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			Dedication

		

		
			This book is dedicated to the miners who gave their lives at the Battle of Virden:

			Frank Bilyeu, Springfield, Illinois

			Abraham H. Brenneman, Girard, Illinois

			Joseph Gitterle, Mt. Olive, Illinois

			William Harmon, Girard, Illinois

			Ernest Kaemmerer, Mt. Olive, Illinois

			Ernest Long, Mt. Olive, Illinois

			Ellis Smith, Mt. Olive, Illinois

			Ed Welch, Springfield, Illinois

			and to my grandfather, James (Dutch) Peacock, and my father, James D. Peacock, who worked at the Virden North Mine and were beneficiaries of the right to collective bargaining.

		

	
		

		
			Historical Background

		

		
			On July 4, 1897, the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA) called a nationwide strike to gain higher wages and safer working conditions. In January 1898, the UMWA reached a landmark agreement with mine owners for a pay scale increase and an eight-hour workday. But Illinois operators located in Pana, Carterville, and Virden refused to honor the agreement. In April, the Chicago-Virden Coal Company, the largest coal producer in Illinois, locked the miners out of the mine. By late summer, the miners had been out of work for months. With both sides unwilling to compromise, tensions rose until a deadly conflict seemed certain.
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				Virden, Illinois, approximate location about twenty-five miles south of Springfield. 



			

			

		

	
		
			Quote

		

		
			The laboring man’s only property is the right to labor, which is as dear to him as the capitalist’s millions, and he has the same right to carry arms in defense of his property as the capitalist has to protect his millions.

			Illinois Governor John R. Tanner, from an interview with the

			St. Louis Post-Dispatch, October 10, 1898, p. 2.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 1

			Arrival

			
August 1, 1898, Monday


			Hovering above the earth, an aeronaut enjoyed the isolation afforded by a modern, lighter-than-air craft, a basket suspended under a bubble of silk spun by worms and filled with hydrogen gas. The balloon allowed its occupant to become a creature of the sky, leaving behind its humble beginnings to commune with the clouds. 

			It rose higher and higher in a peaceful blue silence while the wind stroked its lines. The air thinned; the balloon drifted south toward a distant thunderhead. A release of hydrogen checked its rise. The aeronaut controlled the rise and fall, but not the balloon’s direction. “The wind blows wherever it pleases.”

			Slowly, it descended through low clouds that parted like a curtain to reveal railroad tracks coming from the north and running south, cutting through a town, surrounded by flat land and green fields that spread to the horizon. The balloon’s path followed the tracks south. 

			

			On the northern edge of the town, west of the tracks, a blackened city block with a gray pile of rock and a three-story tower came into view. A coal mine. A peculiar activity surrounded the property. Men were building a wooden fence around it. Across the tracks to the east of the mine lay an open field.

			As the balloon continued south, leaving the mine behind, the scenery changed. Wooden and brick buildings surrounded a large, shady town square animated by pedestrians and wagons. Houses with green lawns lined the streets in every direction until they ran into farm fields. Directly below the balloon, a man and three children pulled a small wagon of red and green objects across the train tracks.

			At the south edge of town sat a smaller coal mine, still and quiet. Beyond it were corn fields and the distant thunderhead, lit briefly by lightning. A large dog walked along a dirt road, away from a farmhouse with no animals and a crop of weeds. 

			A couple of miles farther south, the balloon slipped lower. The aeronaut would have to land or drop weight. A train approached from the opposite direction, its passengers visible through open windows. 

			A woman’s face. The flash of a white handkerchief.

			The aeronaut released a sandbag, and the balloon rose.

			

			Cate dabbed sweat from her upper lip and forehead with a handkerchief as the train approached Virden. Movement outside the open window caught her attention. A sandbag dropped from a bright red balloon, drifting over a field not far away. Slowly, the craft ascended. For a brief moment, Cate envied its suspended, silent detachment from life on the ground, its ability to unload a weight. 

			

			For most of the trip, the warmth and rhythmic swaying of the train had made her drowsy, partly because she hadn’t slept well the previous night. She’d been anxious about the trip, about starting again in a new place, and about her new job. Would she be up to the task? Or would she have to abandon it as she did the last position? The previous night’s worries lingered in the back of her mind as drowsiness fled.

			Two rows forward, a young man looked back, flashing bright green eyes like Lieutenant May’s. For a few seconds, she couldn’t breathe; the odor of May’s rotting flesh came back to her. May should have been a young man like this one with two good legs. Instead, he was wounded near Cuba at the beginning of the war with Spain four months ago. Gangrene set into the wound, and he ended up in the Maryland hospital where Cate worked as a nurse. 

			Lieutenant May was beyond help, and he knew it. The day before he died, he asked Cate to open a window. A cool breeze visited the stagnant room. He managed a smile and said his dying wish was to be kissed by a pretty girl. She said, “Should I go find one?” He held out his hand. With no one around, he pulled her to him for a kiss, sweetly done. But in that instant, she learned the taste of death. It waited in his breath and on his feverish lips. 

			Not long afterward, she quit. She had to for self-preservation. She left behind the wounded and dying young men, but not the guilt of leaving the hospital short-staffed. Memories of their faces and mutilated bodies brought fresh tears, even today. 

			She blinked them away.

			

			“Are the Virden miners still striking?” asked the passenger with the green eyes to the man across the aisle.

			“Yes, and there’s trouble brewing. The operator wants to bring in scab workers like they did in Pana.”

			“Strike breakers? That’s trouble.”

			“If he does, there’ll be a bloodbath.”

			At the word bloodbath, Cate’s chest tightened. Unable to get enough air, she turned her attention to the passing scenery. 

			“Arriving Virden,” the conductor announced.

			Several seats behind Cate sat a Black family of four, two parents and their children, a boy and a girl. They were on the train when Cate boarded in St. Louis. The kids grew increasingly restless and needy. Could they get a soda? Or ice cream? Their mother hushed them in short, whispered replies. Turning toward the window, the boy leaned out as the train slowed and pulled into Virden. Just as quickly, he backed away, saying, “Papa, those men are all White.” 

			“It’ll be fine, son. Better get used to it.”

			“They don’t look happy.”

			The mother told them to gather their things.

			Cate rose with her handbag and stepped into the aisle. The slowing motion of the train carried her forward as the brakes squealed.

			With her first step from the train, she paused. Ten men stood near the platform, their mouths in straight lines, hats shading their eyes, fists clenched. One of them held a shotgun. Her second foot worked up the courage to step down as a middle-aged man approached her right. His breath came urgently. “Any Negroes on the train?” He smelled pungent and smoky, like creosote.

			

			Cate blinked, trying to fathom why on earth he would ask such a question. “Just one family toward the back. A couple with two children. Why?” 

			“Is that all?”

			“That’s all I remember, but I didn’t survey the passengers.” 

			The man pushed behind her and aimed his next words at the Black family getting off the train. “There’ll be no scabs in this town. Get right back on board.”

			The father stepped down first with his family behind him, wide-eyed but following. “We’re anything but scabs. I’m the new part-time preacher for the Black church.” He extended his hand. “Reverend Elijah Bellwether. And you are?” 

			The offer of a handshake wasn’t returned. “Any more of you getting off?”

			Reverend Bellwether withdrew his extended hand and offered instead a broad smile. “As far as I know, I was the only preacher on board. Why? You need preachers?”

			The only answer given was the thud of luggage being unloaded.

			A short, stout woman elbowed her way toward the train, parting the gathering of men like a bear through corn stalks. “By God. Don’t you men have something to do besides hassling people getting off trains? Back up, and let that young woman through! She’s my niece.” 

			“Aunt Alice!”

			“Glad you made it, Cate. Ignore these loafers.” She paused to look at Cate. “You’ve gotten so tall and thin. Grown another few inches, I see. Come over this way. I got Clyde to bring his wagon.” 

			Cate pointed to two trunks on the platform. “Those two are mine.”

			

			Alice flung her next words to the men, still frozen in place. “Some of you here help get these trunks into that wagon. Just because the mine’s idle don’t mean you should be.”

			One of the men said, “Now Alice, you know William would of been down here too if he’d a lived to see our trouble.”

			“Yeah, well the only place you’ll find sympathy right now is in the dictionary, not from me.” 

			When the trunks were loaded into the wagon, Alice turned to Clyde. “Just put them on the back porch. We’ll be down there in a while. And thank you.” 

			“Sure thing, Alice. Anything else you need me to do?”

			“Not now. Thanks again.” She lowered her voice and said to Cate, “I have Clyde for dinner sometimes, so he owes me. When you’re a widow, it’s useful to have a man owe you favors.” She pointed toward the north, and they began walking that way. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here right away. Kept getting stopped by people wanting to talk my leg off.”

			The men with grim mouths continued to watch until no more passengers disembarked, at which point they dispersed. 

			Nearby, a middle-aged Black couple greeted Reverend Bellwether’s family with hugs and handshakes. They loaded their luggage onto a cart and pulled it away from the station as the train continued its route north. Cate waved to the kids, and they waved back. 

			When the squealing of the train faded, Alice motioned across the tracks to the west. “Let’s head over to the drug store uptown and get you a cold drink or ice cream. We have time before the storm comes if we get it.”

			The sound of distant hammering came from the north. Several blocks away stood a building with a three-story tower. The lot was partially surrounded by a wooden fence. 

			

			“What’s going on over there?” Cate asked.

			Alice shook her head as if disgusted. “Fred Lukins is building a stockade around his mine and houses on the inside. Brought in carpenters from out of town. Virden men wouldn’t touch the job.”

			“Does that have something to do with the strike?” 

			“It has everything to do with the strike, or as the miners call it, the lockout. They’d work if they got the pay that was agreed to in January, but he won’t pay it.”

			Several people passed the two ladies on their way uptown. Cate expected the same quiet village she remembered from when she was twelve but instead found the street full of activity. They passed several shops, including a drug store, a barber shop, a saloon, and a meat market. Nearly every passerby greeted them with a “Hello, Alice.” 

			“You’ve been away a long time.” Alice hugged Cate’s arm. 

			“Ten years.”

			“Do you remember Virden?”

			“Not a lot, just that it was a nice place to visit.”

			“It’s a nice place to live, too, when we don’t have miners showing up from all over expecting trouble. This part of Jackson Street is the levee. We’ll go to the drug store on the north side of the square. The levee gets drifters from the train station.”

			At the next corner was the Farmers and Merchants Bank, and the town square spread to the south. Two customers entered the bank, one dressed in bib overalls, the other in a light gray summer suit. Both nodded to the two ladies. 

			“And this is our uptown. You can get about anything you want here and some things you don’t want.” 

			

			Cate pointed to the shaded park in the middle. A few adults sat on benches while children chased each other, jumping on and off an elevated platform with railings and a roof.

			“What goes on there?”

			“This time of year, band concerts every Saturday night. St. Louis and Chicago ain’t got nothing on Virden.” 

			Paved streets, Cate thought, is something St. Louis has over Virden. A wooden walkway lined the square in front of the stores, but a wide dirt road with wagons and carriages circled the central park area. Low areas held puddles. Dry areas produced dust. At the edges, conveyances waited for their drivers to return. A Black man shoveled manure into a cart. 

			As though reading Cate’s thoughts, Alice said, “The city’s going to make this all brick in a couple of years.”

			In half a block, they stopped in front of a drug store. The window declared the shop had a druggist, medicines for all ills, ice cream, and soda.

			Nearby, two young men, one Black and one White, stood with five kids, two Black and three White, along with two wagons. One held vegetables, and the other contained boxes labeled “Eggs.” Both men looked in Cate and Alice’s direction. The Black man’s eyes turned away, but he still briefly nodded and tipped his hat. The White man did not look away. He looked directly at Cate, smiled, and tipped his hat. “Afternoon, Alice.”

			Alice nodded. “Noah, Luke, same to you.”

			Cate paused, momentarily struck by the man’s deep blue eyes. She turned to go in and caught sight of him through the reflection of the drugstore window. He watched her still.

			The door was propped open. Patrons, drinking sodas or eating ice cream, sat at the bar and at tables farther back. Fans whirled lazily under a high, decorative-metal ceiling. Alice motioned to one of the first tables, and they sat down. “Those two men outside are an interesting pair. You’ll meet all these people in time.” 

			

			For the first time in several days, Cate felt a cool calmness come over her. The lingering anxieties hadn’t gone away, but they occupied a smaller space. The town and its people were taking form and substance. They were becoming real and easier for her to imagine fitting in with, like the firm, contoured back of the solid wooden chair in which she sat.

			The soda-fountain bartender, a tall, gray-haired man in an apron, white shirt, and bow tie, came over to the table. “You have a visitor, I see, Alice.”

			“This is Cate, my niece. She’s going to be teaching school this fall and keeping me company. Cate, this is Phineus, a good man to know. He sells ice cream.” 

			Cate nodded, smiled. “A pleasure to meet you, Phineus.”

			“Welcome to Virden, Cate. What’ll you ladies have?”

			“The usual for me. Vanilla ice cream, one scoop, and water with ice.”

			 “Do you have Pepsi?” asked Cate.

			“You mean Brad’s Drink? I don’t have the new bottles in yet. Where you been getting it as Pepsi already?”

			“St. Louis.” She pictured her dad’s store and his new refrigerator case with Pepsi bottles lined up like soldiers on display, and she felt the briefest flicker of homesickness.

			“That explains it. I’m still working on the bottles I bought three months ago. I’m glad they’re changing the name. When people ask for a cola, and I give them a Brad’s Drink, they say, ‘Who’s Brad?’” He tapped the table. “One Brad’s Drink with ice, an ice cream, and an ice water coming right up, ladies.”

			

			“You sure you don’t want ice cream?” Alice asked her. “You could stand to put some meat on your bones. Still got a good bustline though.”

			Cate responded by watching the other customers. She remembered her mother saying how one never knew what would come out of Aunt Alice’s mouth. She knew her aunt meant well, though. 

			“I was thin when I was your age,” Alice added, as if aware she had hit a tender point. “That seems like forever ago.”

			“I’ve picked up a few pounds. I look healthier than I did when I came back from Maryland.”

			“Your ma wrote me that you had a hard job and got sick. She was worried she’d lose her only child left.”

			“My heart broke every time a young man died until I had no heart left for it. I think teaching young kids will be good for me, and I can still apply my nursing skills as the school nurse.”

			“Too bad you got that scar. You have a nice complexion otherwise.”

			Cate put a hand to the scar on her left cheek and pushed the dark memory from her mind. “I’ll tell you about it sometime.” Phineus delivered the drinks and ice cream. She took a sip of her cola and realized the other customers were giving them more than a passing glance. “Even in a town of over two thousand, people still recognize a stranger?”

			“That or it’s your looks. Your mother was a beauty. Still is. You have her light complexion, dark hair, and brown eyes. William said your father fell for her as soon as he seen her.” 

			Cate’s father had admitted that many times. “You and Uncle William seemed to have done well here.”

			

			“We did. He could of been a grocer like your dad, but he hated dealing with the public. Moving around to follow the mine work got old, but it was steady and paid well until the recession of ’93.”

			“Dad’s grocery business suffered then too. He risked a lot giving so much food on credit, and I learned charity and generosity. That’s what led me to go into nursing and now teaching.”

			Alice nodded. “Your dad is a good man. He helped William and me out once too when times were hard. You probably didn’t know that. When William got hired at Lukins’s new mine here, we thought we had it made. We’d saved. Having no kids helped, and we were able to buy that house, which didn’t leave us with much. He thought he’d work many more years. Finish his time out here, but his lungs just gave out when he got the flu. Miner’s asthma does that.”

			“Dad took his passing hard.”

			“I’m glad William had the years he did, and I have a roof over my head. There’s a lot of good men who are miners as long as they’re not also drinkers. But there’s also plenty of wealthy farmers and bankers in town. You’ll meet ‘em.” 

			Cate took a long sip of her cola and sighed, thinking how coming to Virden to look for a husband wasn’t on her list of priorities. To change the subject away from the town’s eligible bachelors, she said, “This tastes good after all morning on a train.” 

			“I was sure surprised when you wanted to go into school teaching, and not in St. Louis. Your ma wrote me she was glad you were getting away from a beau.”

			Cate fiddled with her napkin. “Victor. They didn’t like him, and when I broke up with him, they celebrated. But he keeps trying to see me again. I was glad to get this job, put some distance between us, and come to a nice, quiet farming town.”

			

			“I’m not sure how nice and quiet Virden will be with this strike. The talk gets hotter all the time, and no end in sight. We’re all just hoping it’ll somehow blow over.”

			Alice turned her attention to finishing the ice cream. A cooler breeze blew in from the back. Wagons and carriages rolled by outside, and Cate realized that Virden’s unpaved roads muffled the sound of their wheels, unlike the clatter from St. Louis’s brick pavers. Silverware met glass and ceramic. Patrons conversed. Cate picked up fragments of their conversations and grew confident she could put her health and her life together here in this community of farmers and merchants and miners.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 2

			Visitors

			
August 2, Tuesday


			The doorbell startled Cate from reading Dracula. Its continued ringing filled every corner of the house and propelled her off the sofa.

			At the door stood a boy of about five or six. Cate’s heart skipped a beat. He looked so much like her little brother, Joey, who died at the age of seven. His hair was so blond that it was nearly white, and he cranked away on the doorbell until his blue eyes met hers when the ringing fled the house, but not her ears. Her brother might have acted the same way. 

			“My goodness. Are you trying to wake the dead?” Cate asked him.

			He pointed behind him. “No. I’m selling tomatoes.” He wore a gray T-shirt and denim overalls. The rolled-up pant legs covered most of his shoes and touched the ground. The right shoe had a hole large enough to see his big toe. 

			Cate joined him on the porch and knelt to look him in the eyes. Her pink, flowered dress covered the hole in his shoe. She felt like giving him a hug, but held back. Maybe someday, if she got to know him. 

			

			The tomatoes waited just beyond the front steps in a wooden wagon, its sides worn shiny. The metal handle rested on the footpath. 

			“Will you show me what you have?” 

			He led the way to the wagon. 

			“What’s your name?” she asked him as she inspected his tomatoes. They were shades of pink to red and nested in a single layer on gunny sacks. 

			“Harry McCall.”

			“Well, Harry, how much are your tomatoes?”

			“A penny apiece or four for a nickel.”

			Hesitating a second, she said, “Shouldn’t that be five for a nickel? Or even six for a nickel?”

			“No. If you want more than three, then you can pay more.”

			“Usually, merchants give customers more for less money.”

			His brow wrinkled. “I ain’t usual, and if you want more tomatoes, then you pay more.”

			“I see. Did your mom or dad set these prices?”

			“I ain’t got a mom or dad, just Noah. But he’s only half a brother. And he’s old like you.”

			“Well, I’ll take these three tomatoes.” She pointed to the ripest ones.

			His hands were too small to hold a tomato securely, so he handed them to her one at a time using both his hands. 

			She opened her apron, using it as a carrier. “Let me get my pennies. I’ll be right back.”

			After she paid him, he turned the wagon around and headed back to the wooden walkway that ran east toward the town square, wheels squeaking in protest. Not two minutes later, just as she was finding where she had left off in Dracula, the doorbell rang again, this time softly and tentatively. 

			

			A girl who looked to be a couple of years older than Harry stood on the porch with a basket of sweet corn. The color of her hair matched the corn tassels. Her faded blue dress had a torn pocket hanging open. “I have the best sweet corn in Virden. A penny an ear. Want some?”

			Harry stood waiting out on the walkway. Cate pointed to him and asked, “Are you, by any chance, related to Harry?”

			“He’s my brother.”

			“Why didn’t you come at the same time?”

			“Noah says not to. We have to sell the tomatoes first ‘cause they won’t keep. If we all came at the same time, you might only buy the corn.”

			Cate wished she could ask her in and repair her torn pocket, but as with Harry, she thought maybe someday. Instead, she said, “I see. Let me get more pennies.” 

			When Cate went to get her change, the kitchen window framed another boy to the west with a wire mesh bucket of red and green peppers. 

			Back on the porch, she said, “I’ll take four. And is that four pennies or a nickel?”

			“Four pennies. Harry thinks he can make deals with people.”

			Cate handed her the pennies. “And what’s your name?”

			“Beatrice. Or Bea for short.” She smiled, showing two new front teeth.

			“Is that another brother over there?”

			“That’s Ellis. He’s selling peppers.”

			

			“And the corn is more important to sell than the peppers?” Cate motioned for him to come on into the yard. “How much are your peppers?”

			Ellis had dark hair, and Cate guessed him to be around twelve. His pants didn’t reach his ankles. He wore shoes and no socks. “A penny apiece,” he said in a direct, business-like manner. Cate could picture him grown up, well-groomed and handsome.

			“I’ll take a red one and a green one.” She gave both of them their money and collected the corn and peppers in her apron. “You know, you can bring everything all at once next time.”

			Ellis hesitated before leaving. “Thank you. Are you the new teacher?”

			“Yes. I’m Miss Merry. I’ll be teaching the primary grade.”

			“Then you’re in for it. You’ll have Harry. He’s starting the primary grade.” He smiled, and two dimples appeared. “And, Miss Merry, I hope you will be one of our best customers. Come on, Bea. Noah will want to hear about Miss Merry.”

			They headed toward Harry, who waited on the walkway in front of the next house. Across the street, the young man her aunt had greeted as Noah tipped his hat to her and followed well behind the kids as they headed uptown. She waved and smiled.

			

			That evening, Cate fixed baked chicken, sliced tomatoes, sweet corn, and sautéed peppers. 

			Alice said, “Those McCall kids come to see you?” 

			“How did you know?”

			“I seen them going around on my way back from work. Theirs is a sad story.”

			“Oh dear. My heart went out to them without knowing anything about them. They were so polite and earnest in selling the vegetables. I felt like buying all they had and giving them hugs.”

			

			“The older brother is Noah. He’s about your age. His dad died in the Diamond Mine disaster up by Chicago when he was young. His ma then married George McCall and had the three kids. George adopted Noah so they’d all have the same name. They came to Virden so George could work the mine. She died not too long after the youngest was born. Then, about the time Noah was to graduate from Virden High School and go off to Blackburn College, George died of pneumonia. With no other kin in the States, Noah took care of them and went to the mine to do it.”

			“I saw him watching from across the street.”

			“He’s about the best non-father father I’ve seen. And a right good gardener too. I says to him one time, ‘How’s a young, good-looking guy like you not found a wife?’”

			“He says, ‘I’m not looking. I have a hard enough time feeding what I got.’” She shook her head. “A lot of miners had to leave town when they couldn’t feed their families. They’ve been out of work for over a year now.”

			“Too long to be without a job.” 

			“George had at least bought that house Noah and them live in. It’s just west a few blocks. That colored man he was with yesterday is his mining partner, Luke. Him and his wife, Claudette, raise chickens and trade Noah eggs for vegetables. So, they get by—just.”

			Cate reached over to squeeze Alice’s hand. “Thank you, Aunt Alice, for taking me in and letting me stay. I hope I’m not in any way a burden.”

			Alice met Cate’s eyes and blinked. “A burden?” She squeezed Cate’s hand. “When I came home this evening and smelled supper already cooking, I realized how lonely I’ve been, and I felt so glad you’re here now to keep me company. And I ain’t been eating right. I come home and don’t feel like cooking for myself. You’re no burden. You’ll liven things up around here.”

			

			Cate went over to Alice and gave her the hugs she didn’t feel free to give the McCall kids.

			
August 3, Wednesday


			After breakfast, Alice folded the wet cloth over the washtub and dried her hands on a towel. Cate still had a few dishes to dry. 

			Alice leaned toward the window and then backed away. “You’re going to get an earful. I got other things to do this afternoon, so I’ll leave you to it.” She picked up her bag of cleaning supplies and headed out the back door.

			Before Cate could finish drying the last plate, the doorbell rang. She set the dishcloth down, wondering who her aunt was trying to avoid.

			Beyond the front door screen stood a hefty woman in a peach-colored, flowered dress. Her face was expressionless as though posing for a photo, but her hat gave an impression of being ready to fly off because of all the feathers adorning it. When the woman caught sight of Cate through the screen, she smiled and waved. “Are you tired yet of all the rain we’ve had since you arrived?” 

			Cate let her in and offered her a seat on the couch in the front sitting room. “Would you like some water or tea, or maybe some Lincoln cake?”

			

			“Just cake, please. I do love a good Lincoln cake. I don’t need the tea. It’s hot enough without drinking tea. I came to introduce myself, seeing as how we’re neighbors. I live just a couple of blocks further down the street. I’m Dora, and you must be Alice’s niece, Cate. I heard you’re one of our new teachers. You’re a pretty thing, but how’d you get that scar on your cheek?”

			“It’s a long story. I was attacked one night while walking home from work. Let me get the cake.” Cate didn’t continue the conversation until she returned with the piece of cake. “I’m going to teach at the primary school. I chose it over nursing, for now anyway. I haven’t regretted the switch, but then I haven’t taught my first class yet.”

			“I thought you might be at the teachers’ institute in Carlinville this week.”

			“No, I didn’t find out about it in time, and the principal said there will be others.”

			“That’s the truth. Those teachers seem to have an institute every few weeks—keeps them out of the classroom, is what I think.” 

			Dora took a bite of cake, which failed to interrupt her talking. Cate felt relieved that the conversation veered away from herself. She was beginning to suspect that anything she told Dora would make its way all over town.

			“I’m sure you’ll like Virden. We usually have such a gay, active town, but I’m afraid we’re not giving you the best impression with all these miners upset about the strike. But Mr. Lukins, whom I’ve always found to be a nice man, is taking his case, I hear, to the UMWA board in Springfield on Monday, and I hope they decide that the miners should go back to work and end all this strike nonsense. It’s hurting the merchants in town with the men out of work and all.” She took another large bite of cake.

			

			“What is the UMW…A?”

			“The United Mine Workers of America. Mostly a bunch of troublemakers.”

			“Well, but…”

			“I just hope it don’t get as bad as it’s been in Pana. You’ve probably heard all about Pana by now.”

			“Well, no…” Cate hesitated, knowing that she was about to hear all about Pana.

			“Everybody knows about it. The mine owners brought in Negroes to work the mines. They work cheap. My cousin in Pana says they claim it’s a lot better than being in Alabama, even if they make lower wages than what our miners want. Our miners here are just causing too much trouble. Why, poor Mr. Dalby says he may have to go out of business. And it’s just a matter of time before the rabble rousers from other towns like Mt. Olive and that crew of General Bradley’s show up.”

			“General Bradley?”

			“Oh, he’s one for the books. A cock-of-the-walk he is. He must think he’s something. During last year’s strike, he marched his boys—I call them boys because they’re acting like it, marching around instead of working—all over Central and Southern Illinois instead of staying home and taking care of their families. But what does he care? He’s single and a rounder from what I hear. Got caught ‘getting a little sport’ as he called it in one of those houses last year. He dresses like a dandy with a silk top hat, coat, and cane. But he’s a good-looker, that’s for sure, with those black eyes and combed-back hair. Well, I’m sure we’ll all get to see him because he’ll come looking for trouble, and he’ll find it unless they settle this strike.”

			“I do hope so. The students must worry about…”

			

			“I wanted to make sure that you know about the band concert Saturday night, starting at eight. We have one nearly every Saturday night. E. P. Kimball is the Virden High School band director, and he also publishes The Virden Record. Anyway, they give such wonderful performances, even if he is a Democrat. It’s the highlight of the week. One advantage we have living only a few blocks from the square is that we’ll hear it whether we show up or not. And it’ll drown out the noisy boys.”

			“Noisy boys?” Cate asked, although she would have preferred to hear more about the concerts.

			“Haven’t you heard them? Young boys with nothing else to do have been congregating under the new streetlamps in the early evenings and making all kinds of racket with their games. I knew those streetlamps would cause problems when they put them in, but no, the town had to have streetlamps to be, as they said, civilized and ready for the twentieth century. I don’t know if I’m ready for the twentieth century if it means more streetlamps, telephones, union strikes, and noisy evenings. And then there’s that Standard Oil depot going in. One of these days, it’ll get struck by lightning and take the whole block and then some out. Mark my word. It’s not good.”

			“Goodness.” Cate began feeling a bit sorry for Dora and her negative attitude. She wondered what had made her that way, but Dora continued steering the conversation.

			“Well, you’re a pretty young thing and will be wanting to meet other young people in town. We do have an elegant young set. I can introduce you to some young working people, and maybe you’ll meet a nice young man. They’ll all be looking at you, but we do have some other pretty teachers who have come to town, so you’ll have competition.”

			

			“Well, I’m really just trying to get settled in, and…” But Cate stopped herself from sharing further, realizing she might as well be talking to a passing train. 

			“Just stay away from the coal miners. What a rough crowd they are, and if you marry one, you’ll never know if he’s coming home on a stretcher. And coal dust everywhere, I hear. I advise marrying a man with a clean, steady job like my husband. He works for George Sewall at The Virden Reporter, the Republican newspaper. That’s how I know all the important news that goes on in town. Well, I have to be off. It was so nice getting to know you, and I do hope you’ll stop by for a visit someday, especially before school starts. And you’d be welcome at the Presbyterian church, but we’re remodeling right now. We always have cake and cookies. And your cake was delicious. Did you make it?”

			“No, Aunt Alice did—” Cate was about to add that the recipe was hers, but she didn’t get the chance.

			“Well, she’s a good cook. You’d do well to take lessons from her. The best way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, I always say.”

			Dora whisked herself out the door.

			Cate exhaled, releasing the breath for all the words left unsaid for the last half hour.

			Lincoln Cake

			From ’76 a Cookbook, p. 171. edited by the Ladies of Plymouth Church, Des Moines, Iowa, Mills and Company, Printers and Publishers, 1876.

			Two cups of sugar, 2 eggs, a half cup butter, one cup sweet milk, four cups of flour, two teaspoons baking powder and flavor to the taste.—Mrs. M. R. Kellogg

			

			

			Later that afternoon, Cate felt like getting out. Yesterday’s rain had kept her in all day. Plus, she needed to open a bank account. The rain had stopped, but the sky remained overcast. She put on a yellow cotton dress that matched her cheery mood and a straw hat. She picked up her handbag and took Jackson Street east toward the public square. At the intersection of Church Street, she recognized the primary school where she would soon teach. She wondered how differently she would view it once she knew her students and their lives. 

			Along Church Street to her right were two churches and maybe a third farther down. A sign proclaimed the nearer one to be the Christian church in existence since 1882. A man with clippers trimmed its bushes. 

			He waved and walked toward her. “Can I help you? You look lost.” 

			“No, only lost in thought, trying to decide which way to walk.”

			He offered his hand but realized it was dirty and withdrew it. “I’m Reverend Goos. That’s G-O-O-S, not like the bird.” He smiled and wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.

			“I’m Cate Merry, Alice Merry’s niece.”

			“Oh, our new primary grade teacher. Welcome to Virden! We’re very fond of your aunt, and we’d be pleased to have you in our services.” 

			“Thank you, Reverend. I’ll attend, probably this Sunday.”

			“Let me know if I can do anything for you. Anything at all.”

			“Thank you. I will.” She pointed past the Christian church to the next block. “Is that the Presbyterian church?”

			

			“Since 1856. It’s undergoing extensive remodeling. The next block down has the Methodist church. And there’s the Baptist church next to the school where you’ll teach.” 

			“I can see why this is Church Street.”

			“Would you like to come in and visit?”

			“Thank you for the offer, but I’m going uptown and want to get back home before lunch.” 

			“Well, I’ll see you on Sunday, and we can visit then. Good day, Miss Merry.”

			As she turned again toward the town square, fragments of a verse from the book of Hebrews came to mind: “…we are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses…let us run with patience the race that is set before us…” She considered again the school and the new job and longed to do right by the children she would soon receive. Grant me the skills and patience, whatever they may be.

			By eleven a.m. on the town square, the doors of many stores were open, welcoming shoppers who came and went. Men leaned against lampposts and raised unsettled politics through blue tobacco smoke, while wagon wheels raised dust that settled on the nearest objects. Music from the park’s bandstand faltered, stopped, and started again in practice for Saturday night’s concert. A carriage deposited two women with a whispering of silk and lace and gardenia not far from the corner where Cate stood. A wagon delivered flour to a grocer. 

			After walking three sides of the square, Cate was pleased to have found more than she might have expected for a small town relative to St. Louis. She found two banks, hotels, grocers, five-and-ten-cent stores, dress shops, and your run-of-the-mill doctor and lawyer offices. On the west side was even an opera house billing a play put on by the ladies of the Christian church called the “Old Maids’ Convention.”

			

			She went into a few shops and picked up the needed items she hadn’t brought with her. In the Bank of Virden, a tall, smiling, mustachioed young man in a three-piece suit introduced himself as Henry and welcomed her to the area. Cate introduced herself and explained that she was a new primary school teacher and that when she was hired, she was told she could have an employment-based savings plan since she was single. He happily opened an account for her and then walked her toward the door when she was ready to leave.

			“I would happily show you around town, Miss Merry, if you would like an outing.”

			“Perhaps, once I’m settled in,” Cate said with a smile. She didn’t mean to be rude by declining, but she was not yet ready to be seen riding around town with a man she knew nothing of.

			“Will you be attending the Christian church with your aunt? That is where I attend.”

			“Yes, I will.”

			“Perhaps I can escort you there on some days.”

			“Thank you again, Henry. But for now, I’ll see you there.” She left doubting that he was this friendly to all his customers.

			Her last stop was Dalby’s Five and Ten for candy. She loved lemon drops, and Aunt Alice didn’t have any. The store, like many of the others, had a wooden floor, a decorated metal ceiling with fans, and wooden shelves and bins holding merchandise. But, relative to the other stores, its goods seemed scant. She found a bag of lemon drops and headed to the front.

			The female clerk wore a white, crocheted cardigan despite the heat. To a young woman holding both a baby and a cloth doll, she explained, “Mr. Dalby isn’t buying homemade dolls.” She stopped and blinked with downcast eyes, pausing to regain composure. “I’m afraid he might not be able to restock the bins. He said the miners’ strike may put him out of business.” She pulled out a handkerchief and blew her nose.

			

			Cate, interested, listened and waited for her turn.

			The customer stood still, unblinking, like the embroidered eyes of the cloth doll she held. The woman had pulled her red hair back in a tight bun, but a strand fell loose. Her blue flowered dress was patched in several places. The baby on her hip kept reaching for the doll. She spoke in an Irish brogue, “Aye, you think the strike hit you hard? My husband’s a miner. We have no cash income other than from the miners’ fund. We barter for everything, but some things you can’t trade for. I’m just trying to make a few coins.”

			“I’m sorry, but we are not in the market for homemade dolls.”

			“Can you check with Mr. Dalby?”

			“I don’t need to. So far today, he’s turned down canned goods, clothing, toys, trinkets, and toppers. He hopes to restock, but he said he can’t unless the strike ends soon.”

			The woman’s shoulders slumped. A tear ran down her cheek, and she gave the baby the doll.

			Cate felt sorry for the woman and her situation and had a solution for them both, so she stepped toward them. “I might be able to use a doll like that. May I see it?”

			The woman wiped the tear away and shifted the baby. “Really? I’m Maeve. You need a doll?” She handed Cate the doll. It was carefully made with embroidered features, including blue eyes and black eyelashes. It wore a finely stitched blue dress with gathers around the waist.

			

			Cate stroked its yarn hair. “This is nicely made. I would like four dolls. A man, a woman, a boy, and a girl.”

			The store clerk snickered and squinted at Cate, making her sharp features and crow’s feet even more pronounced. “What do you need dolls for? Ain’t you that new teacher?”

			“I am,” she said to the clerk. Turning to Maeve, she added, “I learned in nursing school that young children often struggle to talk about something that makes them sad or scared, but they can act out their fears with dolls because the dolls aren’t really them. Dolls were quite useful to me as a nurse, and the idea just occurred to me that I can use them as a teacher.”

			Maeve said, “I’d like to make the dolls, but I don’t have a lot of material. My neighbor loaned me the scraps to make this one, and I promised to pay her back when I sold it.”

			“I can supply the material. I live with my Aunt Alice about three blocks from here. I’m going there now. Would you like to come with me or stop by later?”

			“I’ll come now.” A smile showed stained teeth with one missing.

			Cate laid her money for the candy on the counter. She and Maeve said goodbye to the clerk, and they headed around the corner and down Jackson Street. 

			Maeve shifted the baby. 

			“Would you like me to take her for a while?” asked Cate.

			“Oh, no ma’am. She’s not but a featherweight.” 

			Cate found the woman interesting and wanted to know more about her situation and background. “Do you have more children?”

			“I have one at home. Brian—he’s my husband—he’s looking after Oscar. Oscar’s going to start school. Will you be his teacher?”

			

			“I will if he’s in the primary grade. I want to visit my students before school starts after I get a list of the ones who signed up. Maybe I could visit Oscar when I collect the dolls?”

			Maeve hesitated. “Our humble abode won’t be to your liking. I could bring him by your house or the school when I have the dolls.”

			“Well, we can decide later.”

			“Brian won’t believe I got a customer. He said there weren’t anyone going to buy homemade dolls in these times. People who have money, he said, buy store-bought dolls. And the miners won’t be buying toys anytime soon.”

			“We’re here.” Cate motioned to the house.

			Maeve stopped at the front walk. “What a nice house. What does your uncle do?”

			“He was a coal miner, back when the pay was better. And he and Aunt Alice never had any children.”

			Maeve’s eyes widened. “A coal miner?” She shifted the baby again to the other side. “I’d love to have a house like this someday. I’ve heard others complaining that all of us new immigrants have ruined the salaries. I’m sorry about that, but we were even worse off before coming over here. We’re going to help get those wages back up with this strike. I’m behind it all the way.”

			Cate patted Maeve’s back and then led the way to Alice’s material scraps. She had shown them to Cate when they compared hobbies and discovered they both liked sewing. Alice told her she was welcome to whatever she wanted.

			Maeve searched carefully through the material pieces as though they were gems not to be scattered. “How do I know what I can take?”

			

			“Take whatever you think you could use for the four dolls.”

			Maeve picked through the scraps until she had what she thought she needed. She looked at Cate and opened her mouth as though she had a question but then didn’t say anything.

			Cate prompted her. “Yes?”

			“How much do you think you’ll want to pay me to make these?”

			“How about fifty cents a doll? Two dollars for the four.”

			Maeve’s eyes didn’t blink. She inhaled sharply. “Two dollars?” She reached over and gave Cate a hug. “Brian ain’t never going to believe this. Two dollars! I might be able to get some school clothes after all.”

			Cate walked with her to the front. The sky to the west had turned dark blue. “I hope you don’t get wet. I could lend you an umbrella.”

			“Wouldn’t hurt me to get a good bath on the way home. That sky looks like we could get a real frog strangler.”

			Cate laughed and waved her on her way.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 3

			Band Concert

			The Virden Reporter 

			Friday, August 5, 1898

			The Virden H. S. C. Band will give a concert in the square Saturday night, commencing promptly at 8 o’clock. The following programme will be given:

			March—“Popular Swing” … Brooke

			Waltzes—“Cupid” … Vandercook

			Selection—“Mountain Echoes” … Dalby

			Tuba Solo—Selected … H. G. Kirkpatrick

			Overature—“Oriental” … Bleger

			Selection—“Star of the Sea” … Kennedy

			Comique—“My Angeline” … Johnson

			Overture—“Cubaneon” … Beebe

			Serenade—“Waves of Memory” … Blanchard

			March—“DeMolay” … Hall

			E. P. Kimball, Director

			

			
August 6, Saturday


			Cate was eager to attend the band concert in the public square after hearing about it from Dora and Alice. She enjoyed frequenting concerts in St. Louis, especially ones down along the river, and she wondered what kind of musical entertainment a small town like Virden would offer. The rain stopped during the night, and a less humid wind from the north blew in, drying out the puddles, although the street was still muddy. 

			She put on a lightweight, ivory cotton dress with just enough lace at the neckline and sleeves to distinguish it from an everyday dress. Ivory was one of her favorite colors because of the way it contrasted with her dark hair and eyes. Her only jewelry was an Illinois Watch Company pendant. She checked the time on it and said goodbye to her aunt, who had cleaned wallpaper all day. “The old gray mare ain’t what she used to be. Besides, I’ll hear it from the front porch,” Alice explained.

			The sun set, leaving the sky a cloudless shade of lavender. With all the recent rain, everyone’s grass was spring green. The air near the front porch carried the scents of the butterfly bush at the corner of the porch and the pink Duchesse de Brabant rose off the sitting room window. Cate filled a small handbag with a handkerchief, some change, a pencil, and a small pad of paper. She checked the time. Seven-thirty. Half an hour until the concert started.

			She spotted Noah McCall pulling the two youngest kids in a wagon—one of their vegetable wagons, Cate guessed—while Ellis walked beside him.

			By the time Cate approached the front walkway, Noah and the kids were only a few yards away. She waved and waited for them to catch up to her. “Good evening. I’m Cate Merry. That’s Cate with a C. Alice Merry is my aunt. And you must be Noah.”

			

			Noah removed his hat. His dark hair shone in the waning light, and so did his smile with the same dimples she’d seen on Ellis. “Nice to meet you, Cate with a C. I’m Noah, and this is Ellis, Bea, and Harry, my siblings, but I think you’ve already met them. I heard you’re the new primary grade teacher.” Noah’s blue eyes shone violet in the evening light. She felt a sudden warmth for this young man who could be doing other things with his time but chose to spend it with his half-siblings. Knowing that made him somehow even more attractive than he already was.

			“You heard right,” she replied.

			“Well, then, you will have Harry in class. He’s starting school this fall, aren’t you, Harry?”

			Harry didn’t make eye contact with her. He mumbled, “I guess so.”

			Noah shook his head and shrugged.

			Cate smiled and nodded. She knelt and looked into Harry’s face. “We’re going to have a lot of fun this year, Harry. Just wait and see. I think you’ll like school.”

			Noah said, “Would you care to walk the rest of the way with us? And we have a wagon for those who get tired around nine o’clock or so.”

			“I’d like that. I don’t know anyone or know what to expect. I do hope I won’t need your wagon.”

			“I hope not either. The teasing that I’d get from my buddies would be unbearable if I hauled you home in a wagon.”

			He smiled, and she laughed, and the awkwardness of having just met dissipated. 

			

			The walk to uptown took less than fifteen minutes. At first, small talk filled the space between them. They remarked about how glad they were that the rain held off for this evening. Noah said he thought that the Virden High School band gave a good concert. 

			“I heard that from Dora, and I saw yesterday’s Virden Reporter.”

			“Well then, you’re up on all of Virden’s high-society news.”

			“She mentioned that the band director, Mr. Kimball, publishes The Virden Record. Doesn’t it cover the society news also?”

			“It does some, but it does a better job of covering Democratic party politics, the miners’ strike, and issues that are of less interest for The Virden Reporter’s subscribers.”

			About half a block from the town square, they crossed an alley and passed a large shop window that said “Laundry.” A young Asian man leaned against the doorway with his hands in his pockets. His white linen shirt looked freshly pressed, as did his tan trousers. Noah greeted him. “Good evening, Hop. Going to the concert?”

			He answered with an accent, “No, I hear the music from here, and sometimes I get customers.”

			“Have you met Miss Cate Merry, our new primary school teacher? Cate, this is Mr. Hop Long, a good man to know.”

			Hop answered, “We’ve not met. Good evening, Miss Merry.”

			“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Long. I’m sure that I’ll be stopping by when I need special laundry services.” From the view she had into the shop, it appeared immaculate and emitted an odor of soap and lavender.

			They found the public square filled with people of all ages. Families mingled together as women greeted each other, laughed, and called to their kids, who raced around the park. Some of the men talked among themselves in small groups. The streetlamps came on, and many glanced upward as though the sun had come out. Cigarette and cigar smoke participated in the conversations until rising above it all. The band tuned instruments and arranged music on stands.

			

			Noah and the kids led the way across the street to the park. A man leaning against a light pole and talking to other men called to Noah. “Quick work, Noah.” He looked at Cate. “Noah likes to be one of the first on the job.” The group laughed. Cate felt herself blush, which always made the scar on her cheek more pronounced.

			Noah shook his head. “Ignore him.” He pointed toward an ice cream stand. “Harry convinced Phineas to exchange tomatoes for ice cream, so they’re anxious to collect.”

			Cate said, “My dad’s store sells ice cream. It’s one of his best-selling items this time of year.”

			“What kind of store does he have?”

			“A grocery store in St. Louis.”

			“I like to make ice cream in the winter when I can get ice from setting a pail outside, but isn’t it best in the summer?” He smiled, showing his dimples.

			“Certainly.” Cate hoped her blush had gone away.

			“Phineus will have ice cream for about an hour until his ice melts or he runs out. I’m glad he’s willing to barter with the kids.”

			“I like ice cream too. I’ll follow you over there.”

			Noah parked the wagon and told Harry and Bea to wait while he stood in line. Cate ordered her ice cream first and joined the wagon off to the side. While Noah waited, he glanced toward a woman standing a few yards away, who then shimmered toward him. Her light blonde hair and pale green eyes shone against her pink silk dress. “Hello, Noah. Nice to see you this fine evening.” She inspected Cate before directing her attention back to him. 

			

			He tipped his hat. “Good evening, Jenny. I hope you enjoy the concert.” He took the ice cream to the kids, and the woman turned away after taking one more look at Cate, who couldn’t resist smiling and waving. Cate wondered what possessed her to do something that might aggravate this woman whom she didn’t even know. 

			After a few licks of ice cream, she had to ask Noah, “The woman who spoke to you—you seemed to brush her off.”

			“Her family is one of the wealthy ones whose every move makes The Reporter.”

			“So why not talk to her?”

			He leaned toward her and lowered his voice. “We liked each other in grade school into high school. When I couldn’t go to college and went to the mine, her dad caught me on the street one day and told me in no uncertain terms to stay away from his daughter or I’d be sorry.”

			Cate’s eyes widened. “You’re serious?”

			“And so was he. Dead serious. And he has the money to do it. So, I say ‘hi’ when she speaks to me and move on.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“No need. I know now she’s not my type.”

			The band struck up the first song, “Popular Swing,” before she had the chance to ask him just what was his type. 

			Instead, Cate said, “Thank you for seeing me uptown. I’ll walk around. I wouldn’t want to cause you more teasing or hinder your love life.”
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