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The Last to Fall

“Authors Jim Rada and Richard Fulton have done an outstanding job of researching and chronicling this little-known story of those Marines in 1922, marking it as a significant moment in Marine Corps history.”


-  GySgt. Thomas Williams 


Executive Director

U.S. Marine Corps Historical Company

“Original, unique, profusely illustrated throughout, exceptionally well researched, informed, informative, and a bit iconoclastic, ‘The Last to Fall: The 1922 March, Battles, & Deaths of U.S. Marines at Gettysburg’ will prove to be of enormous interest to military buffs and historians.”


-  Small Press Bookwatch





Saving Shallmar

“But Saving Shallmar’s Christmas story is a tale of compassion and charity, and the will to help fellow human beings not only survive, but also be ready to spring into action when a new opportunity presents itself. Bittersweet yet heartwarming, Saving Shallmar is a wonderful Christmas season story for readers of all ages and backgrounds, highly recommended.”


-  Small Press Bookwatch



Battlefield Angels

“Rada describes women religious who selflessly performed life-saving work in often miserable conditions and thereby gained the admiration and respect of countless contemporaries. In so doing, Rada offers an appealing narrative and an entry point into the wealth of sources kept by the sisters.”


-  Catholic News Service



Between Rail and River

“The book is an enjoyable, clean family read, with characters young and old for a broad-based appeal to both teens and adults. Between Rail and River also provides a unique, regional appeal, as it teaches about a particular group of people, ordinary working ‘canawlers’ in a story that goes beyond the usual coverage of life during the Civil War.”


-  Historical Fiction Review



Canawlers

“A powerful, thoughtful and fascinating historical novel, Canawlers documents author James Rada, Jr. as a writer of considerable and deftly expressed storytelling talent.”


-  Midwest Book Review



“James Rada, of Cumberland, has written a historical novel for high-schoolers and adults, which relates the adventures, hardships and ultimate tragedy of a family of boaters on the C&O Canal. ... The tale moves quickly and should hold the attention of readers looking for an imaginative adventure set on the canal at a critical time in history.”


-  Along the Towpath



October Mourning

“This is a very good, and very easy to read, novel about a famous, yet unknown, bit of 20th Century American history. While reading this book, in your mind, replace all mentions of ‘Spanish Flu’ with ‘bird flu.’ Hmmm.”


-  Reviewer’s Bookwatch



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Continue your adventure in history with three FREE historical novels from James Rada, Jr.
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Visit jamesrada.com/newsletter-email

and enter your email

to receive your FREE novels.
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June 29, 1922

Matt Ansaro stopped paying attention by the third time someone told him President Warren Harding would be driving through Eckhart Mines.  

The first time was when he walked to the lobby of the St. Cloud Hotel in Frostburg to check if he had any mail. The front desk clerk with naturally curly black hair asked, “Did you hear the news, Mr. Ansaro? The President is coming here.”

Matt didn’t believe him. Why would the President of the United States come to a coal town of a few hundred people? Eckhart Mines was a small western Maryland town that had a sense of familiarity and quaintness Matt appreciated, but in the grand scheme of things, it meant nothing to President Harding. Of course, with the national coal strike for better wages and safer working conditions nearing the end of its third month, maybe he was coming to make an announcement about the strike. Although it wouldn’t make sense for him to make the announcement here. The Maryland mines weren’t unionized. The United Mine Workers was using the national strike as way to unionize the Maryland mines. UMW organizers were keeping Maryland miners on strike until the mines recognized the union.

Then Matt’s Uncle Samuel mentioned the story as the family ate dinner. Matt didn’t believe him, either, but Samuel showed him the article in the Cumberland Evening Times. It said the President was going to be driving home to Marion, Ohio, from Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, this weekend. He would stop in Cumberland for lunch with Mayor Koon before continuing west. It didn’t take a genius to know his route along the National Road would carry the President through Eckhart Mines and Frostburg. So, it wasn’t a visit or an announcement. Harding was just passing through, like so many cross-country travelers did.

The third time Matt heard the story was when a coal miner Matt didn’t know walked up to him in front of the hotel and asked Matt if he had heard about the President coming. Matt just nodded and crossed the street. He didn’t need to hear the story told for a third time in an hour.

He wondered if people were actually excited about the visit, or if it was just something different to talk about other than the three-month-long coal strike.

Frostburg was noisy as he walked through the town on his way to see his girlfriend Samantha Havencroft. Lots of people were on the streets as the retail stores closed down for the day, and the restaurants, theaters, and dance halls were starting their evening business. Having recently lived in Baltimore, Matt was used to this type of noise and more. To him, it was the heartbeat of a city. The louder it was, the stronger the heart was and the healthier the city was.

Frostburg was not Baltimore. With 6,000 residents, it was barely large enough to be considered a neighborhood in Baltimore, but its heartbeat was strong. It was a coal town on a mountain ridge in Western Maryland, which gave it its own unique energy.

He browsed some windows as he walked. He saw a red and beige ratine dress in the window of the Hitchin Brothers Store. Samantha wouldn’t like it, but Matt thought it might be something she could wear when she became a teacher. It was more conservative than the shimmering flapper dresses she favored.

He also saw a toy drum he considered buying for Jacob Spiker. Jacob and his mother, Laura, were living with Joey McCord. The thought of how crazy Jacob pounding on a toy drum would drive Joey brought a smile to Matt’s lips.

He walked along College Avenue until he came to a three-story Georgian home with six bedrooms. It was as large as the family boarding house in Eckhart, except the boarding house had been home to eight people. That house had burned down ten days ago, leaving Matt’s family homeless. They were living in the St. Cloud Hotel until a new house was built in Eckhart Mines.

This home was for three people. It was far larger than the Havencrofts needed since only Samantha, her father, and their cook lived there. Mrs. Fratelli lived on the third floor, and her room there wasn’t counted among the bedrooms. Samantha and John Havencroft each had a bedroom, which left four bedrooms that were furnished and rarely used. Mr. Havencroft could have used all his extra space for a college dormitory.

That wouldn’t happen. John Havencroft had come from money, and he liked to live in a way that fit his expectations of life and his job. He was the president of Frostburg College. It wasn’t a large school, but the job had a lot of prestige in the area because residents were proud that a country town could support a college. Miners, merchants, and housewives had donated the money that was used to purchase the land for the college in the 1890s. Many of those donors still lived in the area and could point to the school and claim it as a personal achievement that would outlive them.

Matt went around the side of the house and knock on the kitchen door of the Havencrofts’ home. This was the safest way for him to visit Samantha, since John Havencroft had made it clear he thought his daughter was too good for Matt, who he believed was just a poor coal miner, and one without even a home right now. Matt doubted the man’s opinion of him would change, even if he knew Matt was a Pinkerton undercover detective. He might even think worse of Matt for keeping secrets. 

Not that Mr. Havencroft could talk. He had his own secrets that Matt knew and also kept.

Mrs. Fratelli answered the door. She was in her fifties, but she still had flaming red hair untouched by any gray. She held a wooden spoon dripping with yellow batter. 

“Good evening, Mrs. Fratelli. Is Samantha ready?” Matt asked.

The cook waved Matt inside with the spoon, flinging some of the batter on him. “Come inside, I’ll fetch her for you.” She put the spoon in the mixing bowl and disappeared up the back stairs to the second floor.

Matt stepped into the kitchen, but he didn’t sit down. He wanted to step out onto the porch if he heard John Havencroft coming toward the kitchen. It would be easier on Samantha if her father didn’t see Matt.

Samantha came down dressed in a sleeveless white dress trimmed in red. She spun around so the knee-length skirt flared at the bottom.

“Do you like it? I bought it in Cumberland,” she asked.

“You look beautiful, but don’t you think it’s a little much for a movie? It will be dark inside the theater. No one will see your dress.” 

They were going to see Her Night of Nights at the Palace Theater. It was a comedy starring Marie Prevost, but from what Matt had heard about it, he thought Samantha might identify a bit too much with Prevost’s character. The actress played a New York model torn between her boss’s successful son and a lowly clerk from the country. If Samantha was the model, then Matt was the lowly clerk and Professor Williamson from the college was the successful son. Mr. Havencroft certainly preferred him over Matt as a suitor for his daughter.

Samantha ran her hand along Matt’s neck scar, a wound from his time in the Great War. “I’m hoping you’ll take me dancing afterward,” she whispered in his ear seductively.

Matt closed his eyes and sighed. She certainly knew how to get to him.

“We’ll see,” he said.

She wiggled her eyebrows up and down. “Oh, yes, we will.”

Matt was half-regretting his leg wasn’t still in a cast from the cave-in three months ago. At least then he had an excuse not to dance. It would also mean that Pete Spike and two other miners wouldn’t have been killed when the mine tunnel collapsed on them. Matt had been lucky to survive.

He held the door open for Samantha and followed her outside.

As they walked into Frostburg, he noticed some businesses along Main Street, which was part of the National Road, were decorating their store fronts with red, white, and blue bunting. Matt wondered if it was for the president or the Fourth of July.

“Did you read that President Harding will be in town on Sunday?” Samantha asked when she noticed the decorations.

Matt rolled his eyes and sighed. “He won’t be in town. He’ll be driving through it from one end to the other in a minute. Two minutes, tops.”

“Maybe so, but I’ve never seen a President in person before.”

“I have.”

Samantha stopped walking and turned to face him. Her blue eyes were wide open. “You have? Really?”

Matt nodded. “Remember, I told you I was engaged before I came back to Eckhart?”

“Her name was Priscilla, right?” Then her tone turned a bit frosty. “You said I reminded you of her.”

When he had first seen Samantha trying to create support for women’s rights by giving a speech on Main Street, he had thought of Priscilla. The impression hadn’t lasted long, but it had been long enough to draw Matt to Samantha.

Matt held up his hands. “That was a first impression. Now that I know you, I don’t look at you and think of her.” 

Samantha’s eyes narrowed a bit. “Uh, huh.”

Matt quickly changed the topic. “Her family was what I would call rich, and while I was dating Priscilla, we went to a party her parents threw at their home one evening. The President was the guest of honor.”

“President Harding?”

Matt nodded. He had been as uncomfortable at that party as he was on the dance floor. The party attendees had been made up of local politicians, successful businessmen, society woman, and Matt, a hard-working Pinkerton detective.

“Did you talk to him?” Samantha asked.

Matt shrugged. “Not really. I shook his hand, introduced myself, and said it was nice to meet him. I didn’t run in his social circle, and he probably knew that. Oh, he was polite, but he didn’t try to have a conversation with me or anything.”

They started walking again, and Samantha said, “If my father knew that, he might think differently of you.”

“I doubt it.”

“Don’t. My father was in his office all day, making phone calls to see if he can arrange to meet President Harding. You already have.” She laughed.

“What?”

“I’m imagining my father’s face when he finds out you’ve met the President, and he can’t arrange a meeting.”

“I can’t provide an introduction for your father, though. Not that he would ask me.”

Samantha laughed. “If he had a chance to meet the President, he would even let you marry me.” 

She realized what she said and suddenly went quiet, her cheeks turning red. Although things were back to normal between them, they still had a tender spot in their relationship where Jenny Washington was concerned. She had torn Matt and Samantha apart for a time, although she hadn’t meant to. Whenever Matt and Samantha got truly intimate again, Samantha pulled away. She never mentioned Jenny, but Matt knew that was who Samantha was thinking about at those times.

Matt pretended he hadn’t noticed Samantha’s silence. “Your father will probably have to go to Cumberland if he wants to meet him. That’s where the luncheon will be. The newspaper said nothing about the President stopping in Frostburg.”

“That wouldn’t be so bad. It’s not like he doesn’t go to Cumberland for meetings once in a while.”

Matt shrugged. “Maybe not, but the people holding that luncheon are going to want to show off Cumberland, not Frostburg.”

“You don’t seem so excited about the President’s visit.”

Matt didn’t see that there was anything to get excited about. President Harding would drive through town. He would be here and gone. Nothing would change because of the visit. 

“I guess not,” Matt said.

“Why?”

“I can’t help but think that this is the man who sent the U.S. Army against the striking miners in Matewan last year, and he okayed the army to bomb them. That doesn’t sit right with me. The military isn’t for use against our own people. It’s supposed to protect Americans like we did in the war.”

“I’m sure he had his reasons.”

“Maybe so, but I don’t think he’ll get a warm welcome at this end of the county. Miners remember what happened at Matewan. It’s probably a good thing he is driving through and not stopping here.”

Their conversation stopped as they arrived at the movie. Matt was glad it was a comedy. He had enough drama and tragedy in his life. He didn’t need to pay to see more.

After the movie, Matt gave in and they went dancing at the Gunter Hotel. Matt hoped it was still too early for Jenny, or rather, Calista, to be working the room. The last thing he needed was for Samantha to see Jenny dressed to the nines and attracting the attention of men. However, Matt realized he wasn’t sure if Calista was still working as a prostitute. He had seen her during the day more often. If she had been working during the night, then she would have spent the day sleeping. He had even seen her some evenings, not dressed up to go to the dance halls and speakeasies. He would have to ask her about that.

After dinner, Matt and Samantha made a date to watch the President drive through Frostburg. Samantha would come by the St. Cloud Hotel, which sat on Main Street at the Depot Street intersection. They could watch the procession from the hotel’s front porch, which was a couple steps above street level, so they could see the President if a large crowd formed on the sidewalks.

Matt walked Samantha to the front door of her house and kissed her goodnight on the front step.

“Thank you for the dancing,” she whispered as she hugged him and laid her head on his shoulder.

He wrapped his arms around her and enjoyed the feel of her body against his. “My pleasure.”

“Liar.”

“No, as long as I’m with you, it’s a pleasure.”

That earned him another kiss.

Matt walked to the St. Cloud Hotel and went upstairs to his family’s rooms on the second floor. He had convinced his Aunt Toni to allow him to pay for their rooms while their new house was being built. He shared a room with his Uncle Enos. Uncle Samuel and Aunt Myrna shared a room. Aunt Toni had her own room, and Matt also paid for a room for Jenny since he had agreed to help her.

When Matt came into his room, Enos snoring in his bed surprised him. His uncle was usually out drinking or running moonshine at night. In a switch, everyone else seemed to be out this evening.

Matt heard a train whistle blow, marking the arrival of the evening train on the Cumberland and Pennsylvania line. Curious whether more strikebreakers would be arriving, he hurried down the steep hill to the train depot and took a seat on a bench on the platform as porters opened the doors on the passenger cars.

Matt scanned the crowd and saw three men wearing holstered pistols. He watched some people on the platform look nervously at the men as if they expected them to pull their guns and start shooting. They had the look of Pinkerton agents, and Matt should know, since he was also one. Unlike these men, however, he was working undercover. 

He hated the image these men were creating for the Pinkertons. They came across as thugs. Matt just hoped no one discovered he was one of them.

He watched as a half dozen shabbily dressed men—strikebreakers, he thought—came off the third-class car and looked around. The Pinkertons walked over to them. Matt didn’t hear what they said, but the group left the platform together with the strikebreakers following the detectives.

Matt waited, expecting one of the Pinkertons to accompany them. With all the violence that had been happening during the coal strike, it wasn’t unheard of for miners to attack strikebreakers and try to run them out of the town. The Pinkertons were supposed to be protecting them.

Matt followed the men to make sure they would be all right. Most people ignored them. A few cursed them, but things remained relatively calm.

He stopped walking and shook his head, sorry for that last thought. Given the problems the strike was causing, thinking that things were relatively calm also made him think it might simply be the calm before the storm.
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June 30, 1922

Laura Spiker opened her eyes and lay still in the feather bed. She stared at the bare white ceiling. It helped her clear her mind and focus as she started her day. It reminded her that every day was a clean slate and a fresh start—right before she got up and started making the same poor choices again.

She tried to sense whether Joey was still in bed beside her. She didn’t feel a sag in the mattress from his weight or the warmth of another body near hers. She turned her head to the side and slowly rolled over. 

He was already up and gone.

When she had been married, she had been the first one up in the mornings. Sensing Pete next to her, the warmth of his body and the familiarity of his scent were comforting no matter how poor they had been. She would slide out of their bed and go get breakfast ready for him before he went off to the mines. When she came back into the bedroom to let him know breakfast was ready, she would wake him with a kiss or nibble on his ear.

Laura exhaled, not realizing she had been holding her breath. She raised her fingers to her temples and rubbed. Her head throbbed and the light coming through the windows didn’t help any.

What time was it? She looked at the clock on the wall. After nine in the morning. Jacob would be up and hungry. She needed to get him breakfast.

She sat up, and her head spun so quickly she thought she might fall back. She took a deep breath and stood up. She picked up her robe draped over the back of the chair and put it on over her nude body. She had nice nightgowns now, but even if she wore them to bed, they rarely stayed on once Joey joined her in bed.

She walked down the hall to Jacob’s room and opened the door. The room had an oversized bed in it, but it didn’t look like a child’s room, let alone a bedroom. The bookshelves held books Jacob couldn’t read. The bed was far too large for a child. The furniture looked too nice for Jacob to touch. It wasn’t an inviting room. Jacob might sleep there, but it wasn’t his room.

Her son bounced on the bed, playing with his toy soldiers. 

“Mama!” he said when he saw her.

Squinting at the bright light in his room, Laura came into the room and sat on the bed next to the three-year-old boy. She hugged him and kissed the top of his head. He was a miniature version of his father with the same brown hair and eyes. Sometimes, he would smile, and Laura thought it was exactly the way Pete used to smile. She could look at her son and remember Pete.

“Good morning, my boy,” she said. “You must be hungry.”

Jacob shook his head. “I ate breakfast.”

“Really? What did you eat?”

“Maizy cooked me pancakes with syrup. I ate two big ones.” 

Maizy Middleton was Joey’s housekeeper and cook. While she allowed Joey and Jacob to call her Maizy, she insisted Laura call her Mrs. Middleton. Laura wasn’t even sure whether the woman was married. Laura had heard no one mention the housekeeper’s husband.

“Did you thank her?” Laura asked.

“Yes.”

“Good boy.”

Laura hugged him and headed downstairs.

Mrs. Middleton was in the kitchen kneading dough when Laura walked in. Locks of her gray hair had pulled loose from the bun tied at the back of her head and dangled in front of her face. The older woman glanced at her, but said nothing. She rarely did, at least to Laura.

“Thank you for feeding Jacob,” Laura said. “He loved the pancakes.”

Mrs. Middleton said nothing, although she lifted the dough she was kneading and slapped it down hard against the table. The noise rattled through Laura’s head. Perhaps it was better that Mrs. Middleton said nothing. 

Jacob and Laura had been living with Joey for a couple of weeks now, and Mrs. Middleton hadn’t warmed up to Laura. Laura tried to be pleasant with her, but the woman treated Laura much like the women in Eckhart treated her. Mrs. Middleton seemed to enjoy Jacob’s company, though. She even let him help with her cooking sometimes.

As Laura turned and left the kitchen, she thought she heard the cook mutter, “Tramp.”

Laura walked back to her room and drew the shades to darken the room. Then she went into her armoire and lifted the lid on a shoe box at the bottom of the closet. She pulled out a bottle of gin she had found hidden in the basement, along with a lot of other bottles of pre-Prohibition liquor.

She looked at the bottle and joggled it. It was still half full. She uncapped it and took a drink. It hit her with a kick. She felt nauseous since she hadn’t eaten breakfast yet, but her headache faded.

She crawled back into the bed and took the bottle with her. She had never been much of a drinker when she was married to Pete. Not that they could afford liquor. Pete had been known to take a drink from time to time, but she had never liked the taste. Truth was, she still didn’t like the taste, but she did like how it made her feel, or rather, not feel.

After a couple drinks, she didn’t have to worry. All her problems and worries went away. It was just her and her happy thoughts or no thoughts. She didn’t have to deal with the loneliness of not having Pete around. She didn’t have to deal with the scorn from people in town who thought she was betraying the miners by being with Joey. She didn’t have feel shame for being here with Joey. Everything was fine.

Joseph McCord came into the house, bouncing on his feet. He was so excited he had forgotten to drive his Renault GS up the hill from the mine office. The short walk had left him huffing, with a slight sheen of sweat on his forehead.

“Laura! Laura, where are you?” he called.

Not seeing her in the parlor, he rushed upstairs to the bedroom. He opened the door and saw her lying on top of the blankets asleep. Her light brown hair fanned out around her head and her robe draped open, showing just enough her body to make him smile.

Then Joseph noticed the glass and bottle of gin on the nightstand. Maybe not asleep; she was probably passed out.

When had she become such a drinker? She hadn’t seemed that way in school or when she was married. She was probably too young to drink much in school, but had Pete Spiker kept her in check while they were married?

“Laura!” he shouted.

She moaned and rolled back and forth on the bed.

“You don’t need to shout,” she mumbled.

She opened her eyes and pushed herself up on her elbows. She glanced at Joseph and out the window.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“It’s one o’clock.”

“Isn’t it early for you to be home?”

“Yes, but that’s not important. I have news. The President is coming,” Joseph blurted.

Laura’s brow furrowed. “The president of Consolidation Coal?”

Joseph sat down on the bed next to her, grabbed her by the shoulders, and gave her a shake. “Focus! Not the president of the mining company. The President of the United States.”

“The President of the United States is coming to Eckhart?”

“Well, he’s coming to Cumberland and then driving west, which means he’ll be driving through Eckhart. I’m going to arrange to meet him. I will show him the mines and get his support to end this damnable strike!”

And if Joseph could get his picture taken with President Harding, he could certainly leverage that to his benefit in some way.

“Can you do that?” Laura asked. “I mean, arrange a meeting with him?”

Joseph drew his shoulders back. “Of course I can. I will invite him to the house for coffee. We can’t have drinks because of Prohibition. That means you can’t be drinking when he is here.” He shook a finger in her face. “You have to be sober, and you have to dress in your best dress.”

Laura nodded. “Of course, Joey.”

“And you’ll have to keep the boy in his room.”

She frowned. “Why? I’m sure Jacob would love to meet the President.”

“This won’t be a social meeting. President Harding and I have business to discuss, and we may not have much time.”

Joseph stood up and started pacing the bedroom. This would work. He could meet with the President and show him the impact the strike was having on small towns across America. He could show the President that the problems from last year hadn’t been solved yet and he needed to stay strong against the United Mine Workers. If Joseph could bring about an end to strike, he could get a job with any coal company in America.  

He would have to reassign the strikebreakers from the mines to help the mine guards and make sure the union miners wouldn’t protest the President’s arrival. He wouldn’t have enough guns for them all. Weapons were in short supply since the strike had started. Joseph would have to get the strikebreakers’ clubs to use if they needed them.

He looked at Laura, who had slumped back onto the bed. The harder part might be making sure that Laura was presentable enough to meet with the President of the United States. How was he supposed to show himself as a man of influence when he couldn’t even control his mistress?
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June 30, 1922

Enos Ansaro shuffled the playing cards and began dealing them to himself and the three ladies sitting with him around the table in the lobby of the St. Cloud Hotel in Frostburg. He had his back to the front desk so he could watch people passing by on Main Street. When he had dealt out the deck, he looked at his dwindling pile of bobby pins, which they were using for chips.

“This is unfair,” he said. “I’m a man. We don’t know anything about bobby pins.”

“I think it’s more obvious you don’t know anything about playing hearts,” Jenny Washington joked. She sat on his right, and she wasn’t wrong. He had told them he would rather play poker, but his sister-in-law Myrna Ansaro wouldn’t hear of it.

“Your pile isn’t much bigger than mine,” Enos told Jenny.

His gaze drifted from her small pile of pins to her bustline. Jenny caught him staring. She picked a pin up from her pile and poked him in the hand.

“Ow! That hurt.” He stuck his hand in mouth.

“It’s not a straight pin, Enos,” Jenny told him. “It’s a bobby pin. It’s not pointy, so stop whining and play cards.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you are overly competitive?” Enos asked.

She waved at the pile of pins in the center of the table. “I need to win back my bobby pins, or I won’t be able to put up my hair.”

“I think it looks fine.”

His compliment earned him a smile. “Thank you. Now let’s play cards.”

Enos picked up his cards and arranged them by suit. She caught him casting glances at her, although he was careful so she wouldn’t poke him again. She was used to men staring at her, but she usually wore outfits to attract their attention at those times. Jenny was barely wearing any makeup, and her auburn hair needed to be brushed out.

Across the table from Enos, his sister Antonietta Starner fidgeted in her seat. It was quite unlike her to act so uncomfortable. His brother’s wife, Myrna Ansaro, sat across the table from Jenny. Myrna laid a four of clubs in the center of the table. Everyone followed suit, and Jenny took the trick with a ten of clubs. 

As Toni considered her cards, Enos said, “Toni, what’s eating at you? You look like a rabbit about to bolt.”

“I just can’t get used to sitting around with nothing to do. No cooking. No cleaning. Very little sewing but no laundry,” she admitted. “It doesn’t feel natural.”

“I can get used to it,” Myrna said. 

Jenny tossed her card on the table. “I can get used to it, too. Usually, I’m too busy to relax and do something fun like playing cards.”

“Why aren’t you working?” Myrna asked. “I thought you were a maid for someone in town.”

Jenny froze. She and Matt had concocted that story to cover up her work as Calista, the persona she adopted as a prostitute, and have a respectable reason to have money. Actually, Matt had been paying her room and board as a way to help her get out of Frostburg and allow him to funnel money to his family without them knowing it. Then the boarding house in Eckhart Mines had burned down, or rather, David Lakehurst had burned it down. Matt had felt obligated to continue their deal, but now Jenny was back in Frostburg, and Matt’s money wasn’t helping his family as much as it was the owners of the hotel.

As for Jenny, she couldn’t tell this group what she did for a living. Matt knew, but he hadn’t told his family. She liked these people, and if they found out she was a prostitute, they might start treating her differently. That’s what happened when John Havencroft had found out his maid had been a prostitute. It hadn’t mattered that she had stopped when Samantha Havencroft had hired her. Mr. Havencroft had fired her on the spot.

“They had to let me go,” Jenny lied. “They have lost a lot of business because of the coal strike and couldn’t afford hired help any longer.”

“I’m so sorry,” Myrna said as she patted Jenny’s arm. “This coal strike is hurting everyone, not just the miners.”

The strike had been going on for three months and showed no signs of ending. Jenny wondered how many businesses would close and how many families would leave the area before it ended. She had been a coal miner’s wife once. She felt for the miners’ plight.

“I’m sure I’ll find something else to do,” Jenny said.

Not that she had looked. Even if she had found another housekeeping job, someone would eventually recognize her from her other work. She had gotten used to working a job where she didn’t have to hide what she did from most people. Since the fire, though, she had been going back to her night work occasionally. She wasn’t sure how long Matt could afford to support the family in a hotel. She wasn’t family, and if he had to cut back, asking her to give up her room would be his first cut.

Enos sniggered. Jenny looked at him. Why did he laugh? Did he know she was lying about her work? That was what worried her about being back in Frostburg with the Ansaros. How long would it be before someone saw her and recognized her? She rarely worked in this hotel, but she find men here from time to time.

“Do you find this poor girl losing her job funny, Enos?” Myrna asked.

“No, Myrna, not funny at all. I just happened to be thinking about something humorous at the wrong time.” He turned to Jenny and said, “No offense, Jenny.”

Was she mistaken, or did his brown eyes twinkle with mirth? It was hard to tell with Enos. He was a cheerful man whom she enjoyed being around.

“Well, I’ll be glad when the new house is finished, and we can move back home,” Toni said.

“Will it be home, though? It will be all new. It won’t have all the old memories,” Myrna said. “The rocking chair my grandfather built burned. The quilt you and I made is ash.” She stopped talking when she felt her eyes tearing up.

“It will be new, but it will be our home. We’ll make it our home and fill it with new memories.”

Jenny was just happy they would soon be out of this hotel. Joseph McCord and the Consolidation Coal Company had offered to build a new house for the Ansaros because David Lakehurst had been employed by the coal company. The coal company didn’t admit responsibility for the fire, though. They said Lakehurst had been acting on his own, which Jenny could believe. The man was a monster.

Myna nodded. She tossed in a card and reached out and took the trick with a single heart in it. Her bobby pin pile grew even larger. Jenny wondered if Myrna was a card shark disguised as a kindly, middle-aged wife.

Jenny thought of another reason she felt content and happy: David Lakehurst was gone. That brute of a man had beaten her, broken Matt’s leg, and burned the Starner Boarding House down. Matt had finally thrashed him, though, and Lakehurst had fled town, probably to avoid the trial for assaulting Jenny and who knows how many other women. She was surprised at how she had felt a burden lift off her shoulders when she heard he had left. It meant she didn’t have to testify in court about her work and what Lakehurst had done to her. Then everyone would have known what she did to earn a living.

Jenny had been living in a happy limbo for the past couple of weeks. She didn’t have to work as Calista unless she wanted to. Even living in the hotel as she did was so much better than the ramshackle house she had been renting. And she had friends. This was something she hadn’t felt in a long time. How long had it been since she really trusted anyone, especially a man? The last time probably would have been before her husband, Gregory, had been killed in the war. After that, she had worked odd jobs until loneliness drove her to seek other men. Then she had decided to make money from it.

Now, Matt paid for her meals and room and asked nothing for it. He had even rebuffed her when she had tried to climb into bed with him; the second time, not the first time. The first time it had happened was when they had met.

She knew it would have to end at some point. She needed to earn a living, even if it meant more prostitution. The Elks’ and the Maryland State firemen’s conventions were both coming to town this summer. That would certainly offer her all the business she wanted while those men were around.

For now, though, she was happy just playing hearts.
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Chapter 4
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June 30, 1922

It was a short walk from the St. Cloud Hotel to the Junior Mechanics Hall in Frostburg. The United Mine Workers local had called a special meeting for its members, and word spread from miner to miner as they saw each other throughout the day.

Only Matt and Samuel went from their family. Enos said he wanted to sleep because he had deliveries to make that night. Matt thought that odd. Enos had joined the union, but Matt and Samuel were still undecided, and yet, they were the ones going to the meeting. Enos had joined the union out of convenience and for the free booze that was offered as a “sign-up bonus.”

When Matt and Samuel reached the hall, it was standing room only inside. That only drove up the temperature in the room on an already warm evening. With 150 unwashed men gathered in a hot, small space, the smell was acrid. 

Since the miners were on strike, most of them had nothing better to do than attend the meeting. Plus, most of them wanted to know when they would be going back to work. The strike had been going on for three months, and the miners needed money to pay bills, feed their families, and pay their rent. They had used up their savings—the few who had any—and were living primarily on vegetables and meat their wives had managed to can. Those stores of food were running low, too. They were waiting for the next shoe to drop. Would the coal company evict them from their homes? Would their food run out? It had already happened to some of them. 

The older miners remembered the local strikes of 1900 and 1894 that had failed to unionize Western Maryland’s miners despite the promises of the union organizers. Although they joined in this strike in a show of solidarity, they were the most skeptical about the strike’s chance of success. The unions hadn’t fully supported the local miners, but the mine owners had remembered which miners had fully supported the union. Those miners had lost their jobs when the strikes had failed.

The UMW had set up a food commissary to help the struggling families, but it wasn’t supplying miners with an abundance, since miners across the country were out of work and needed help. Also, it was in Frostburg, which meant those miners further down the Creek had to find a way to get to Frostburg other than spending money to ride the trolley if they wanted food from the commissary.

The coal companies and the UMW were negotiating, but the news didn’t sound promising. John L. Lewis was determined to win this battle and cement his authority in the union. He had started his association with the UMW back in 1906, when he was elected a delegate to the UMW national convention. Five years later, Samuel Gompers hired him as a full-time union organizer. He became the acting president on November 1, 1919, and soon thereafter called his first major coal union strike. During that strike, 400,000 miners walked off their jobs. Since becoming president of the UMW in 1920, Lewis had been aggressive in asserting the power of unionized coal miners. 

Matt and Samuel talked to a few miners they recognized as they made their way to the back wall near an open window. The breeze coming through the window was barely cooler than the temperature inside the room, but the smell wasn’t as bad. 

Samuel wiped his forehead with a kerchief. “Makes you appreciate the coolness of the mines.”

Matt never thought he would get used to the fifty-degree temperature below ground. “There has to be a middle ground,” he replied.

“Maybe the mines are the coal companies, cold and dark. This is the union, hot and getting hotter.”

Matt cocked an eyebrow at his uncle. “When did you get so philosophical?”

Samuel blushed, or maybe it was the heat. “I’m not. I read it somewhere, probably in the newspaper.”

Matt doubted that. His uncle was intelligent and thoughtful, but no one expected wisdom from a coal miner.

Matt listened and caught snippets of conversations around him. The men were angry at the union and the coal companies. The union had told the miners the strike would be short, and they would prevail. The union always said that. It was rarely true. The miners weren’t happy the strike was still ongoing. That was no surprise. What surprised Matt was that some men were losing faith that the union would prevail, which meant the recruiters’ jobs were on the line. Not only would Lewis not be thrilled to lose a strike, the union’s image in Western Maryland would be weakened again. Maybe beyond recovery.

At the front of the room, Brian Kilpatrick, the head of the Frostburg Local, stood up and waved for the crowd to quiet down. Although he wore a clean, white shirt and pleated pants, he couldn’t escape the air of a coal miner, which he was. He had a thick, black beard that reached his chest and the slight hunch that many miners developed from working in mine shafts with low clearances. His position with the local wasn’t a full-time job. He still worked in the mines when they were open, although he probably wanted to advance to a position that took him above ground. 

“Thanks for coming out tonight, everyone.” Kilpatrick said. “I know it’s a Friday night, and you would rather be out having some fun, but we have some important things to talk about. I’ll let Paul explain it to you.”

Paul Tomlinson stood up. He had replaced Harvey Thomas as the union organizer in the area when the strike started. Matt thought that must mean something, but he wasn’t sure what. Unlike Kilpatrick, Tomlinson didn’t look like a miner. He reminded Matt of a banker or a huckster. 

Paul adjusted his sports coat and said, “Some of you know
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