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This book is dedicated to
 WINIFRED


(affectionately known as Winnie)


 


She is my constant companion, my guardian,
 my faithful friend.
 She also eats my leftovers.



Another Annabel Lee


We came here in the dark of night,


Another step in our constant flight.


In secrecy we packed and fled.


“One last move,” my father said.


I woke at dawn to sunlight streaming,


Looked down the slope to the river’s gleaming.


A wooded glen, a pasture green,


The calmest place I’d ever seen.


Though my name is Annabel Lee,


I yearn for no “kingdom by the sea.”


I want to stay here, quiet and still,


And make my home high on a hill.


And if “a love that is more than a love”


Should find me ’neath this sky above,


I’ll rejoice in it with a heart that’s free


And take from each day its own poetry.


—F.S.I.



Prologue


HE KNEW THE INSTANT THE MEN APPEARED out of the river fog and blocked his way that he was in trouble. At the time it didn’t occur to him that their intentions were not to rob him but to kill him. He braced his hands on his hips and, with a sneer on his face, waited. None of the three spoke or made a move toward him.


He had been foolish to linger with his friend until after midnight. He had enjoyed the conversation and sipping a legal wine called Vine-Glo—grape juice that, when put in the cellar and nursed for sixty days, turned into wine that was fifteen percent alcohol. More time had passed than he had realized.


He peered through the fog at the men confronting him: one tall, one short and stocky, the other one a mere boy. All wore the look of experienced brawlers. Their caps were set at an angle, their feet spread wide to give an impression of immovability.


This was obviously not an accidental meeting. They had been waiting for him; waiting before confronting him until he was a good distance from the house of his friend and in an area fronting the river and boxed in by a warehouse and boat sheds.


“I’m not a bit surprised that ya come in packs of three, being the cowards ya are,” the man taunted the silent, ominous ruffians.


He would not let them know that he was not at all as sure of the outcome of this set-to as he pretended. He was confident he could hold his own with one or two of them. But three was another matter. When the attack came, he would have to dispose of the third one right at the start to partially even the odds.


“Varmints.” He shook his head in a gesture of disdain. “Varmints who attack in packs.”


Still none of the three uttered a word. He heard nothing but the gurgling splash of a fish in the river and the faintest murmur of the wind in the pines. Then, in the far distance, the sound of a motorcar reached him and the barking of an excited dog. The night was impenetrably black. The fog that had settled down along the river shut out the sky and the earth beneath it.


He stared at the silent men, suddenly oppressed by a sense of unreality. For years he had expected this. He’d had his share of barroom brawls; this was not a brawl, but a serious life-and-death matter. These men were cold sober and intent on doing him in. It was apparent in their stance and their silence.


His eyes settled on the man in the middle, the big one with wide shoulders and long arms. He couldn’t see the face clearly, but he could see that the man was in his prime and built like an oak tree. He would be the one to take down.


“Is there a one among you with the guts to take me on man to man?”


He felt a sudden, vast impatience. He knew that if they did not kill him they would cripple him so that he would be of no use to himself or to anyone else. The only chance he had, and it was a slim one, of leaving this spot alive was in his pocket. His fingers curled around the brass knuckles. They were a weak defense against three men, but they were all he had. He cursed himself for not being better prepared.


“Who is the cowardly son-of-a-bitch who sent you? At least you owe me that.”


The younger man let out a giggle, which was cut short by the jab of an elbow. Without even turning his head, the middle man had moved his arm swiftly.


“Bastards! What are you waiting for? Make your move or get the hell outta my way.”


Nothing. Not a sound from any of them.


They were playing with him now. Well, hell, he might as well get it over with.


He lowered his head and charged the man in the middle, boring in, driving, stomping on insteps when he got close. He swung the fist with the brass knuckles at the face of the short man standing next to him, connected with flesh and heard him yell. He took a blow to the side of his head as his other hand grabbed the sex of the man he had butted and held on, twisting, pulling, squeezing.


He felt no pain, but suddenly the strength went from his arms, his legs. He felt himself sagging to the ground and a black cloud of darkness settling over him.


“Annabel,” he whispered, drifting in and out of consciousness. He was vaguely aware of hands on him, probing, searching his pockets.


Annalee. It was his last thought as he was lifted from the riverbank and tossed into the roiling waters. The strong current of the mighty Mississippi seized his body and carried it downriver with the rest of the floating debris that rode the muddy waters.



Chapter 1


Henderson, Missouri, 1925


SHE HAD NOT SEEN THE HOUSE IN THE DAYLIGHT, as they had moved in in the middle of the night. But she knew that it was high on a hill and as remote as all the other places where they had lived during the past five years.


“I know ye’re disappointed to be movin’ again, darlin’, but this time we be stayin’ for a while.”


“It’s all right, Papa. I’m just tired.”


“Boone and Spinner will be bringin’ in the furniture and helpin’ ya get settled.”


“Are you leaving?”


“I’ll be back by noon tomorrow.” He put his arm across her shoulders. The lamplight shone on his worried face as he peered into hers. “Ye’re not afraid, are ye?”


“No,” she said with a tired heave of her shoulders. “I’m not afraid.”


“Boone and Spinner will be here and ye’re not to be worryin’. Boone will be keepin’ a sharp lookout.”


“Why should he do that?” she asked sharply. “Are you expecting someone?”


“No. I’d not leave ya if I thought that there would be the slightest chance that ya’d be in any danger. Look over the house and see where you want things put. Boone will be settin’ up yer bed.”


An hour later Annabel lay in her bed with the covers pulled up to her chin and listened to the sounds of the men unloading the furniture from the two trucks. They worked without speaking, but one time she heard one of them swear.


“Dammit to hell! This cabinet’s heavy!”


“Ain’t as heavy as them boxes with the jars of canned stuff and that damned iron cookstove.”


“Horse hockey! The dang icebox ain’t no feather bed.”


Annabel gazed out the window at the star-studded sky and tried to count the number of times she and her father had moved since her mother’s death back in 1920. She knew the moves were necessitated by the circumstances of her father’s business.


Soon we’ll be havin’ enough money to buy a fine house and ya can live in style. I always wanted it for yer mother but couldn’t swing it while she was alive. But I’ll get it for ya. I swear that I’ll get it for ya.


Her father’s words echoed in her head.


I don’t have to live in style to be happy. I want to live in a place long enough to feel that I belong somewhere.


How could she make him understand? He was one of ten children born to a poor couple who had carried the stigma of “poor Irish trash.” Hard work had sent them to an early grave. Murphy was determined that that would not happen to him or to his daughter. He knew the risks he was taking. The federal marshals would love to get their hands on him.


Annabel had told him a hundred times that she would rather be dirt poor with him than rich without him. What would she do if something happened to him? There was money put away so that she would be able to get by; her father had seen to that. But she would be without another person in the world to care if she lived or died, except maybe Boone.


Annabel drifted off to sleep worrying, as she had done almost every night since she was sixteen years old, about what tomorrow would bring.


The house looked better in the morning light, even though it was badly in need of a paint job. It was a frame building with four large rooms, a loft, a small porch stretching across the front and one in the back. From the porch Annabel could see not only the winding road going south to Henderson, but in the distance, over the treetops, a portion of the mighty Mississippi River. Behind the house, beyond the barn, a shed and another ramshackle building, was a thick forest of trees.


The two trucks that had transported their belongings from Ashton to north of Henderson were nowhere in sight, nor were Boone and Spinner. While she slept, their furniture had been put in place. Her kitchen cabinet was set up against the wall, and the boxes containing dishes, utensils and food were sitting on the big square table waiting for her to sort and put in their proper places. A bucket of fresh water sat on the wash bench beside the door. She had no doubt that her father’s bed and bureau were already in the other bedroom.


As she was getting out of bed, she had heard the chimes on her clock striking the hour. It was a comforting, familiar sound. Knowing how much she treasured the clock, Boone would have put it in its regular place on the library table, leveled it, set the correct time and started the pendulum swinging.


Sighing and not relishing the job ahead, Annabel dressed and slipped her feet into her shoes. When she went to the kitchen, she carried with her the oval framed mirror from her bedroom and hung it over the wash bench.


Looking at herself critically, she saw a woman who had celebrated her twenty-first birthday last Christmas day. Her dark brown wavy hair was cut to just below her jawline, one side held back with a silver barrette. She thought that her green eyes, large and thick-lashed, were probably her most attractive feature. She was unaware that her mouth, with its short upper lip and full lower one that tilted up at the corners when she smiled, had caused many a man’s eyes to follow her.


Annabel had resigned herself long ago to the fact that she was not a beauty, but she also remembered her mother saying that beauty lay mostly in expression and attitude, not God-given structure.


The cookstove had been set up in the large square kitchen and the chimney fitted into place. Boone had started a fire and the coffeepot was sending up a delicious fragrance of freshly ground coffee beans. The doors of the empty icebox stood open. Annabel washed in the warm water from the reservoir before she combed her hair and helped herself to the coffee from the granite pot.


“Mornin’, girl.”


Annabel glanced toward the back door. The man with the dark stubble of beard on his face was the only person in the world, other than her father, who she was sure truly cared about her. Spinner, she knew, was fond of her but, unlike Boone, kept his feelings to himself.


“Morning, Boone. Have you had breakfast?”


“Me’n Spinner had a bite or two. If ya want anythin’, we’ll be in the shed.”


“Did I see horses behind the barn?”


“Yeah. The mare’s real gentle.”


“Maybe I can ride her … later.”


“No reason why not.”


“How far are we from Henderson, Boone?”


“Probably five miles as the crow flies. Ya wantin’ to get somethin’ from town?”


“Not just now. Later I’ll need some groceries and ice.”


Long before noon, the kitchen was organized and Annabel was ready to cook a meal. It would take a while for her to get used to the arrangement in the kitchen. It was much larger than the one in the house they had lived in for the past eight months.


At noon her father returned and following him was a truck loaded with hay. He stopped his car beside the house, got out and waved the driver of the truck on toward the barn.


He came into the kitchen, looked around and smiled.


“You’re a wonder, darlin’. You’re already settled in.”


Murphy Lee Donovan was a handsome man in his late forties. He was slightly taller than average, built solidly, with a head of thick dark hair. He didn’t mind hardship or discomfort. The only things in the world he loved were his daughter Annabel and, to a lesser degree, outwitting the revenue agents. It was a game to him. He sometimes wondered if he would play at it even if there weren’t a great deal of money involved.


“Whose horses are those out there, Papa?”


“Ours. I’ve brought hay for them. I’ll be in as soon as I help unload. The driver wants to get back.”


The words were unspoken between Annabel and her father, but she knew that beneath the false bottom of the truck was a load of whiskey that had come down the river from Canada. Murphy Donovan was just one of a half dozen men along the river who warehoused the illegal liquor until it was dispensed to the bars and speakeasies throughout the states of Missouri and Illinois.


Annabel knew the reason for the horses was that they would need hay, and the hay would cover a load of liquor.


Murphy was too clever to store the contraband here at the farm. A couple of cases would be left in the barn to act as a diversion should the marshals arrive. Finding it would lead them to believe Murphy was a small-time trafficker, and after disposing of it, they would be on their way. The bulk of the load would be stored in a cave or an underground storm cellar with a hidden door.


“Are the horses broken to ride?” Annabel asked as her father turned to go out the door.


“Gentle enough for you, darlin’. Just make sure Boone goes with you so you won’t get lost.” Murphy still, on occasion, reverted to the lilting brogue of his Irish parents.


Her father’s dangerous business was never far from Annabel’s mind. Murphy knew that what he was doing was illegal, but he sincerely did not believe that it was wrong.


“Darlin’, the government ain’t got no right to be tellin’ folks what they can drink and what they can’t. Prohibition is a stupid law. It can’t last,” he had said time and time again. “Folks is goin’ to be havin’ their drinks one way or the other. ‘Tis best they be drinkin’ fine liquor than swillin’ moonshine made from rotten potatoes.”


“But it’s against the law and I’m afraid you’ll be caught.”


“Don’t worry your pretty head, darlin’. I’m not hurtin’ anybody or stealin’ from them. How can it be wrong to help some poor workin’ devil ease the ache in his back with a glass of spirits at the end of the day?”


Annabel had heard the same argument over and over, and now it was seldom mentioned. Now and then her father drank some of the alcohol he distributed, but she had never seen him really drunk. He was generous to the men who worked for him and protective of her. She could have anything she asked for that he was able to give to her. She was careful, however, not to ask for anything except the necessities.


The things she longed for he could not give her at this time. She was lonely and yearned for friends. The few young people she knew back in Ashton, where they had lived before moving here, had been friendly, but she’d had to keep them at a distance for fear they would grow curious about her father’s activities.


In her mind she considered this a holding period in her life. She was waiting for her father to do what he promised, give up this dangerous business when he had enough money to set them up in a house. It was hard to remember now that when she was younger and her mother was still alive, they had lived in Duluth, Minnesota, and her father had worked on the big ships that hauled freight on Lake Superior.


One morning, a week after they had moved to the house on the hill, Murphy told Annabel to be ready in half an hour if she wanted to go to town. She was ready in fifteen minutes and climbed happily into the car when Murphy brought it around to the front of the house.


“Ya know what ya want from town?”


“Of course. I’ve been making a list.”


A light breeze was blowing from the south. Annabel held on to the brim of her small hat and enjoyed the feel of the wind in her face.


“We have neighbors,” she exclaimed when they passed a crooked lane leading to a house set far back in the woods.


“There’s no one there ya be wantin’ to know,” Murphy replied sharply. “I wasn’t told they were there when I bought the place.”


“Why wouldn’t I want to know them? It would be nice to have neighbors.”


“’Cause they’re hill trash, that’s why.” His mouth snapped shut, and Annabel knew he didn’t want any more questions about them.


Henderson was a quaint village on the banks of the Mississippi River, with white picket fences and cobblestone streets. A white church spire rose high above the town. Murphy parked the car in front of the mercantile. Annabel went into the store while he walked on down the street to the barbershop. The man behind the counter greeted her with a friendly smile.


“Mornin’, ma’am.”


“Morning. I have a list for you to fill.” She placed a sheet of ruled paper on the counter. “Do you know where in town I can buy gramophone needles and violin strings?”


“I have the needles and maybe you can get the violin strings from Arnold Potter down the street at the drugstore. He’s the conductor of our municipal band and he might keep a few on hand.”


“Thank you.”


“Play, do ya?”


“For my own amusement.”


“Arnold will latch on to ya right quick.” The store-keeper’s eyes twinkled when he laughed, and his belly jiggled beneath the apron tied about his ample waist. “He’s the beatin’est man for music. Lives for it.”


“I enjoy it myself.”


“I … ah, ain’t heard of any new folks movin’ to town.”


“My father bought the Miller place five miles north of here.”


“Ah … the Miller place. Ah … hummm. Not much land there if he’s goin’ to farm.” The man stuck out his hand. “Luther Hogg.”


“Annabel Donovan.” She put her hand in his. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Hogg. Add a package of gramophone needles to my list. I’ll be back as soon as I see Mr. Potter about the violin strings.”


Arnold Potter was a man with a head of thick white hair and equally white eyebrows and mustache. He was as curious as Mr. Hogg about a stranger in town; and after Annabel told him about moving to the farm, she asked about the violin strings. Mr. Potter’s blue eyes sparkled as they talked about music. He spoke at length about his band and he eyed, with pleasure, the slim girl in the blue cotton dress and the small-brimmed hat.


“I’d be most pleased to have you audition, my dear.”


“Thank you, but I’ve never played with a band. I was taught by my mother and play only for my own amusement.”


“We have a concert Sunday afternoon in the city park,” he said while accepting the money for the violin strings, then added, “Need rosin for your bow?”


“No, thank you. I have some.”


“I’ll look for you at the concert,” he said as she went out the door.


Annabel crossed back to the mercantile. Mr. Hogg had just finished setting the items on her list on the counter and was totaling the bill.


“Did Arnold have the strings?” he asked.


“He did. Thank you for sending me to him.”


Mr. Hogg chuckled. “Bet he talked your arm off.”


“Yes, sir.” Annabel smiled. “He got pretty wound up talking about his band.”


The bell on the screen door tinkled when Murphy came into the store. He spied Annabel and came to the counter.


“Find everything you need?” he asked, pronouncing the words carefully lest his Irish accent show.


Annabel nodded. “Papa, meet Mr. Hogg. Sir, this is my father, Murphy Donovan.”


“Howdy.” After the two men shook hands, Murphy spoke to Annabel.


“Look around, darlin’, and see if there’s anythin’ you want on that table of dress goods over there. I’ll be here gettin’ acquainted with Mr. Hogg.”


Annabel moved to the other side of the store and sifted through the bolts of material. She found a blue-and-white-checked gingham she could use to make a curtain for the kitchen door and the bottom half of the two kitchen windows. The ones she had brought from the other house would do for the top panes.


While she spread out the cloth to examine it she noticed that her father had moved close to Mr. Hogg and that they were deep in conversation. She lingered at the table of lace, ribbons and buttons, allowing them time to visit, then selected a spool of thread from the thread cabinet. As she approached with the bolt of material, Murphy stepped back.


“Find somethin’?”


“Curtain material. How much is it, Mr. Hogg?”


“Twelve and a half cents a yard, miss. It’s top quality. There’s some five-cent goods over there, but I can’t guarantee the colors won’t run.”


“I’ll need four yards. That’d be half a dollar. I’ll look at the cheaper—”


Murphy lifted the bolt from her hand. “She wants this.”


“But Papa—”


“No buts, darlin’.”


Mr. Hogg unrolled the material from the bolt and measured it against the notches carved along the counter.


“I’ll give ya good measure, Miss Donovan.”


“Thank you.”


“I’ll load this and be back in to pay.” Murphy picked up a box and carried it out to the car.


On the way out of town, Murphy told Annabel that he was leaving that afternoon and wouldn’t be back for a week or ten days.


“Boone will be here,” he said when she turned to look at him.


“Boone isn’t you, Papa.”


“I’m hopin’ this’ll be the last year, darlin’. Maybe then we can buy a house in St. Louis.” When Annabel didn’t say anything, he continued, “In the city ya can be the lady ya are; go to shows, parties, and maybe meet a nice young doctor or lawyer …” His voice trailed when Annabel laughed.


“You’re the limit,” she teased. “You know I would be perfectly content to live in a town like Henderson. I’m not the type for parties or meeting nice young doctors or lawyers.”


“Ya be thinkin’ ye’re not good enough?” His voice rose in irritation. “Yer blood is good as any in the whole damn country. Yer mother was a fine woman—”


“Calm down. I didn’t mean that. I meant that I’m not interested in that kind of social life. I saw enough of the jockeying around among the husband-hunting crowd in school to convince me that I’ll never do it.”


“I want ya to be havin’ a home and a man to care for ya.”


“I’d hitch with a doctor or lawyer about like a donkey would hitch with a Tennessee walking horse.”


“Which bein’ the donkey?” A scowl covered Murphy’s face.


“Not me, Papa.” Annabel’s eyes teased him.


He drove another mile before he spoke again.


“I ain’t goin’ to always be here, darlin’.”


“I worry about you being in this dangerous business.”


“It won’t be for much longer.”


They passed the lane leading to their closest neighbors. Clothes were flapping on the line and a flock of white chickens searched for tidbits in the grass around the house. A woman wearing a bib apron stood at the corner of the house and watched them pass.


“I’m thinkin’ I shoulda put ya in a boardinghouse somewhere.”


“Papa, you forget I’m a grown woman. If you put me in a boardinghouse, I’d not stay. I want to be where you are.”


Not another word was said until he stopped the car beside the back door.


“I’ll have a word with Boone before I carry in what we brought from the store.”


After the noon meal, Murphy took his suitcase to the car, then went to the barn, where he spoke at length with Boone before he came back to the stoop where Annabel waited.


“Boone or Spinner will be here. Ya got the pistol if ya should be needin’ it.”


“I’ll be all right. Don’t worry.”


Murphy pulled out the choke, stepped on the starter and the motor started. The powerful engine rocked the car. Murphy adjusted the throttle and put his hand out the window to clasp hers.


“’Bye, Papa. Be careful.”


Murphy squeezed her hand and drove away.


Annabel walked around the house and watched the car until it was out of sight. Then loneliness settled over her like a dark cloak. She went up onto the front porch and sat down in the porch swing. The worry was always there. Whenever he left, she always feared that he would never come back.


She heard the jingle of harness before a wagon pulled by two large mules came from the back of the house with Spinner on the seat. He was a tall, thin man with a face that reminded Annabel of a hound dog, and he had the disposition of one: He was kind, gentle and was silent unless he were riled about something.


Boone came from around the house and stood with his hands on his hips, watching the wagon go down the lane the car had traveled just minutes before. He turned to put a booted foot on the edge of the porch.


“Boone, will we be here long enough for me to plant a garden?”


“Should be. Want me to dig ya a spot?”


“Whoever lived here before had a garden south of the house. I wish I had some chickens to tend.”


“That’s easy. I’ll get ya some.”


“We don’t have a pen. A fox would be sure to get them.” “That’s easy too. I’ll throw up some wire next to the shed.”


Annabel judged Boone to be only a few years younger than her father and an inch or so shorter. He had crisp black hair, a stubble of black beard and black eyes. She had seen his face cleanly shaven only one time during the years she had known him. At that time she had asked him why he let it be covered with the whiskers. His reply was that he didn’t have time to shave every day.


“Papa said to tell you if I wanted anything. Well …” She paused and smiled at him. “I want a cow to milk and … some hogs.” Her eyes teased him.


“Whoa, now. Ain’t no smiles ever goin’ to get me to get ya any hogs. A cow … maybe.”


“I’d feel more settled here with chickens and a cow. But when we move, I’ll hate to go off and leave them.”


“It ain’t been easy for ya, movin’ ever’ whip stitch. This ain’t a business for a family man.”


“I wish Papa would give it up.”


“He’s thinkin’ on it.”


“It’s what he says every time I ask him.”


“Keep askin’. Maybe he’ll do it.”


“Boone, do you know the people who live down the road?”


“What’s to know about them?”


“Papa said they were hill trash and not anyone I’d want to know.”


“He’s … ‘bout right. They got a still up in the hills.”


“They? I saw a woman standing in the yard.”


“Three brothers live there. I don’t know if the woman is a sister or a wife to one of them.”


“It would’ve been nice to have a neighbor.”


Boone had come onto the porch and was relaxing against the side of the door, his hands tucked beneath his armpits.


“I’ve seen them watchin’ us. If one comes ‘round here at night, he’ll get a load of buckshot.” He shoved himself away from the wall and went to the edge of the porch. “I better shake a leg. Got thin’s to do.”


“I got dried peaches while we were in town. I’ll make a peach cobbler for supper. We need cheering up.” Annabel slid from the swing.


Boone’s quick laugh broke with throaty vibrancy and his dark eyes shone with admiration.


“I can’t think of a better way to do it than tyin’ into a peach cobbler.”


Boone was good company. He amused her during supper and while she washed the dishes with tales of his lumberjack days in Michigan. When the kitchen was tidy once again, they went to the parlor. She took her violin from its case, and Boone settled back in a big leather chair. She played for him but mostly for herself. An hour passed as she filled the room with music. Boone could have sat there all night and was sorry when she put the instrument back in the case.


He patted her on the shoulder and went to his sleeping quarters in the barn.


Annabel sighed and went to bed.



Chapter 2


BOONE, DO I DARE LET THEM OUT?” Annabel proudly watched a dozen big white hens and the cocky rooster strut inside the tight fence.


“I think so. Spread some of that chicken feed around. They’ll not wander far from the feed.”


“Here, chicky, chicky—” Annabel pulled back the section of the fence used as a gate and threw out a handful of feed from the bucket she carried. She laughed with delight when the rooster, exerting his dominance over the hens, marched out of the opening first and began to cram himself with the unexpected offering scattered in the grass.


“Thank you, Boone.” She smiled lovingly. “When will we get eggs?”


“It ain’t ort to be long. The man said there was some good layers in the bunch.”


“I’m going to name him Peter the Great.”


“Who’re you namin’ that?”


“The rooster. Peter the Great was big, almost seven feet tall. And he was rude and arrogant like that rooster.”


“Never heard of him.”


“He was the czar of Russia back in the early 1700s.”


Boone snorted. “One of my history teachers in school was fascinated by Russian history. She sat on her desk and told us stories about Peter the Great. When he went to France, he jumped from his carriage and picked up King Louis the Fifteenth, who was a child, and kissed him. The French about had heart attacks. No one was ever allowed to touch the king, but Peter, in his arrogance, didn’t care about that.”


Annabel saw the bemused look on Boone’s face and, realizing the subject was of no interest to him, changed it.


“What do you think Papa will say about the cow?”


“He’ll snort. I’ll get ‘er in the mornin’. Spinner will be here. I’ll ride in and lead her back. It’ll be a slow walk.”


“It’ll be a long walk for the poor thing.”


“I’ll stop and let her rest now and then.”


“It’s going to be grand having fresh milk and eggs.”


“And a chicken once in a while.”


“Not one of my hens!” Annabel glanced at Boone and saw the teasing look in his eyes. “You’ll have to teach me to milk, Boone.”


“Yore pa won’t be wantin’ ya milkin’. He’s wantin’ ya to be givin’ teas and such.”


“I want to learn to milk my cow. What color is she?”


Boone’s answering chuckle was dry. “Color? Hell … I reckon she’s brown.”


Annabel’s eyes shone with enjoyment and Boone thought once again that Murphy should get out of business and give the girl the home she deserved.


“Did I say thank you, Boone?”


“’Bout ten times, but ya can thank me again tonight by playin’ some more tunes on your fiddle.”


The boy had a terrible pain in his head when he woke up, lying on the bank of a small stream. He hurt all over: back, legs, arms, hands. When he was able to sit up and look around, he saw an old man squatting with his back to a tree. He also saw what was left of his measly possessions strewn near him. The old man got up and began stuffing them in the bag that lay nearby. He picked up a sheet of paper that had been wadded up and tossed aside.


“While ya was sleepin’, some fellers went through yore stuff. This’s yores. They couldn’t read it.” He put the paper in the bag. “I saw ya sleepin’ here, boy. Soon as ya can, ya best get on down the road. This ain’t a good place to be sleepin’.”


Jack looked at him with a dazed expression on his face, then bent over and vomited. When he straightened up, he could scarcely focus his eyes.


“I … don’t feel good.”


“Looks like ya got the chill fever, boy. Don’t stay ‘round here. Go on, now. Find ya a place and hole up till yo’re feelin’ better. They took yore grub, but here’s some bread and dried deer meat to tide ya over.”


“Thanks,” he muttered and rose unsteadily to his feet. He held on to a sapling and waited until the trees stopped dancing before his eyes, then staggered away.


He spent the next couple of days in a field south of Henderson, sleeping in a haystack and nursing his aching head. Hunger had forced him to forage in a garden at night to find food. He had considered asking for work in Henderson; but he was weak, and he feared bones in his left hand had been broken when a crate fell on it while he was helping unload a barge a few days ago. There wasn’t much he would be able to do in the way of earning money.


After leaving the hayfield this morning, Jack had made his way to the riverbank and sat throughout the day watching the water roll by and wondering what he was going to do. He was broke and weak and a long way from home. Tears of despair filled his eyes. Refusing to acknowledge them, he let them run unchecked down his cheeks.


From his bag he took out the letter the old man had rescued and read it again.


Dear Jack,


It has been a long time since we last heard from you and I’m not even sure this letter will reach you. I wish you would write more often. I’ve been worried and Evan is threatening to come and fetch you home.


The crops are in. Evan bought a gasoline tractor. He is like a kid with a new toy. When he isn’t playing with his son, he’s tinkering with that machine. Jacob was a year old last Wednesday and starting to walk. I wish you could see him. Papa says he looks like you when you were little, but he has his father’s blond hair.


Corbin has quit his job as police chief. He’s gone to see his folk in Springfield, but says he’ll be back.


Joy keeps asking when you’re coming home. She will start school next year if I can get her to go and leave the baby. She thinks that he will be lonesome without her.


I’m sorry you didn’t make the baseball team but there will be other chances to try out. The traveling league will be back this summer. Come home and play on the town team.


We are all well and happy here, but, Jack, we miss you. Our family is not complete without you. Please come home. It’s been almost a year since we’ve seen you. Papa is worried about you too.


If you’re not ready to come home, write and let us know that you are all right.


 


Your loving sister,


Julie


 


When he finished reading the letter, he folded it and carefully put it in his shirt pocket.


I’m sorry for your worry, Sis. I’d write, but I don’t even have the two cents to buy a stamp.


Knowing that he had to move, Jack got slowly to his feet, lifted his bag to his shoulder and left the riverbank. He hurt in a hundred different places and worried that he was in no condition to protect himself if he was set upon.


Trying to ignore the hunger pangs in his stomach, he put one foot in front of the other as he trudged down the dusty road. He was determined to get as far from Henderson as possible before he found a spot for the night. The cloth sack he carried on his shoulder held the sum total of his possessions. It was much lighter than it had been a few days ago before his blanket, his food, his baseball and his leather mitt had been stolen.


Twilight had darkened into night. The moon, made dim by a thin layer of rain clouds, rose over the treetops. The road Jack traveled was bounded by woods on one side and a field on the other. Just beyond the woods was the mighty Mississippi River. He knew that he had to eat, sleep, drink water and stay as far away from people as possible until he was sure he was strong enough to protect himself.


He was so tired he could hardly move when he left the road and slogged into a patch of wild chokecherry bushes. He eased the bag from his shoulder and sank wearily down on the ground. Seeing a faint light coming from a house set on a hill above the road comforted him. He didn’t feel quite so alone.


Digging into his bag, he foraged for the green onions, radishes and green beans he had gleaned from a garden last night and washed this morning in the stream. He had picked a few wild strawberries that grew back from that stream to stave off his hunger. He thought longingly of the rabbit he had seen that morning. He had been tempted to try to knock it down with a rock until it occurred to him that he didn’t have a way to cook it.


Leaning on one elbow, Jack looked at the house across the road and up the hill. The faint light glowed from one of the windows. Was the woman of the house making supper? About this time Julie would be cooking for Evan and Joy. Eudora would be preparing a meal for Pa, Jason and Jill. They would sit at the table and talk about the happenings of the day. He thought about his brother Joe, who found enjoyment in almost everything, and wished he were here with him.


Jack chewed on the radishes and the green beans and washed the raw vegetables down with water from the fruit jar he carried in his bag. He had discovered that if he drank a lot of water he wasn’t quite so hungry.


When the sound of music drifted down to him on the evening breeze, he was startled. It was so hauntingly beautiful and so unexpected that it frightened him. He got to his feet. The melody must be coming from the house on the hill. He went to the edge of the road to listen. Someone was playing a violin. The tune was an Irish song that he had heard many times on Evan’s gramophone. He couldn’t remember the name of the tune, but he knew it was being played by someone who loved to play the instrument.


In awe, he gazed up the hill. The music seemed to surround him. He stood there, even when intermittent raindrops began to fall, only vaguely aware of the ache in his back and in his legs. When the music stopped after a series of fast tunes that ended with “Over There,” the song made popular during the war, he waited for a long while beside the road before he went back to the nest he had made for himself amid the chokecherry bushes.


Lying down with his canvas bag over his head and shoulders to shield them from the rain, he let his misery flow through him. For the first time since he was a small child, he allowed himself to cry. He was eighteen years old and wished fervently that he were a child again back in the farmhouse on the edge of Fertile with the family who cared about him. His sister Julie would be fussing over him and urging him to drink hot tea. Joe, his older brother, would tell him to not worry about his chores, that he would take care of them. And little Joy would want to sit beside him holding his hand.


Throughout the miserable night Jack huddled beneath the bushes. When dawn lit the eastern sky, he was shivering almost uncontrollably. Hurt and sick, he realized that as much as he hated to do it, he was going to have to ask for help.


Annabel was checking on the biscuits in the oven when she heard a rap on the door. Sure that it was Boone or Spinner, she called out, “Come on in.”


A minute later the rap came again and, thinking she had latched the screen, she went through the front room to the door. A man stood there, his arms outstretched to brace himself against the house.


“Ma’am …”


“Yes?”


“Ma’am, I … hate to trouble you, but …”


Annabel, seeing the fuzz on his cheeks, realized that he was little more than a boy. His face was thin, his cheeks sunken, his eyes feverish. She pushed open the screen door and went out onto the porch.


“I apologize for my appearance …”


“What is the matter? Are you sick?” she said.


“Oh, I … ah … yes, ma’am. I got a touch of something. I’m sure it’s not catching. I’d be obliged for a bite to eat. I’ll work …” His voice trailed because his head was swimming and he was so weak he was afraid he’d cry.


“You’re sick!”


“Yes, ma’am, but I’d be all right if I had—”


“Come over here and sit down in the swing.”


He left his sack on the floor beside the door, went to the swing and sank down as if his legs wouldn’t hold him for another minute. Annabel followed and placed the back of her hand on his forehead.


“You’ve got a fever and your … clothes are wet. Did you sleep out in the rain last night?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Sit here. I’ll be right back.”


Annabel went through the house, stopped in the kitchen to take the biscuits from the oven and hurried out the back door. Boone came out of the barn as she was crossing the yard.


“Boone, there’s a boy on the porch and … he’s sick.”


“Whata ya mean?” Boone quickened his steps.


“What I said. He’s sick. He slept out in the rain last night. He needs help.”


Annabel had to hurry to keep up with Boone’s long strides as he headed for the house. They came around the corner to see that the boy was resting his head on the wooden arm of the porch swing. Jack’s eyes were closed, but they opened as soon as Boone touched his shoulder. They were glassy and feverish.


“Pa? Am I home?”


“Oh, Boone! He’s out of his head. We’ve got to get him into the house.”


“Hold on, girl. I got to see if he’s got any spots on him. He could have the scarlet fever or somethin’ else catchin’.”


Jack didn’t seem to notice when Boone opened his shirt and looked at his chest and shoulders.


“I’d say some bones in that hand is broke,” Boone said when he saw Jack’s swollen left hand. “Don’t reckon he’s got anythin’ catchin’. Don’t see any spots. I’ll take him to the barn.”


“He’s just a boy. Put him on Papa’s bed for now.”


“Papa?” Jack’s whisper came through his puffed lips.


“He can’t stay in here.”


“Why not? There isn’t a place for him in the barn and we can’t turn him away.”


“It ain’t decent you bein’ in here with him.”


“Fiddle, Boone. You think I can’t hold my own with a sick boy? Put him on Papa’s bed.” Annabel went to hold open the screen door.


“Can you stand up, boy?” Boone hooked his hand beneath Jack’s arm and helped him to his feet. Jack’s legs stiffened and he tried to remain upright, but he sagged against Boone.


“I’m sick, Pa. …”


“Yeah, ya are, boy.”


Jack wasn’t what you would call big. He was average height, stocky. Almost dead weight, he put a strain on Boone as Boone tried to get him into the house. Annabel pulled back the quilt she used as a spread on her father’s bed and Boone eased the boy down to sit on the side.


“Shouldn’t we get him to a doctor?” Annabel asked.


“We’ll see about that later. First thing is to get him out of these wet clothes.” Boone unlaced Jack’s shoes and pulled them off.


“I’ll get one of Papa’s union suits.”


“Then go fix up a toddy.”


“Whiskey toddy?”


“Like the one you fixed when Spinner came down with influenza.”


“Do you think he’s got … that?”


“I don’t be knowin’ what he’s got.”


Annabel placed the union suit on the end of the bed, went to the kitchen and reached for the bottle of whiskey they kept for toddies. In a heavy cup she put several spoonsful of the fiery liquid, added a dab of butter and a spoonful of sugar, then filled the cup with water from the teakettle on the stove.


She stood outside the bedroom until Boone told her to come in. He had stripped the boy and put him in the union suit. His wet clothes lay in a heap on the floor. As she came in, Boone was easing him down into the bed.


Boone pulled a cover up over Jack’s shoulders. “Got to get him warm.”


“Can you prop his head up? I’ll spoon this into his mouth.”


The breakfast biscuits were cold by the time they were finished with Jack and had left him to sleep. Annabel put the pan back in the oven and pulled the skillet of gravy over the flame.


“Who do you suppose he is? He was polite when he asked for something to eat. He said he would work, but I knew right away that he was in no shape to do that.”


“He’s a well-muscled kid. Ain’t got a dime.”


“Will he be all right?”


“I’m thinkin’ he will. That slug of whiskey put him to sleep. When he wakes, ya can feed him, and in a day or two he’ll be on his way.”


“Are you going to get the cow today?”


“When Spinner gets here.” Boone spooned gravy over the biscuits he had split and put on his plate.


“Where did he go?” Annabel asked with her back to him.


“Spinner? He went to buy some fence posts.” Boone answered her with his eyes on his plate.


“Boone, you and Papa must think I’m dumb as a cob,” Annabel said with spirit. “I know he went to get a load of booze and take it to wherever you keep it stashed away.”


“Then why’d ya ask?”


“Because sometimes I like to see you squirm while thinking of a lie to tell me.”


Boone looked up, and his black eyes met hers. “The less ya know, the better it’ll be for ya.”


“When you and Papa are caught?”


“A smart girl what knows ‘bout czars of Russia and stuff like that ought to figure it out.”


“Oh, Boone, I worry all the time that something will happen to Papa and … you. Why don’t you do something else?”


“Money. Murphy’s good at this and he’s got connections. He’ll quit when he’s got enough money.”


“No one ever has enough money. The richest men in the world are still grubbing for more.” Her large green eyes met his and refused to look away. “Where did Spinner go?” she asked again.


“He met a barge and took a load up to a cave in the bluffs.”


“Well, at last I’m getting a straight answer. Aren’t you afraid the Feds or someone roaming around in the hills will find it?”


“There’s a charge set. If anyone gets close, we’ll blow it. Now sit and eat and stop worryin’ ‘bout somethin’ ya can’t do nothin’ ‘bout.”



Chapter 3


ANNABEL WAS HANGING JACK’S WET CLOTHES on the line when Spinner drove the wagon up the lane to the house.


“Come have breakfast, Spinner,” she called.


He nodded as he passed and drove the team on around behind the barn.


An extremely shy man, Spinner stayed away from the house as much as possible. He was tall, with a hooked nose and a mouth that looked too wide for his narrow face. Annabel didn’t know much about his background except that he must have been raised on a farm because he was very knowledgeable about horses and mules. She didn’t know if he had a family or even where he was from.


Annabel liked him, though. From the deep lines in his face she guessed that sometime in his younger years he had suffered immense pain. He seldom smiled and she had never heard him laugh in all the years he had worked for her father.


Boone, on the other hand, was like a favorite uncle. It was while working on riverboats that he had met Murphy, and they had been fast friends for ten years or more. She remembered how Boone had grieved with her and her father when her mother died. He had never married, as far as she knew, and had spent the earlier part of his life in logging camps. He spoke with fondness of his sister and her family who lived in Minnesota.


Annabel picked up the letter she had taken from the boy’s shirt pocket. The outside fold had been wet. Earlier she had carefully unfolded it and placed it in the warming oven to dry. She learned as she read it now that the boy’s name was Jack. The letter was from his sister Julie, who was worried about him. Annabel felt guilty about reading the personal letter. She folded it again now that it was dry and left it on the table along with a jackknife and two shiny buckeyes she had taken from his pants pocket. If he’d had any money it was probably stolen while he was sick.


She had emptied the canvas sack he carried and found a pair of socks, a union suit and a pair of ankle-high shoes with spikes in the soles. She guessed them to be like the ones used by baseball players. In the bottom of the bag were a few onions and wrinkled radishes. It was no wonder the boy was weak if that was all he’d had to eat.


Annabel put a stick of wood in the cookstove and moved the coffeepot over the flame. Spinner liked really hot coffee.


Boone helped Spinner unharness the mules.


“How’d it go?” he asked as they carried the harnesses to the shed.


“All right.”


“Was there anyone on the levee when you loaded?”


“Couple of darkies. They paid no mind.”


“Was anythin’ said ‘bout when the next load would come down?” Boone knew that to get any information from Spinner he had to ask for it specifically.


“A week from next Thursday on the Betty K. She’s bringin’ down a cargo of sawed lumber.”


Boone grunted a reply, then said, “There’s a sick boy in the house.”


This got Spinner’s attention. “What he sick of?”


“Been sleepin’ out in the rain. Don’t reckon it’s anythin’ catchin’.”


“How come he’s here?”


“Come wobblin’ up to the door. Ya know how Annabel is. She’d tend a sick polecat.”


“Murphy won’t like it.”


“Tell it to Annabel. Remember when she took in that crippled old bum up at Ashton? Murphy didn’t like that, but it didn’t do him much good. The old bum give her a song and dance ‘bout bein’ in the war, and she fed him till Murphy sent him on down the road.”


“He was in the war,” Spinner said with more spirit than Boone had heard in a long time. “Got his foot blowed off in France. Showed me his papers.”


“I ain’t sayin’ he wasn’t in the war. I’m sayin’ he drank enough of Murphy’s whiskey to float a barge, and I’m sayin’ Annabel’s got a heart soft as goose down.”


“There’s worse thin’s than that.”


“Christ on a horse! I ain’t sayin’ it’s bad.”


Spinner ignored the outburst. “Where’d the chickens come from?”


“Farmer this side of town. I’m goin’ to fetch a cow now that you’re here.”


“A cow? Lordy, what next? But I guess it’ll be nice havin’ a cow.”


“Then you can milk her. I sure as hell ain’t goin’ to.”


Spinner shrugged and started toward the house.


“Take a look at the boy. Ya might of seen him around.”


Boone saddled a horse and grumbled to himself. He hated riding a horse. He would take the truck, but driving it slowly enough for the cow to walk behind it would overheat the motor. He comforted himself by thinking that on the horse he could cut off a mile going through the woods.


He led the horse to the house and tied the reins to the porch post. When he stepped into the kitchen, Spinner was seated at the table. Annabel was at the stove.


“I should be back by noon.”


“Will you be going into town?” Annabel asked.


“Wasn’t plannin’ on it. Ya need somethin’?”


“Well … I thought if you were in town you could go by Mr. Potter’s pharmacy and get some 666s or something for the boy.”


“What’s wrong with that toddy ya fixed?”


“I need something to bring down his fever.”


“Get Spinner to dump him in the horse trough. It’s what used to be done to brin’ down a fever.”


“Oh, go on and get the cow.” She made an arrow of her arm and forefinger and softened the order with a smile. “If Jack’s fever isn’t down by night, you’ll have to load him in the truck and take him to the doctor.”


“Jack?”


“His name’s Jack and he has a sister named Julie.”


“Has he woke up?”


“No. I found a letter in his shirt pocket.”


“Ya better hope the boy’s on his feet and out by the time yore pa comes back.”


“If Papa comes, Spinner will fix a place for Jack in the barn, won’t you, Spinner?” She smiled sweetly at the man buttering a biscuit.


Boone snorted and grumbled as he left the kitchen. “If ya asked that dumb stump to turn himself inside out, he’d do his damnedest to do it.”


Boone gave the mare her head when they reached the wooded area, and she followed a faint path. He passed beneath a tall topless pine, the victim of a spring storm. An outburst of furious scolding came from a blue jay, followed by a concerted chorus of profanity from a dozen others. Then all was quiet again. The song of a thrush came from far away. After that there was only the swish of hooves cutting through a deep cushion of dried leaves.


The silence absorbed him completely.


Boone loved the woods more, much more, than he loved the river. He was acutely conscious of the overpowering solitude of his surroundings and was enjoying it.


The twitching of the horse’s ears alerted him. He scanned the woods on each side of the path and saw a woman standing as still as a doe with her back to a large oak with widespreading branches. Her hair and her face were a light honey color. A faded print dress just barely covered her knees, and she held a small bucket in her arms.


Instinctively Boone pulled up on the reins and put his hand to the brim of his hat.


“Howdy, ma’am.”


Startled, she lurched away from the tree and started running down the path as if the devil himself were after her.


“Ma’am …” Boone called. “I’m sorry I scared ya.”


The woman was no more than fifty feet away from him when she tripped and went sprawling face down amid the twigs and leaves in the path. The bucket flew from her hand, spilling the wild raspberries she had been gathering. She lay in a tangled heap, exposing white legs and heavy black shoes.


Boone dismounted and hurried to her.


“Ma’am? Ma’am, are you hurt? I’m sorry I scared ya.”


She turned over, hastily covered her legs with her skirt and cowered from him. Twigs were caught in her hair. Her face was scratched; her lips trembled. She looked at him with large, frightened eyes.


“Can I help you pick up the berries?” Boone took the two steps necessary to reach the bucket and began picking the berries up off the ground. He glanced at her when she got to her knees and then to her feet.


Boone was surprised to see that she was not a young girl in spite of her small stature. She had the rounded figure of a woman whom he judged to be somewhat older than Annabel. Her amber eyes blended with her face and hair. Her mouth was soft and open as she gulped in air.

OEBPS/images/HighonaHill-cover.jpg
Natioal s oatec]ling Anthor of AT Edye of Tosers

DOROTE
GAREDGE

"There is nothing better than

Dorothy Garlock at her best."
—SANDRA BROWN
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