned the waiting crowd for Uncle Otis. Then
she saw him standing opposite the police, talking to a young man in a morning suit and top hat.
Her uncle was tall and wiry, the skin on his face and hands pulled tight over his bones, like a side
of beef left out to dry in the sun. Streaks of gray lined his horseshoe mustache and mutton-chop
sideburns. She thought how terribly old he looked, hard and ravaged by age and a love of
whiskey.If nothing else, the train ride had given her time to come up with a plan, one that might
help her escape Coal River. If she played her cards right, it might seem like a good idea to Uncle
Otis too. She hoped it would anyway. No, she prayed it would, even though she’d stopped
praying after Albert died. If her plan failed, she didn’t know what she would do. She couldn’t
spend the rest of her life in this place.Outside on the platform, the man in the top hat nodded in
response to Uncle Otis while searching the train windows, his narrow eyes scanning every car.
His lanky, bowlegged frame looked familiar and strange at the same time, as if Emma had met
him in another lifetime. Then she recognized the flat, pallid face, like a board with a nose and
bulging eyes. It was her cousin, Percy, all grown up. She groaned inside. Percy was still here.
Percy, who used to follow her around like a puppy, until she bloodied his lip and told him to leave
her alone. Percy, who short-sheeted their beds, and led them down to the river the day Albert
drowned.Emma felt the blood drain from her face as a terrible image assaulted her mind—her
eight-year-old brother in his red cap and winter boots, his eyes wide when the ice gave way, his
bare hands clawing the slippery surface for something to grab hold. She could hear his screams,
his terrified voice yelling her name. And then he was gone, washed away by the swift, cold



current of Coal River. The look of horror and confusion in his eyes before he disappeared had
burned itself into her memory, haunting every moment since.She blinked against her tears,
struggling to push away the thought of him trapped below the ice, his dark curls stirred by the
current, his eyes empty and sightless. It was almost more than she could bear. You were only
ten. You warned him not to go out on the ice. And then, in the next instant: He was down by the
river because of you.She touched the spot below her neck where her mother’s silver locket had
hung before it disappeared beneath the ice with Albert, and a sudden falling sensation swept
over her. She grabbed the edge of her seat to stay upright. She had been prone to nervous
spells since waking up in the hospital four days ago, but this particular bout swept over her with a
savage wave that made her nauseous and dizzy. What was she doing, returning to Coal River?
How could coming back to her aunt and uncle’s house, where she and Albert had spent four
miserable months while their parents looked for new jobs in Manhattan, possibly put right her
ruined life? Then another thought came to her, a thought that made her stomach cramp.Maybe
I’m being punished.The train shuddered one last time, jerked to a final stop, and let out a blast of
steam, jolting the standing passengers back into their seats. Emma stood on shaking legs, ran
her hands down the sides of her stiff dress, and picked up her suitcase. She waited until the last
passenger had left the car, then lifted the heavy hem of her too-long dress and headed toward
the exit, her heart slogging in her chest. She felt like she was watching herself from someplace
else, in a dream or on a moving picture screen. Then she stepped off the train and covered her
mouth, the sulfuric, rotten egg odor of burning culm confirming the awful truth. She had returned
to Coal River.After Albert died and her parents had taken her back home to Manhattan, she
smelled the culm on her clothes for months, no matter how many times her mother washed
them. For years, the stench of burning mine waste swirled through her nightmares, emanating
from her pillowcase in the morning like a cloying, phantom perfume. Then one day it was gone,
and she thought she’d never have to smell the wretched odor again.Now, she tried not to gag,
shaking her head when the baggage handler offered to take her suitcase. The other passengers
milled about, carrying their luggage, waving and calling out to waiting friends and relatives. She
stood on her tiptoes, trying to see over shoulders and backs, searching the crowd for Percy and
Uncle Otis.Two cars down, a group of men in worn jackets and work pants exited the train, their
faces somber. The miners shouted at them to go back where they came from, and started
throwing rocks and sticks in their direction. The police shoved the miners backward, yelling at
them to simmer down. One of the miners broke through the line and started toward the train.
Four police aimed their rifles at the rest of miners, while three others grabbed the escapee,
pushed him to the ground, and wrestled his arms behind his back. Emma ducked and hurried
toward the station, one hand on her hat, trying to remember where she saw her uncle. Suddenly,
a strong hand closed over the handle of the suitcase and she turned, ready for a struggle. Percy
smiled and pried the luggage from her grip. He tipped his top hat in her direction. His eyelashes
were so light, they were nearly invisible, and his hair was such a bright shade of blond, it looked
white.“Hello, Emma,” he said. “I’m sorry you’ve returned to Coal River under such sad



circumstances, but it’s so good to see you.”She nodded once. “Percy,” she said.Just then, a
miner in a tattered coat broke through the police line and headed toward Uncle Otis, his face
contorted with rage. A policeman caught him, wrapped an arm around his neck, and dragged
him backward across the train platform. A second policeman hurried over to help, handcuffing
the man’s wrists behind his back.“What in the world is going on?” Emma said.“Everyone is
restless these days,” Percy said. “It’s the heat.”“But why are the miners throwing rocks at those
men?”He glanced over his shoulder, as if noticing the disturbance for the first time. “Those men
are new immigrants,” he said. “The miners think they’re here to take their jobs.” He extended his
elbow, asking permission to escort her through the crowd. “Shall we?”She lifted the hem of her
skirt and reluctantly took his arm. “I suppose.”“You look exactly the same,” he said. “That is, I
mean to say, you look wonderful.”She gave him a thin smile and searched the faces of those
around her to avoid his probing eyes. No doubt he was surprised she was still so small in stature,
despite the fact that nine years had passed since her last visit. She wondered how long it would
be before he made fun of her for being so short. He ushered her through the crowd, using her
suitcase to nudge people out of the way. Near the ticket window, Uncle Otis was talking with a
policeman, his face red, his brow furrowed.“Take down the names of anyone who gives you
trouble!” he said.“Yes, Mr. Shawcross,” the policeman said.“Father,” Percy said. “Look who’s
arrived.”Uncle Otis smiled and opened his arms. “Welcome back, Emma,” he said. “I’m sorry
about your parents, but it’s a pleasure to see you.”“Hello, Uncle,” she said. She clenched her jaw
and turned her cheek to let him hug her.“My God, woman,” he hissed in her ear. “Where is your
mourning veil? Have you no decency?”She drew away and gripped the edge of her handbag,
twisting the drawstring between her fingers. “I removed my veil on the ride here,” she said. “It was
too cumbersome to wear the entire trip.”“Well, now that you’ve arrived,” Uncle Otis said, forcing a
smile, “you must put it back on before riding through town.”She shrugged. “I’m afraid that’s
impossible,” she said. “The train was unearthly hot, and when I opened a window, the veil was
sucked right out.”Uncle Otis frowned. “I don’t have time for this right now,” he said. “I’ve got my
hands full with these miners. Take her up to the house, Percy, then come back for me. Tell your
mother to get her settled in.”“Yes, sir,” Percy said.Uncle Otis started to move away, then stopped
and turned to face Percy again. “Take the side roads,” he said under his breath.Behind him, a
group of miners broke through the police line and rushed across the platform, shouting
obscenities at the incoming immigrants. The police charged forward and pulled them back a
second time. Uncle Otis stormed toward the commotion, arms flailing. A shot rang out and Percy
grabbed Emma’s arm, urging her through a door and across the station.On the other side of the
train depot, the dirt road was filled with horses, buggies, pedestrians, wagons, and bicycles. A
yellow Tin Lizzie sat at the edge of a plank sidewalk, its high, white wheels stained gray, its gold
head lanterns and low windshield coated with a fine, black powder. Like everything else—the
surrounding buildings, the windows, the sidewalks, the store canopies, the telephone poles, the
ground—the car was shrouded with coal dust. Percy opened the passenger door and helped
Emma climb into the vehicle. She wrestled the black sea of her skirt into the car and settled it



around her feet, then sat in the front seat and looked around.A few yards away on the opposite
side of the thoroughfare, a young boy in an oversized cap and frayed jacket sat slumped against
a telephone pole covered with sooty flyers, his empty stare locked on the passing people and
horse-drawn wagons. His face was puffy and pale, his sunken eyes the color of silver. His hair
was dark and thick, like Albert’s, and his left leg was withered and encased in a metal brace. His
tattered boots and the ends of his crutches hung over the edge of the sidewalk, sticking out into
the road.Behind him, two older boys sat smoking cigarettes on a wooden box, their backs to the
street. A policeman marched across the road and kicked the end of the boy’s crutches, shouting
and pointing at him to move back. The boy struggled to stand while the policeman waited for him
to obey. Emma started to climb out of the car to go over and help, but before she could get out,
the older boys pulled him to his feet, and the three of them wandered away.Percy lifted her
suitcase into the backseat, then climbed in the driver’s side and started the engine. He took off
his top hat, stretched a pair of goggles over his eyes, and put on a driving cap.“Ready?”She
nodded, one fist over the knot in her stomach. Percy pulled the vehicle away from the sidewalk
and steered it along the busy road, swerving around wheel ruts, honking at slow horses and
wayward children. On the plank sidewalks, women stopped to watch them pass, whispering
behind gloved hands. Policemen patrolled every other block, strolling the sidewalks and streets
with rifles strapped to their shoulders. A few raised hands in greeting. Others walked with their
heads down, spitting tobacco juice on the ground or smoking cigarettes.Emma didn’t recall the
streets being filled with police the last time she was here. She thought about asking Percy why
there were so many, but the engine was loud and she didn’t feel like talking. As they drove
through town, she was dismayed by how little things had changed. She felt like she’d gone
backward in time and everything and everyone was still here, frozen and waiting for her
return.The two-story Company Store looked exactly the same, with brick chimneys, peeling red
clapboards, and black shutters. A gathering of old codgers still sat in rocking chairs and stools
on the slanted porch, whittling or playing checkers on overturned barrels. The burned-wood sign
to the garbage dump was still nailed to the mule barn, and potholes still filled the narrow road
leading past the village green.Up ahead on the sidewalk, an old woman with white braids
doddered toward them, hunched over as if she were about to pick something off the ground.
Beside her, a young boy thumped along on wooden crutches, one empty trouser leg tied shut.
Emma stiffened. The boy could have been Albert’s twin. He had the same thick shock of black
hair, the same sprinkling of brown freckles across his nose, the same buckteeth. As Percy drove
past, she turned in her seat, unable to tear her eyes from the walking apparition. The boy stared
back at her with solemn eyes, his head turning on his neck. Then he stopped and scowled as if
he recognized her.The icy fingers of fear clutched Emma’s throat. Was it all just a horrible
nightmare? Had Albert been alive all this time, trapped in Coal River and waiting for her to come
back and rescue him? But why hadn’t he aged? And what happened to his leg?Then the boy
turned and kept going, seemingly unfazed by the encounter. Emma faced forward, a hollow draft
of grief passing through her chest. The falling sensation returned with such force that she had to



resist the urge to grab Percy’s arm to keep from swooning.No, she thought. Albert is dead. I saw
his frozen body after it was pulled from an ice jam beneath the train trestle. I saw his small coffin
lowered into the ground in Freedom Hill Cemetery on that bright winter day. I felt the bone-
chilling wind shriek down from Bleak Mountain. I watched my mother sob in my father’s arms. It
can’t be him.She took a deep breath and held it, trying not to panic. Was this how it was going to
be? Was every little boy in Coal River going to remind her of Albert? Were they all injured or
maimed? Or was she finally, once and for all, losing her mind?Maybe she should have taken her
chances in the Brooklyn poorhouse after all.CHAPTER 2Percy’s Model T sputtered up the steep
grade of Flint Hill, and the trees fell away on both sides of the road. On the right, Emma could
look down on the center of town. On the left, the Flint Mansion overlooked all of Coal River.
Perched high on a manicured lawn, the Italian-style manor was massive and rambling, with low
roofs and wide eaves, a multilevel porch surrounding the two bottom stories, and cast-iron
railings painted white to match the ornamental trim. At the house’s highest peak, an oversized,
octagon cupola sat above the red tile roof like a miniature lighthouse.A chill passed through
Emma. She shivered, staring up at the mansion and wondering if a house could put a curse on
people. The scandal and death connected with the mansion occurred several years before her
birth, but it had instantly become a tragic tale that would be ceremonially passed down from
generation to generation.The story of Hazard Flint and his wife, Viviane, was the closest thing
Coal River had to a local legend. Viviane, the sole heir to the Bleak Mountain Mining Company,
had married Hazard Flint in an arranged marriage when she was barely sixteen. Two months
later, her parents died in a train wreck on their way to Chicago, and Hazard took over everything.
According to the mansion help, he was mean-tempered and crass, controlling his pretty young
wife along with the mining company. After their son, Levi, was born, Viviane insisted on separate
bedrooms. Five years later, when she gave birth to a second boy, everyone wondered if Hazard
had changed his ways, or if Viviane was having an affair. Then the nursemaid and the stable
hand kidnapped the six-day-old infant and left a note in his cradle, demanding ten thousand
dollars for his safe return. As instructed, Hazard left the ransom money in the alley behind the
blacksmith shop, but the newborn was never seen again.Rumor had it that Hazard was the one
who found Viviane, hanging from the rafters in the cupola in the summer of 1889. On the cedar
floor beneath her feet was a suicide note and a tear-stained letter saying she couldn’t go on
without her baby. From then on, the youth of Coal River had tortured themselves with stories of a
female ghost standing at the copula windows, waiting for her son to come home. Over the years,
many a local boy had been thrown off the property for climbing the trellis outside the nursery
window, trying to look inside the baby’s room, which was said to be untouched since the day
he’d disappeared.Emma could still picture the dark-paneled hallways, the Persian carpets and
oversized furniture, the hand-painted portraits lining the walls. She could still smell the old wood
and plaster, like sawdust and cold oatmeal in her mouth. Why hadn’t she found another way out
all those years ago? Maybe if she’d snuck out a side window or porch door, Albert would still be
alive.She thought back to that winter, when Percy and his friends dared Albert to break into the



mansion. They had been teasing him for weeks, making fun of his city clothes and calling him
“sissy boy” because of his thick curly hair. Then one day, on her way home from buying potatoes
at the Company Store, she saw Percy and his friends peeking over the snow-covered hedgerow
in front of Flint Mansion, snickering and taking wagers on whether or not the boy who went
inside would get caught. When Percy told her they’d promised to stop calling Albert names if he
stole something from the nursery to prove he’d been inside, she threw the sack of potatoes at
him and ran up the sidewalk to rescue her brother.She tiptoed across the garden porch, slipped
in through a back door, and snuck through the summer kitchen into a back hallway. Midway
down the corridor, a door stood partly open, and a soft, rhythmic voice drifted down the hall, as if
someone were reading out loud. Keeping close to the wall, she edged forward and peeked
around the doorframe, her legs vibrating. Inside the room, an older woman and a pale, dark-
haired boy sat at a mahogany table, their heads bent over an open book. It was a tutor and
Viviane’s first son, Levi, who, according to Aunt Ida, was practically kept prisoner because
Hazard Flint was terrified of losing him too. Emma crossed to the other side of the hall and
hurried past, wondering how upset Mr. Flint would be if he knew how easy it was to sneak into
his mansion.She found Albert upstairs in the nursery, crying and shaking next to a cobweb-filled
cradle, a dusty rattle in his hand, the front of his pants wet with urine. She pried the rattle from his
grasp, tossed it back into the crib, and led him out of the room. On the way downstairs, Albert
insisted over and over that Viviane’s ghost had appeared in the nursery mirror, pointing a
gnarled finger at him. She was wearing a white nightgown and a noose around her bruised neck.
Her tongue was hanging from her mouth, black and swollen.Trying to keep her brother quiet,
Emma took the fastest way out of the mansion: through the main hallway and out the front door.
Percy and his friends were waiting at the end of the sidewalk. They laughed and pointed at
Albert’s wet knickers, and mocked him when he swore he saw Viviane’s ghost. When Percy
pushed him to the ground, Emma punched Percy in the nose. Then she grabbed her brother by
the coat, pulled him up, and turned to leave. But before they could get away, Percy caught her by
the arm, yanked her mother’s locket from her neck, and ran. She chased him and his friends
down the road, Albert on her heels. Her brother begged her to stop and let them go, saying
Percy would bring the locket home later. But she ignored him and kept running. The boys went
down to the river, and she followed. When they stopped on the shoreline, Percy held the locket
out of her reach, laughing. She kicked him in the crotch, and he dropped the locket in the snow.
Then one of Percy’s friends grabbed it and threw it out on the ice. And Albert went after it.Emma
struggled to push the memories away, blackness washing over her.Percy noticed her looking up
at the mansion and slowed the car. “Hazard Flint still lives there!” he shouted above the
engine.She fixed her eyes on the road, her mouth dry as dust.“Levi too,” Percy said. “He works
for Mr. Flint. Only a matter of time before he inherits everything.”Emma said nothing. She felt like
she was trapped inside a nightmare, and morning was never coming. Maybe she died in the fire
after all, and this was hell. Percy pressed the gas pedal, wrenched the gear lever into low, and
steered the vehicle up the steep hill toward his parents’ house.Uncle Otis and Aunt Ida lived in a



yellow, three-story Queen Anne with a corner tower and gingerbread trim. The property was far
enough from the mine to avoid the invisible rain of coal dust, and tall pines, mountain laurel, and
lilac bushes surrounded the vast yard. Potted ferns and wicker furniture lined the round porches,
and black-eyed Susans grew along the front fence. Percy parked the car in the driveway, helped
Emma down from the vehicle, and pulled her suitcase from the backseat. Emma looked out at
the view, which stretched for several miles in all directions.The town of Coal River sprawled
below, with Main Street and the village green centered in the middle of the valley. Houses and
buildings gathered in haphazard groups, huddled between roadways and yellowed meadows.
The red roof of Flint Mansion gleamed in the midday sun, like a basin of blood in a sea of brown.
To the east, Coal River flowed beneath the train trestle, black and roiling, like a low band of
thunderclouds wrapped around the earth. In the distance, the mountain ridges looked like waves
of gray smoke in the sky.Inside the house, they found Aunt Ida in the dining room, overseeing the
setting of the dinner table. Like every other room in the three-story Victorian, the space was filled
with oversized mahogany furniture, glass figurines, vases, oil paintings, rugs, and doilies. It
seemed as though the decorations had doubled since Emma’s last visit. Aunt Ida was wearing a
layered violet dress and a cameo at her throat, almost certainly real ivory, surrounded by a band
of gold so thin, it was nearly invisible. How many times had Emma seen that cameo in her
nightmares, floating above her on the icy banks of Coal River? How many times above Albert’s
dead body? At the side of his grave?At the table, a gray-haired woman in a maid’s uniform
folded peach-colored napkins, carefully placing them beneath the silverware. Arthritis gnarled
her hands and distorted her knuckles. She dropped a spoon, and Aunt Ida snatched the napkins
from the maid’s hand, her lips puckered in irritation. Then Ida saw Percy and Emma coming
through the doorway, and her features softened. She set the napkins on the table and moved
toward them with outstretched arms.“Emma,” she said, her voice catching. Ida was Emma’s
maternal aunt, but you’d never tell by looking at her. While Emma’s mother had been fair and
willowy, Aunt Ida was short and round, her chestnut hair parted down the middle and pulled
back, accentuating her moon-shaped face. “Come here and let me give you a hug, you poor
dear!”Emma wrapped her arms limply around her aunt. Aunt Ida pecked her cheek, then
released her and stood back, tears wetting her fleshy cheeks.“I can’t believe my sister is gone,”
she said. “And under such horrible circumstances!” She pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve
and dabbed her eyes. “God knows we had our differences over the years, but she was still my
sister. I loved her.”Emma’s chest tightened. “She loved you too.”Behind Aunt Ida, the gray-haired
maid caught her shoe on the leg of a chair and dropped a tumbler onto the floor. The glass hit
the thick rug with a muted thunk, then rolled toward the hem of Ida’s skirt. In one quick
movement, Emma stepped forward, picked up the glass, and handed it to the maid. The old
woman nodded once, giving her a weak smile of gratitude.“What in tarnation has gotten into you,
Cook?” Aunt Ida said, her hands on her hips. “I swear you’re getting clumsier by the day!”“I’m
sorry, ma’am,” Cook said. “I’ll try to be more careful from now on.”“You better,” Aunt Ida said.
“Now that my niece is here to help, you might just find yourself out of a job!”“Yes, ma’am,” Cook



said. She set the tumbler on the table, folded the last napkin, and hobbled out of the room.Aunt
Ida stuffed her handkerchief back into her sleeve, then looked Emma up and down. “What in
heaven’s name are you wearing, child? That dress looks like something out of my grandmother’s
closet. Not to mention it’s much too big!”“I know it doesn’t fit properly,” Emma said. “But it’s all I
—”“Maggie!” Ida shouted over her shoulder, making Emma jump. When Maggie didn’t respond
right away, Aunt Ida shook her head and frowned. “Maggie, come in here this instant!”From the
back of the house, footsteps rushed down a flight of wooden stairs. A few seconds later a young
girl hurried into the dining room, her face flushed. “Yes, Mrs. Shawcross?”“See to it we have
enough material to make new dresses for my niece,” she said. “She’ll need one for everyday, one
for housework, and two for going out.”“Yes, Mrs. Shawcross,” Maggie said. “I’ll run to the dress
shop first thing in the morning.”Aunt Ida turned to face Maggie. “No. You’ll run to the dress shop
right now.”“Yes, Mrs. Shawcross.” Maggie curtsied and hurried out of the room.“Why don’t you let
Emma get settled before you try to fix something about her, Ma?” Percy said.“It’s fine, really,”
Emma said, forcing a smile. “But if you don’t mind, nothing too fancy, please. I like to keep my
clothes comfortable and simple.”Ida laughed. “Now, don’t you fret none about that,” she said.
“We’re not going to spend good money dressing you up like a little doll. These are hard times,
Emma. It’s enough that we’ve agreed to put a roof over your head, don’t you think?”Emma
nodded, heat rising in her cheeks.“Shall I show Emma to her living quarters so she can freshen
up?” Percy said.“No, no,” Ida said. “I’ll do it. Go and fetch your father. Dinner will be ready in a half
hour.”“Yes, Ma,” Percy said. He nodded once at Emma and left.Aunt Ida hooked an arm through
Emma’s and led her out of the dining room into a hall, one pudgy hand patting her wrist. They
crossed the hall and went through the sitting room, where Aunt Ida used to stand over Percy
while he practiced the piano, swatting him upside the head when he hit the wrong key. No matter
how hard he tried, Percy made mistakes during every song. Once, when no one was in the room,
Emma lightly touched the keys, trying to play the song, “Oh My Darling, Clementine” by ear. But
like a shot, Aunt Ida stormed in and nearly shut the cover on Emma’s fingers, warning her never
to touch the piano again. She never did.When they entered the parlor, Emma’s throat started to
close. She knew seeing the room again would bring back painful memories, but she’d hoped it
had been rearranged or redecorated in the past nine years. It looked unchanged. She could still
picture Albert’s small body, laid out for viewing beneath the brass chandelier. Black ribbons and
violets had hung from every door, crepe had covered all the mirrors, and the hands on the clocks
had been stilled. Emma had said nothing when her aunt insisted she pose next to her brother for
a mourning portrait. Then she stayed in the darkened room, refusing to sleep, eat, or leave his
side until her parents came back from Manhattan. Instead, she waited in a wingback chair in the
corner, watching tiny droplets of river water fall from Albert’s thawing body and darken the
Persian rug beneath the bier.When she finally saw her parents coming through the parlor door,
she held her breath, unable to move, certain they would never speak to her again. Then they
approached Albert, her mother with trembling fingers over her mouth, her father’s face twisting in
grief, and Emma finally stood.“Mama,” she said, and her legs collapsed beneath her.Her mother



ran across the parlor and caught her, dropping to her knees and hugging Emma to her chest.
When Emma started to shake and howl, shedding tears for the first time since her brother
drowned, her mother held on tight, telling her over and over that everything was going to be all
right. Her father ran his hand over her cheeks, begging her to be strong, because they couldn’t
bear it if something happened to her too.Emma had no idea it was possible to cry so hard you
could barely breathe, your sobs bursting from your throat as if they were coming from the bottom
of your soul. She remembered wondering briefly if it was possible to lose your mind at ten years
old. Then her parents died in the fire and she’d fallen apart all over again, certain the sheer
agony of losing them would kill her. That time, she’d been in a white hospital room with a stone-
faced doctor and a glassy-eyed nurse standing at her bedside, with no one to hold her, no one to
tell her everything would be all right, no one to kiss her sweaty brow. Thinking about it now, a
fresh wave of grief nearly brought her to her knees.“Emma?” Aunt Ida said, bringing her back to
the here and now.She blinked. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”“I was wondering what you thought
of the new drapes,” Aunt Ida said proudly, as if she had made them herself. “The old ones were
so old and faded, I just had to get rid of them!”“They’re very nice,” Emma said, trying to sound
like she cared. As far as she could tell, the curtains looked exactly the same as they did nine
years ago.Aunt Ida led her through the white-tiled kitchen toward the rear of the house, their
footsteps echoing on the floorboards. They moved through a door into a short hall, then started
up the steep, narrow stairway toward the servants’ quarters.“I do hope you’ll forgive me,” Aunt
Ida said. “But the room you and . . .” She hesitated, pausing on the steps. “Oh, mercy me. I can
barely say his name without feeling faint.”“Albert?”“Yes, your poor brother, Albert. God rest his
soul.” She crossed herself and continued up the stairs. “Such a shame. And with his whole life
ahead him. Now my poor sister is gone too.” She shook her head, her face crumpling in on itself.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just . . . It’s all too painful for me. I never imagined my life would turn out
so sad.”Emma gripped the banister tighter. “I know what you mean.”“There’s just so much
wretchedness in this world,” Aunt Ida said, sniffing. “It can be terribly hard on a sensitive person
like me. I wish I didn’t have to see or hear about people suffering. That’s why I try to focus on
happy things, for my own sake.”If only it were that easy, Emma thought. Then she remembered
the boy slumped next to the telephone pole, and Albert’s twin with the missing leg. “Speaking of
suffering,” she said. “May I ask you something?”“Of course, dear,” Aunt Ida said. “Anything.”“On
the way here, I saw two young boys in the village,” she said. “One was missing a limb, and
another had a leg brace. Do you know what happened to them?”Aunt Ida stopped on the
stairwell again. She put a hand over her brooch. “Oh dear,” she said. “You mean those poor
breaker boys?”“Breaker boys? Who are they?”Aunt Ida held up a finger, indicating that Emma
should stop speaking. “Please,” she said. “It’s much too depressing for me to talk about right
now. We’ve had enough sorrow for one day, don’t you think?”“Yes, ma’am,” Emma said.Her aunt
continued climbing the stairwell, wheezing with the effort. Then she smiled, her mood suddenly
turning. “As I was saying, the room where you and Albert stayed last time has been converted
into a sewing room. And Maggie is the most fabulous seamstress. Wait until you see the



beautiful dresses she makes for me! Anyway, there’s no longer enough room for you in the main
part of the house.”“That’s fine,” Emma said. “I don’t need much.”In truth, Emma was relieved. The
bedroom she had shared with Albert would be filled with memories of playing hide-and-seek in
closets and beneath beds, peeking out the windows to spy on Percy when he was being tutored
in the backyard, competing at Pick-Up Sticks and Twenty Questions when Uncle Otis locked
them in their room during dinner parties. It would be too hard to stay in there.At the top of the
steps, Aunt Ida led her down a narrow, whitewashed hall and stopped in front of a squat door.
She paused, trying to catch her breath, then said, “Most of the help has been let go because we
just can’t find good people anymore.” She pointed toward the end of the hall. “The water closet is
down there. Now, mind you, you’ll have to share it with Maggie and Cook, but it should be
sufficient.” She pulled a ring of keys from her apron pocket and unlocked the door. “I’m certain
you’ll have all the space you need right here.”Inside the narrow room, a single bed with an iron
headboard sat pushed against one wall, the mattress covered with a brown wool blanket.
Opposite the bed, a six-paned window overlooked the side yard. There was a wooden
washstand, a blue dresser, a spindle-back chair, and a green threadbare rug covering half the
plank floor. Yellow wallpaper with tiny roses covered the back wall. The other walls had been
painted white.Emma forced a smile. “It’s perfect,” she said.“I’m delighted you think so,” Aunt Ida
said. “I was so afraid you’d be upset because you’re not in the main house with us.”“Not at all. It’s
bigger than my bedroom was back in Manhattan.” Emma set down her suitcase, unpinned her
hat, and laid it and her purse on the bed. “But if you don’t mind, the train ride was exhausting. I
could use a little rest.”“Right now?” Aunt Ida said, wrinkling her nose as if she smelled something
rotten. “But your uncle will be expecting you at dinner! You know how he gets when—”“I’m sorry,”
Emma said. “You’re right. I’ll freshen up a bit, then I’ll be right down.”Aunt Ida tented her hands
beneath her chin as if praying, and shook them. “It’s for the best,” she said. “We have a lot to talk
about, Emma. This is your home now, and your uncle has certain rules and expectations. You
don’t want to start off on the wrong foot.”“Of course not,” Emma said. Nerves prickled the skin
around her lips. She gripped the door handle and started closing the door, ushering Aunt Ida
backward into the hall.“Twenty minutes,” Aunt Ida said. “No longer.”“Yes, ma’am.”“Remember
what your uncle always says,” Aunt Ida said. “Clocks were made for a reason!”“Yes, Aunt Ida. I
remember.”The door clicked shut, and Emma took a step back, staring at the white knob, trying
to keep her wits about her. It was no use. Panic clawed at her insides like a cat inside a sack.
With shaking hands, she tore open her drawstring purse, yanked out the mourning veil, and
grabbed the glass vial. She pulled out the stopper and took a tiny swallow of the bitter liquid
inside. Then she took off her shoes and collapsed on the bed. Closing her eyes, she put her
hands over her face, homesickness and grief washing over her in torrential waves.After a few
long, unbearable minutes, she felt the laudanum slithering through her veins and muscles,
loosening the crush of anguish inside her chest. When she thought she could trust herself to sit
up without feeling dizzy, she swung her legs over the bed and stood. She unbuttoned the long
sleeves and high collar of the mourning dress, undid the waistband, and slipped the garment



over her head. The skirt’s underwire caught in her hair, and for a minute she was stuck. Finally
she ripped the heavy garment over her head, tearing out a small clump of hair. Tears of pain
sprang up in her eyes, and she blinked against a new flood of despair. She removed her
petticoat, untied her corset, and took off her stockings.Finally able to breath, she opened her
suitcase and retrieved the copy of the New York Times from the inside pocket—given to her by a
nurse before she left the hospital. She sat down on the bed, turned to the page featuring the list
of theater employees who had died in the fire, and read her parents’ names for the hundredth
time.Back in Manhattan, when she and her father used to walk past the offices of the New York
Times at One Times Square, he always joked that the only time he’d get his name in the paper
was after he was dead. When that day came, he used to say, he wanted her to remember that he
had lived the life he wanted, and that he loved her more than anything on Earth. No matter how
much she missed him after he was gone, he wanted her to look forward, toward the rest of her
life, and make the choice to be happy.The black and white print blurred on the page, and Emma
tried to make the choice to be happy. It didn’t work. She returned the newspaper to the suitcase
and slipped off her chemise.At the nightstand, a thin towel hung from a wrought-iron hook, and a
bar of lavender soap sat on top of a folded washcloth. She lifted the pitcher and was relieved to
find it full of water. She filled the washbasin and rinsed her face, then used the washcloth and
soap to clean her arms, hands, and neck, scrubbing three days’ worth of grime and sweat from
her skin. How she longed to soak in a tub of hot, soapy water, to wash her dirty hair and relax her
tired muscles. But there wasn’t time.She finished washing, unpinned her hair, brushed the snarls
out of it, and worked it into one long braid, leaving it free to hang down her back. She put on her
petticoat and the broadcloth skirt, unbuckled the belt and tied it around her waist to keep the
skirt from falling off, then put on the baggy, shawl-collared blouse and her only pair of shoes—
lace-up boots with heels and pointed toes. Then she took a deep breath, opened the bedroom
door, and went downstairs.CHAPTER 3They sat beneath a gas chandelier in the dining room,
tiny, flickering flames reflected in the walnut-paneled ceiling. Uncle Otis was at the head of the
table, Aunt Ida to his left and Percy to his right, wine bottle in hand, studying its label. Aunt Ida
had insisted that Emma be seated next to Percy to avoid having to shout along the length of the
outlandishly long piece of furniture. Behind Aunt Ida, platters of roasted beef filled the sideboard,
along with bowls of green beans and pickled beets, and a basket of fresh-out-of-the-oven tea
rolls. Nearly nauseated by the thought of eating, Emma would have been happy with a glass of
cool water. The only beverages on the table were wine, coffee, and hot tea. To her dismay, the
small sip of laudanum was already beginning to wear off, leaving her with the heightened sense
of feeling trapped. She thought about having a glass of wine, but was afraid she wouldn’t stop
drinking once she started. All she could smell was warm dust drifting up from the Persian carpet.
She wanted to ask if she could open one of the three tall windows, but thought better of it.The
dark wood walls and an enormous canvas painting above the stone fireplace heightened the
feeling of suffocation. The portrait showed the Shawcross family, Uncle Otis in a black suit and
plaid tie, sitting in a ladder-back chair, looking bored. Aunt Ida stood beside him in a red gauze



dress, her bosom corseted nearly up to her double chin, one hand on Uncle Otis’s shoulder. A
young Percy stood in the center, wearing a white sailor suit with a blue collar, his chubby legs
like sausages stuffed inside navy leggings, his face pale as a ghoul’s.Emma thought back to the
day her parents left her and Albert in Coal River while they went back to Manhattan to look for
new jobs. On the wagon ride back to her uncle’s after dropping them off at the train station, she
held her mother’s locket so hard, the edges nearly cut her fingers. Then, later, at this very dinner
table, Uncle Otis informed her and Albert that from that day on, they would be expected to earn
their keep. After all, he had taken them in after their parents lost their jobs in New York, and
they’d already stayed twice as long as planned. The next morning, Albert polished shoes while
Emma scrubbed the bathroom floor on her hands and knees, Aunt Ida standing over her to
make sure she rinsed twice. Every day after that, Emma polished the silver, folded the linens,
swept the rooms, and pressed the clothes while Albert slopped the hogs, split and hauled wood,
and cleaned and filled the oil lamps.Once, during a winter thaw, Uncle Otis sent Emma up a
ladder to wash the outside of the second-story windows. She begged him not to make her do it,
and Albert even offered to do the job in her place. But Uncle Otis refused his offer, insisting
Emma face her fears. When she froze at the top of the ladder and couldn’t climb back down, he
sent the stable hand up to rescue her. As punishment, he withheld her supper for the next two
days, accusing her of weaseling her way out of the job. A week later, when Albert forgot to lock
the hog pen, Uncle Otis forced him to kneel on a corncob in the mudroom for three hours, then
told him to “buck up” when he limped into the kitchen with red and swollen knees.Now Emma
had to face Uncle Otis alone, without Albert to make faces behind his back during his nightly
lectures and angry rants. How would she get through this without her brother?“While she’s living
in this house,” Uncle Otis said, “she must wear the proper mourning clothes!”“Her mourning
dress is too big,” Aunt Ida said. “Even the outfit she’s wearing now is too loose. I don’t think her
parents made enough money to buy proper attire for the poor thing. God rest their souls.”Emma
opened her mouth to respond, but Uncle Otis interrupted.“Then have a new one made for her!
It’s bad enough she’s sitting at my table with no respect for her dead parents. I won’t tolerate it in
public.” He yanked his napkin from beneath his silverware, wiped his brow with it, then stuffed it
into his vest like a bib.“The rules are changing, Uncle,” Emma said, her fists in her lap. “In the city,
women are turning away from wearing black during mourning. Now, it’s gray or purple, or even
mauve. My mother only wore a mourning dress for a week after my brother died. Albert knew she
loved him, so it didn’t matter what she wore.”“Maybe it’s that way in the city,” Uncle Otis said. “But
this is Coal River, and I won’t have you bringing disgrace to our family.”“Of course she won’t,
dear,” Aunt Ida said, patting the tablecloth beside her husband’s plate. “I’ll make sure she has a
proper mourning dress for going out. If you really think that’s the right thing to do.”Uncle Otis
scowled as if tasting spoiled meat. “Have you lost your mind?” he said. “Of course it’s the right
thing to do.”“I’m not so sure about that,” Aunt Ida said. “I’m starting to think it might be a bad idea
for Emma to go waltzing around town in her funeral garb.”“Horseshit!” Uncle Otis said. “I won’t
listen to such talk!”Aunt Ida pursed her lips. “Please,” she said. “There’s no need for foul



language.”Uncle Otis sighed heavily. His shoulders dropped, and he gazed at his wife, his eyes
suddenly soft. “I’m sorry, my pet,” he said. “You know I trust your opinion, but this time you’re
wrong. You can see that, can’t you?”“Just hear me out before you say another word,” Aunt Ida
said. “You know how miners are. They’re a superstitious lot. And there’s already been gossip at
the Saturday ladies’ luncheon that Emma might be bringing bad luck to Coal River.”Emma
winced as though struck. “Me?” she said. “But why?”Uncle Otis rolled his eyes. “You’ve got to
stop listening to those old hens,” he said to his wife. “They haven’t got anything better to do than
tittle-tattle and peck at one another.”Aunt Ida shook her head. “No, no,” she said. “It’s not just the
ladies over at church. Mary Fergus said she heard Asa Clark talking to the fire boss over at the
post office. Seems he’s worried about checking the mines before the workers come in. Everyone
thinks Emma is cursed, on account of her brother drowning in the river and her parents dying in
that horrible fire. They’re worried she’s bringing it with her to town.”Emma swallowed and looked
down at her plate. Pinpricks of light from the chandelier reflected off the silverware and china. It
was hard enough being forced to come back to this place, hard enough struggling to get through
every minute. Now the whole town was turned against her?“Albert wasn’t the first person to
drown in Coal River,” she said.“True enough,” Aunt Ida said. “But he was the most recent. And
now your parents are dead too, and they died in such an awful way. . . . Well, it seems you’ve
been labeled something of a bad omen.”“But that’s absurd,” Emma said. “I—”“Mother is right,”
Percy said. “Miners are suspicious. They sit in the same spot every day to eat lunch, or with the
same friends in the same seat on the cars going into the mines. They refuse to move or start a
new shaft on Fridays. Some think it’s bad luck for a woman to enter a mine because she might
put a curse on it. They say it’s bad enough to work so close to Satan’s domain without a possible
witch practicing black magic on them. Some even think it’s bad luck to meet a woman on their
way to work in the morning. They’ll turn around, go back home, and start over.”“Surely you don’t
believe all that,” Emma said.“What does it matter if I believe it?” Percy said. “The miners do.
Those men hear sounds in the mines and immediately think they’re hearing ghosts.”“It might
sound like a lot of poppycock,” Otis said, “but don’t dismiss the miners so quickly. They have their
wisdom. Even about rats.”“What about rats?” Emma said.“Miners never kill a rat in a mine
because they can hear the sound of splintering timber and cracking rock before humans can. If
the men see rats panicking and heading up the slopes, they follow. Rats will always abandon a
mine if a cave-in is about to happen or poisonous gases are present.”“Same with mules,” Percy
said.“Right,” Otis said, nodding. “Mules have an instinct for impending disaster. Many a mule has
lead a miner to safety just in time.”“I don’t know about the miners,” Aunt Ida said. “But you
brought Emma here the same day the new immigrants arrived. Some of the foremen and their
wives are starting to wonder if you’ve got the mine’s best interest at heart. We need everyone to
see Emma as the innocent girl she is, a victim of life’s circumstances. She should pretty herself
up a bit and dress in light, carefree materials, like a young woman on the cusp of a new
life.”Uncle Otis tapped his fingers on the table, thinking. “But everyone knows she’s in mourning,”
he said. “What would we tell them?”Aunt Ida reached for her wineglass, smiling like a fox. “We’ll



tell them Emma’s parents were stars of the stage. We’ll say they went to all the big city fashion
shows and were on top of the latest styles. You heard Emma. People in the city don’t dress in
black these days. No one around these parts will admit they’re not up-to-date on those things.
You leave everything up to me. I’ll get everyone to come around.”Uncle Otis shrugged. “All right,
dear,” he said. “I’ll let you handle this.”“That’s right,” Aunt Ida said. “Sometimes I wonder what you
would do without me.” She smiled and tapped her cheek, indicating Otis should give her a kiss.
He stood, leaned over the table, and did as he was told.Percy glanced at Emma, embarrassed
by his parents’ display of affection. His ears turned red around the edges.Uncle Otis directed his
attention back to Emma. “On account of the rules changing, you have my permission to stop
wearing black.”Emma nodded, her nails digging into her palms. She had planned on waiting a
few days before attempting the plan she had come up with on the train, but maybe this was the
perfect time.“I feel horrible causing so much trouble for all of you,” she said. “But I might have a
solution if you’re willing to listen.”Uncle Otis raised his eyebrows. “This ought to be good,” he
said. He took a sip of wine and set down his glass, looking at her expectantly.“What is it,
Emma?” Aunt Ida said. “Have you come up with a way to help everyone take a liking to
you?”Emma cleared her throat, ignoring her aunt’s remark. “Back in Manhattan, I was working in
the theater box office and attending classes part-time to become a teacher. I really don’t want to
be more of a burden to you than I already am, so I thought, if I could get a little help . . . to go
away to normal school—”Aunt Ida coughed, as if choking. “You want to go away to school?” she
said, eyes wide. “Do you have any idea how much that costs?”“Yes,” Emma said. “But you’re
already spending so much money by taking me in and putting a roof over my head. You’re having
clothes made for me, and sharing your food. I’m certain there’s a normal school here in
Pennsylvania. It might be cheaper to send me there than to—”Aunt Ida leaned back in her chair
and laughed, a small bitter sound, like a baby pig caught in the mud. “Well, don’t you worry
about that,” she said. “You’re going to help out around here. You didn’t think we were going to
house you and feed you for free, did you? How are you going to earn your keep if we send you
off to school?”“I could pay you back when I’m finished,” Emma said, struggling to keep her voice
even. “After I got a teaching job. I could—”“Maybe she brought a suitcase full of cash with her on
the train,” Uncle Otis said, laughing.“Or maybe, because we live in a real house and have nice
things, she thinks we’re made of money,” Aunt Ida said.“Of course she does,” Uncle Otis said. He
eyed Emma. “Just like her parents thought we were made of money when they left her and her
brother here for four months while they had a high time of it in Manhattan.”Aunt Ida’s face fell. A
hot coil of anger twisted beneath Emma’s rib cage. She started to respond, but her aunt
interrupted.“Oh no,” Aunt Ida said, wagging a finger at her husband. “You leave my sister out of
this. I won’t stand for you speaking ill of the dead in my house.”“Your house?” Uncle Otis said.
“Last I checked, I was the one going to the mines six days a week!”“Here we go,” Percy said,
rolling his eyes. He finished the wine in his glass.“Now, you listen here, Otis Shawcross,” Aunt
Ida said. She leaned toward him, practically coming out of her chair. “You might go to the mines
every day, but while you’re gone, I’m here running this household and making sure you have



clean clothes on your back and warm food in your belly. So don’t you sit there and act like I’m
eating bonbons all day while you—”“Enough!” Emma shouted, slapping both hands on the table.
Uncle Otis and Aunt Ida stopped short, their shocked faces snapping toward her. “Please! I’m
sorry I brought it up!”Aunt Ida settled back into her chair. “Well, I’m sorry you brought it up too,”
she said. “It’s just a ridiculous notion. From now on, think before you speak.”“Your aunt is right,”
Uncle Otis said. “You can put going to school right out of your head, young lady.”Emma chewed
on the inside of her cheek, blinking back tears. Maybe she should ask for a train ticket back to
New York. Maybe she could find a job there as a maid or a waitress, and look for a roommate to
share a cheap room. She berated herself for not doing that in the first place, before ever
stepping foot on the train. Then she remembered waking up in the hospital, learning her parents
were dead, and being given a choice between the poorhouse and Coal River. She had been in
shock, indifferent to what happened next. Besides, the doctor wouldn’t have released her to
wander the streets alone. And no one would have hired a penniless girl wearing a donated,
oversized dress, let alone paid her enough to rent a decent room. She had seen the seven-cent
lodging house on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. She had seen the back alleys of the tenement
houses, and the beggars outside the pauper barracks. Surely, she would have ended up in one
of those places, or worse. She had come back to Coal River because there was no other
choice.Aunt Ida sighed. “Now that we’ve gotten through all that unpleasantness,” she said, “let’s
eat, shall we? Heaven knows I took a lot of time and trouble to plan this nice meal to welcome
you, Emma. The least you can do is let us enjoy it in peace.”Uncle Otis patted his wife’s hand
and exhaled, blowing out his breath with more force than necessary. With a nod from his mother,
Percy muttered a short grace. Silence followed as Cook went around with the beef, stooping
over at each place, scraping the serving fork across the china platter.“Any more trouble with the
new immigrants?” Percy asked his father.Uncle Otis finished his wine, then twirled the stem of
the crystal goblet between his boney fingers. “The Irish are settled in the kettle,” he said. “And the
Germans and the Italians are in the boarding house for now. The Coal and Iron Police warned
the miners to leave them be. But we’ll bring in more police if we have to.”“Do you think they’ll
strike?”“Probably not until the end of summer, when the weather turns and people need coal to
heat their homes through winter.”“What about Clayton Nash?” Percy said. “He still up to no
good?”“Can’t be sure,” Uncle Otis said. “Word has it he’s trying to arrange secret meetings with
the rest of the miners. Can’t have more than four nonfamily members gathered at a time or he’s
breaking the law.”Emma looked at her uncle, confused. When did it become illegal to hold a
meeting of four or more people in the United States of America? The idea that everything and
everyone in Coal River was frozen in time returned. Or maybe they were just backward.“Nash
doesn’t care about the rules,” Uncle Otis added.“Do you think he’s trying to reorganize the
union?” Percy said.“You can bet he’s trying,” Uncle Otis said. “But if any of them start that kind of
trouble, they’ll be out of a job and run out of town so fast, it will make their heads spin. A hundred
men are ready to take their places at any time. I just got word that two hundred Germans are in
Scranton, waiting for work. And those immigrants are willing to do just about anything for a job,



no matter how dangerous.”“But if they go on strike and scabs break the line, all hell will break
loose,” Percy said.“You just go to work and let me worry about that,” Uncle Otis said. “It’s not
going to have any effect on your job.”“But it does have an effect,” Percy said. “If the miners aren’t
getting paid, they won’t have money to spend in the Company Store.”“That’s right,” Aunt Ida said.
“And if production drops, what’s going to happen to us? I’ve got five reams of satin and a half a
cow coming next month. How are we going to pay for everything if there’s a strike and you get
laid off?”Uncle Otis threw his hands in the air. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” he said. “Before you
send yourself into a conniption fit, try to remember I’m the mine supervisor!”Aunt Ida frowned,
furrows of disapproval lining her forehead. “Otis,” she said, her tone firm. “How many times do I
have to remind you to watch your language?”Uncle Otis ignored his wife’s remark. “You stay out
of it and let me worry about the miners. I’ll let you know if and when we need to worry about
anything!” He got up, went over to the sideboard, filled a tumbler with whiskey, and drank it down
in three noisy swallows. Then he refilled the glass, brought it back to the table, and sat down, his
face tight with anger.“I’m sorry, dear,” Aunt Ida said. “You’re right. Now, please, calm down and
eat your dinner before you give yourself indigestion.” She glanced at Emma. “Speaking of jobs, I
have a list of chores for you.”“Yes, ma’am,” Emma said. She took the saltshaker from Percy,
wishing her aunt and uncle owned dogs so she could slip her food beneath the table.“Percy
could use help at the store,” Uncle Otis said.Emma’s eyes darted to her uncle, her spirits lifting a
tiny bit. The last thing she wanted to do was work with Percy, but maybe, if she had a paying job,
she could save enough money to go back to New York and start over.“That’s true,” Percy said,
chewing. He wiped his napkin across his mouth, then returned it to his lap. “But I need a man
who can work hard, not a woman.”“And I need help here,” Aunt Ida said. “Around the
house.”“What do you mean you need someone who can work hard?” Uncle Otis said to Percy.
“How difficult can it be to push numbers on a cash register?” He shoved a forkful of meat into his
mouth, breathing hard as he chewed.“Percy does more than run the cash register,” Aunt Ida said.
“And you know it. He works hard at that store. And for not much pay, I might add!”“I’d be happy to
work at the store,” Emma said.“I need someone strong enough to unload stock,” Percy said to his
father. “It’s hard stocking shelves, doing orders and paperwork, and trying to wait on everyone.
More than once the deliveryman got tired of waiting and left me without mattress ticking for
nearly two weeks. Another time it was lantern oil. I’m the one who has to listen to everyone moan
and groan when we don’t have what they want.”Otis ignored him and addressed his wife. “What
in blue blazes does Percy need more money for? It’s not like he’s got a house and a family to
take care of. He’s not even courting anyone. Last I looked, I was the one taking care of him!” He
directed his scorching gaze at Percy. “And you listen here, boy. Coal mining is hard work. Don’t
you ever try telling me about hard work.”“You know Percy can’t tolerate the wet conditions and all
that dust,” Aunt Ida said. “The doctor said—”“I know what the doctor said!” Uncle Otis shouted.
“You’ve been telling me for the past six years what the doctor said. But there are men working in
those mines every day with the same problems Percy has. Difference is, they don’t have a
choice. The boy is twenty years old, but you treat him like a child, keeping him at home, making



sure he doesn’t bend a fingernail. Now let’s talk about something else. I’m not going to sit here
listening to my wife and excuse-for-a-son tell me about hard work. I’m the only one in this family
who understands hard work!”Aunt Ida swallowed, her face growing crimson. She put her hands
on the tablecloth on either side of her plate, taking slow, deep breaths. After a minute, she
cleared her throat and looked at Emma.“Perhaps you can work around the house a few days a
week,” she said. “Then help Percy at the store on the other days. And it only makes sense that
your paycheck goes into the household funds. You have to earn your room and board, just like
Percy does.”Emma’s heart dropped. “Yes, ma’am,” she said.“Does that seem fair to you, dear?”
Aunt Ida asked her husband.Uncle Otis bit into a buttered tea roll and wagged a finger at Percy.
“You let Emma run the cash register while you unload and put up stock,” he said. “It won’t kill you
to do the heavy lifting.”“Have you ever run a register, Emma?” Aunt Ida said.“Just the one in the
box office,” she said. “But I’m a quick learner. And I can help stock shelves. I’m not afraid of hard
work.” If nothing else, at least working in the store would get her out of the house.“That’s good,
darlin’,” Aunt Ida said.Uncle Otis snorted. “Maybe if your father hadn’t been afraid of hard work,
your parents would still be alive.”Emma went rigid, breaking out in an instant sweat.“Not now,
dear,” Aunt Ida said. “My nerves are already fixing to give out.”“Just think,” Uncle Otis said. “If
Emma’s father had taken me up on my offer to work in the mines, they wouldn’t have died in that
fire. They could be sitting here right now, having dinner with us.”“Please,” Aunt Ida said. “What’s
done is done, and there’s no going back. We did our best to get them to stay in Coal River. They
made their own choices. And now we’re all left behind to . . .” She lowered her head, pushing her
napkin into the corners of her eyes.Emma held Uncle Otis’s gaze. “My father was a hard worker,”
she said, struggling to keep her voice even. “And so was my mother. They were artists, painting
scenes and making costumes for the theater. They loved their jobs, and they were putting every
spare penny into my education. They wanted to live in Manhattan because there were more
opportunities. . . .” Her throat closed and she dropped her eyes, blinking back tears. Then she
swallowed and found her voice again. “Just because my father didn’t want to spend his life in a
hole in the ground making someone else rich, doesn’t make him lazy. If anything, it makes him
smart.”Uncle Otis’s mouth fell open, anger darkening his brow.“I’m sure that’s not what your
uncle meant,” Aunt Ida said quickly. “It’s just . . . well . . . it always seemed like what we had to
offer was never good enough, even though we had more than your parents ever dreamed of.
And now. Let’s just say we must all remember to bow down before the Lord and be grateful for
what we’ve been blessed with instead of looking elsewhere for satisfaction. Otherwise . . .” Aunt
Ida shook her head.Emma pushed back her chair and stood. “May I be excused?” she said. “I’m
not feeling well.”“What is it?” Aunt Ida said. “You’re not taking sick, are you?”Percy leaned away
from Emma, his napkin over his nose and mouth. “She did just come out of a hospital,” he said.
“You don’t suppose you caught something, do you?”Emma shook her head. “No,” she said. “It’s
nothing like that. It’s probably just the heat. Or maybe it’s the small-minded people in this room.”
She wrapped her arms around herself and headed toward the door. Behind her, Aunt Ida started
crying.“I told you it wasn’t a good idea to bring her here,” Uncle Otis said. His tone was withering,



and there was no doubt it was directed at Emma. She walked out, feeling his burning eyes on the
back of her head.
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J. Smith, “Mines need regulated.. I am from a small mining town in Pennsylvania. Although there
were no children working in the mines then the story of the breaker boys was still told. The boney
dumps still burned and the sulfur smell was heavy on humid nights.My grandfather, mother and
uncles worked at the company store and they lived in houses that started out as company
houses.I learned about strikes and being thrown out of houses from my grandparents and I knew
about the Molly Maguires. One of my grandfathers died from “ black Lung”.The need to regulate
the mine owners was overwhelming and this books tells why.”

Sharon, “WONDERFUL INSIGHT INTO THE VINTAGE COAL MINING YEARS..AMAZING!!.
This author has me right in the palm of her hands from the first page of her books...I have read
them all and waiting for her new one to come out I believe in August. Coal Mining was
something I knew little to nothing about, and if this is how it was, which I can surely imagine it
must have been, her story again, is so fictionally true to life "as it was". I always feel if a book I
reach teaches me something, or I gain tremendous knowledge about a subject I knew nothing
about, then the writing abilities are great. Thank you Ellen Marie for again opening up that
"window to the past".”
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