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Chapter One
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Alton, Illinois

May 1933

Nathaniel stepped out of the car, tucking his keys into his pocket next to his .38 Special. He strolled along the docks while his gaze scanned the various barges and ships harbored there. The narrow street was lined with vendors selling fresh catfish and buffalo carp caught that morning in the Illinois and Mississippi Rivers. Catfish made his stomach churn. Even the smell of the vile bottom feeding vermin nauseated him. He’d tried it once, and that had been enough to keep him from ever eating it again. Nathaniel turned his head away from the booth.

A body collided with his. Out of instinct, he snatched the arm of the teenager who struggled to right himself. He knew pickpockets with more grace and finesse than this one. Nathaniel patted his wallet with his free hand, then narrowed his eyes on the youth in his grip.

“Let me go!” an unmistakably feminine voice snapped.

He arched a brow as he knocked the cap off the offender’s head. A tumble of gold-streaked auburn hair fell from beneath it in a mass of snarls.

Nathaniel smirked. “Well, you’re certainly a surprise. What’s your name, kid?”

“Go to hell, ya limey bastard!” She snarled as she struggled to pull from his grip.

The girl was a feisty little thing with a dirty mouth. Certainly not a lady. He eyed her small figure and bright features beneath the dirt smudged face and the atrocious mess of her tangled hair. But she had the potential. Delicate and spirited. Worst of all, she intrigued him. A dangerous prospect indeed.

“Are you here alone, kid?” he asked while forcing a polite smile.

“Stop calling me that, you pompous jackass, and let me go before I call a copper!” She lunged for him, baring her teeth.

“Damn it, Ginny! Have you lost all control of your senses?” a new voice chimed in as a tall man stepped from the shadows of the alley. “Apologize right now!” he demanded, scowling at the young woman.

“He’s the one who should be apologizing. See the way he’s manhandling me?” She huffed, gesturing to his hand on her arm.

Nathaniel released her and straightened his lapels. “Please accept my apologies, miss. I had no idea a foul-mouthed girl existed beneath those rags.”

Her jaw dropped open. He merely smiled.

“I’m so sorry, mister,” the man said, taking ahold of the girl’s hand. “My sister didn’t mean to be so rude.”

“I most certainly did.” She snorted. “He wasn’t watchin’ where he was goin’ and he ran straight into me.”

“I beg your pardon, miss.” Nathaniel bowed slightly. “If you’ll excuse me.”

He pushed past the pair and continued down the street. With one last glance over his shoulder, he saw the defiant hellion watching him with an eagle eye. Although he couldn’t explain it, somehow he knew their paths would cross again.

The steam ship lay just ahead. The Mississippi Queen had seen better days, but she fared well on the trips he required of her. Her stacks rose above the buildings in the harbor, making her easy to spot from his location. He’d stop there before visiting Mr. Chapman’s farm.

He refocused his attention from the hellion to the business matters at hand. Secure the shipment and speak to Mr. Chapman about the next order.

The captain stood on the gangplank talking to one of the workers loading supplies onto the ship. With Levi at the helm, Nathaniel could rest assured his shipments would remain safe and reach their destination. Their ten-year friendship had weathered more than he cared to remember. Levi proved the most trustworthy captain on the river, with an intimate knowledge of her waterways.

When Levi caught sight of Nathaniel he dismissed the deckhand and made his way toward the gangplank.

“Levi.” Nathaniel shook his friend’s hand and glanced up at the ship. “When will she be ready to shove off?”

“No time for pleasantries, eh, Blackthorne?” He thrust his hands in his coat pockets.

Levi had grown his dark hair out as soon as they were released from the army. He wore it long, tied back with a faded ribbon. His beard had filled in since Nathaniel had seen him last. The man looked more like a pirate with every passing day. How fitting.

“We’ll be ready to go by tomorrow evening. My men have a few other shipments to load, including yours.” He narrowed his gaze at Nathaniel.

“The crates will be delivered this evening after sunset. I’m on my way to meet with Chapman.” 

The sunlight glinted high in the sky before disappearing behind a fluffy white cloud. He squinted against the light. 

“Looks like we’ll have fair weather for the trip. I hope you don’t have an aversion to my accompanying the shipment to Baton Rouge.”

Levi shook his head. “None, as long as you keep your part of the arrangement and leave a case for me.”

“You’ll be well compensated for any and all risks. You always are.” Nathaniel smiled at his friend’s businesslike tone. “I shall return tonight to be sure the cargo is stored properly.”

“You don’t trust me?” the captain asked.

“I wouldn’t let you haul my booze if I didn’t.” Nathaniel shook his head.

“True.” Levi chuckled. “I’ll leave your cabin open then.” He turned with a nod and resumed inventory on the cargo waiting to be loaded. “Care for a hand or two tonight?”

“I thought you quit gambling.” Nathaniel stared at his friend. “One of these days I won’t be around to bail you out.”

“It’s just a friendly game of poker between friends.” Levi winked before turning. “The offer stands,” he called over his shoulder.

Nathaniel shook his head and flipped open his pocket watch. Just after twelve-thirty. It gave him enough time to meet with Mr. Chapman before supper. He strode back to his car, parked just outside the market. As he passed the fish stands, he pulled out his cigarette case and scanned the crowd for the familiar cap concealing the smart-mouthed girl.

He shook his head.

“You’re daydreaming about a child. Could you be any more pathetic?” Nathaniel scolded himself under his breath and then pulled out a rolled cigarette. He tucked it between his lips and lit it.

Once he reached his new black Lincoln coupe, he started it, letting the engine purr for a moment before heading for the main street out of the town of Alton.

The small community rested just above Saint Louis where the Illinois and Mississippi Rivers joined. Perfect for hiding and transporting hooch, but it boasted little of the civilities Nathaniel was accustomed to. His predominant business dealings kept him in Baton Rouge and occasionally Saint Louis. But his supplier resided just north of Alton, which made its harbor a safer alternative to transfer his livelihood south.

Levi assured him there were plenty of locations farther south where he could acquire his goods, but Nathaniel had worked with Mr. Chapman from the very beginning. He’d met the man on several occasions, but never before had he seen the farm first hand. All of their business dealings up to this point had been through a solicitor of sorts, who unfortunately met his end a few weeks ago at the hands of a rival gang in Saint Louis.

Within minutes of leaving the city center, he turned off onto a dirt road leading through a thickening forest. The road opened as a field appeared to his left. In the distance, he could see the outline of a weathered farmhouse rising through the trees and brush. Nathaniel slowed as he pulled up to the front of the house and parked beside a well-abused ‘28 Model A pick-up.

A large shaggy dog bounded up as he turned off the engine. He stepped out of the car and gave the dog a pat on the head before turning his attention to the house where a sturdy line of six young men leaned against the railing of the porch. The slam of a door heralded the arrival of a seventh man, older and more familiar.

“Mr. Chapman.” Nathaniel nodded to him.

The farmer stepped down off the porch and held out his hand. “Mr. Blackthorne.”

“My apologies for arriving like this.” Nathaniel shook his hand. “I needed to speak to you as soon as possible. Is there anywhere we could speak in private?”

Mr. Chapman nodded and gestured toward a barn to the right of the house.

Nathaniel fell into step beside him. He glanced over his shoulder at the boys on the porch. A flicker of movement in the upper story window caught his attention. He saw another figure disappear behind a white lace curtain.

“Quite a family you’ve got there,” he said as they stepped into the barn.

“They’re good boys, although, Lord knows I’ve done the best I can on my own.” Mr. Chapman turned toward Nathaniel. “Where’s Earl?”

“That’s part of the reason I’m here. Earl was killed by a gang of shiners outside of Saint Louis a few weeks back.” Nathaniel shoved his hands in his pockets.

“Damn.” Chapman leaned against a large beam next to the hay pile. “His family?”

“They’ve been well taken care of; you have my word.” He cocked his head and pushed away the memory of Earl’s wife sobbing as she collapsed to the floor when he’d told her what had happened to her husband. “I always take care of those who are loyal to me.”

Mr. Chapman nodded as he stroked his beard. “So, you’re here for the shipment details then.”

“Until I find a suitable replacement for Earl, yes, I will be finalizing all shipments for transport.” He narrowed his gaze. “Unless you feel this changes things.”

“I’d be stupid to trust you blindly, Mr. Blackthorne.” Chapman eyed him and sighed. “But after nearly ten years of doing business with you...and only you, I’d say we’re both in the same boat.”

“Shall we continue business then?” Nathaniel smiled. “You do make the best shine on the Mississippi River. Your product has made my establishment one of the most popular in Baton Rouge.”

A grin crossed the farmer’s lips. “My wife, rest her soul, would have strung me up for gettin’ caught up in something like this.” He shrugged. “But with seven children and a struggling farm, I had to find a way to keep it all above water.”

“Like I said before, I take care of those who are loyal to me. Now, do you have the dozen crates ready for transport?”

“Yes, they’re waiting to be loaded. I’ll have my two oldest boys deliver them to the dock tonight.”

“I will be there to help them unload it.” He pulled a small leather bag from his pocket. “Here, with the market the way it is now, silver is a better investment than paper currency.” Nathaniel handed the pouch to the awestruck farmer. “That should cover shipments for the next year.”

Mr. Chapman opened the bag and peeked inside. He glanced up at Nathaniel, his eyes wide and jaw trembling. “Thank you for this. When Earl didn’t show the other day, I worried...how...” His voice cracked as he took a deep breath. “This will be enough to keep us.”

“If you need anything else, contact my associate in Saint Louis, C.R. Evans. He’s a lawyer and a close friend of mine. He knows how to contact me in case of an emergency.” Nathaniel tipped his hat and turned toward the exit.

A shout echoed from outside before the barn door swung open with a gust of force that nearly knocked Nathaniel onto the ground.

He arched his brow when the wee hellion from the dock barged in, hands on her hips, her long hair fluttering like a cloak around her shoulders.

“Pa, what in the hell is he doing here?” she asked, her gaze narrowed on Nathaniel.

“Guard your tongue, Ginny. This is Mr. Blackthorne. He’s a business associate.”

“Do you often talk business in a barn?” She thrust her jaw out as she directed the question at Nathaniel.

Ignoring her, Nathaniel turned his attention to Mr. Chapman.

“I look forward to working with you. Until tonight.” He nodded to the farmer and then walked past the irate young woman whose hazel eyes blazed with irritation.

As Nathaniel stepped out into the yard, the six brothers scattered, barely able to contain their curiosity and amusement at their sister’s actions. The young man from earlier at the dock appeared before him.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Blackthorne. Again.”

Nathaniel inclined his head and made his way to his car. As the engine roared to life, he noticed Mr. Chapman and Ginny having a heated discussion near the barn. He shook his head. The girl had a fiery spirit and an obvious temper. He did not envy the Chapman men...not one bit.

As he sped down the drive, he caught a glimpse of Ginny in the rearview mirror watching him.

***
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Ginny seethed as Mr. Blackthorne drove down the dirt road away from the house. She spun around and her brothers scattered, leaving her father standing with his arms crossed, watching her.

“What was that man doing here, Pa?”

“It’s none of your business, Virginia.”

He stared down at her, concern and frustration etched on his expression.

“But...”

“Stop. Just stop asking questions. It’s better if you don’t concern yourself with business matters. Now, go inside and make supper. Joshua and Michael will help you clean the fish. David needs to feed the animals.” He nodded to her three eldest brothers. “Eric, Matthew, Mark, follow me.”

Defeated, Ginny ran toward the house and slammed the front door. She darted to the window in time to see her father and two brothers climb into the pick-up. They drove toward the back of the property right where the fence line disappeared into the forest.

She sighed. What in the Sam Hill was going on? Who was that man?

“I brought the fish in, Ginny,” Joshua called from the kitchen door.

She vaguely heard her brothers talking in the kitchen. One last glance down the drive showed the dust from the stranger’s car had settled. He was the same man from the dock that morning. She’d been completely honest when she said he’d run into her, not the other way around.

He’d spun away from the fish cart so quickly he stepped right into her path. The scent of cedar and pine with a hint of tobacco and spice had caught her off guard. Most people at the dock smelled of fish and river water. He smelled exotic and fresh. His cultured, deep voice with a hint of an English accent only added to it.

His pinstripe suit and perfectly slicked dark hair spoke of money and class. Although, the scruff on his cheeks lent a darker side to such a well-polished man. Handsome and dangerous, quite a heady combination. She’d wandered off to find some flour when that braggart stepped into her path. It wasn’t as though she’d intentionally run into him. Her heart had pounded when he grabbed ahold of her as though she were no more than a river rat scrounging for coins.

Ginny had never wanted to hit a total stranger as much as she wanted to hit him. The way he handled her so roughly and then treated her with utter disregard. Irritation rose up inside of her.

She stomped into the kitchen to help her brothers filet the fish they’d caught that morning. Joshua and Michael chatted about some of the local girls they’d seen earlier at the market.

Ginny put her knife down and washed her hands. “I’m going out to find some herbs and morels for the fish.”

They waved her out the door and resumed their animated conversation. She shook her head. Living with six brothers had taught her one thing: men were simple creatures.

She disappeared into the trees behind the house and made her way to the clearing down by the pond. Many nights she’d slipped down to the pond and gone swimming by moonlight. Sometimes she’d dared to strip completely and let the cool water caress her bare skin.

With no moon the night before, she couldn’t venture out for a midnight swim for another few weeks. Soon the summer heat would swelter and spring would be a memory as the humidity made everyone miserable. Then she could swim.

She approached the pond. The memory of the cool water running over her skin made her long for a dip. Pa wouldn’t be happy with her leaving the cooking to her brothers, and plain fish for supper again...her stomach heaved at the thought. A bit of mint and morels would brighten the flavor, even if it was catfish. She walked around the pond and farther into the trees.

A barbed wire fence kept the back of the property sectioned off. Her father had forbid her and her brothers to venture past the fence. There were sheer drops where the land had been cut away by an earthquake years ago. Grown over with trees and brush, it made hiking past the fence dangerous. So her father had just put up the fence when they were children to keep them from falling to their deaths.

Ginny walked along the fence searching the ground for any sign of wild mint or morels. She scanned along the big tree bases for the small, sponge-like mushrooms. Late April was the best time to find them. She loved the unique, earthy flavor they possessed.

A small grove beyond the barbed wire fence caught her attention. She spied the mint she needed and a few large, overgrown trees beyond. Surely there were morels hidden in that tiny heaven.

Careful of the barbs, Ginny slipped under the fence and gently picked her way through the brush to where she located tall sprigs of mint. After gathering a few large handfuls of mint leaves and tucking them in her leather bag, she spotted a large oak tree just over the small ridge. Mindful of the treacherous path, she searched the ground as she headed for the tree, the moist dirt squishing beneath her feet.

“There have to be morels here.”

A small creek ran just next to the copse of tall oak and sycamore trees. As she rounded the bend, she glanced up to see a building hidden just at the base of the hill, tucked behind the trees, just out of view. Father never told me there was a building here. She approached it with caution and peeked into the window.

Copper and glass glinted as the setting sunlight reflected through the holler. She looked around and found a table and glassware as well as sacks of corn stacked against the back wall. The large copper still in the center of the room stole her breath. She’d seen one once...a moonshine still the sheriff had confiscated from one of the local farmers south of Alton.

“What the hell...Pa is making shine?”

Ginny squinted through the glass confirming a distillery set up in the deepest part of the woods behind their small farm. “Pa...”

She slipped into the building and picked up a bottle of shine in a case by the door. Without thinking, she slipped it into her pocket and leaned against the workbench.

A hand clamped down on her shoulder.

“What are you doing here, Ginny?” Her brother, Eric, stood behind her with a stern and angry look on his face. “You know Pa told you to stay out of this part of the woods.”

“Is that because he’s runnin’ shine and doesn’t want me to worry?”

She tore herself from his grip, crossing her arms and glaring up at him. Then she realized he wasn’t surprised by the building or its contents.

“You knew about this, didn’t you?” She lunged at him, pounding her fists against his chest.

“Yes.”

A stab of betrayal stung her heart. This time her father and her brothers had pushed her too far. She had believed she was one of the family, that she could be trusted. Damn them!

Eric stood there, letting her beat his solid body with her fists. It wouldn’t do any good. She glared at him. He took her hand and pulled her into his arms. Ginny didn’t want his comfort, or his protection...not anymore. She pushed him away. All the problems, the money, the harassment from the bank, the late nights alone...they all made sense now. Her father and brothers were playing a dangerous game.

She’d heard the stories about the gangs in Saint Louis and Chicago that dealt in shine. Problem was, they didn’t like competition. Keeping her distance from Eric, she turned and looked at the still.

“Where’s Pa?” she asked with resolve.

“At the house, where you’re supposed to be.”

“I need to talk to him now.” Ginny pushed past him and made her way up the hill.

“Why?” Eric called after her.

Ginny spun around and faced him, her lip trembling. “When I was at Aunt Clara’s last week, I saw the prohibition officers asking questions around town. I never thought I’d have to...”

She turned and scrambled up the hill. The thought of her father being arrested or worse, killed by a rival shiner, made her stomach lurch. Once she reached the top of the hill, she ran through the brush, the sound of Eric behind her giving her motivation and a sliver of reassurance.

“Whoa there, Ginny,” Eric said, snatching her by the arm. “You cannot tell Pa that you found the still.”

“Why the hell not? Did you not hear what I just said?” She jerked her arm away and shoved her hand on her hip.

“I heard you, and I’ll tell him about the prohibition officers snooping around town. You cannot, and I repeat, cannot tell him you found the still.” He stared at her, his eyes intense.

“Why?”

“He’ll ship you off.”

Her jaw dropped open. “What do you mean he’ll ship me off?”

“Pa’s been saving up some money to send you back east to stay with Grandma Mable,” he replied softly. “This would be the decision maker for him. You know that, right?”

“Why would he ship me off?” she asked, the sadness creeping into her voice.

“Have you seen yourself lately, Gin?” He tugged at her ratty jacket. “Jesus, you look like a boy in that getup. No man’s gonna want you looking like a river rat.”

Ginny glared at Eric and then glanced down at her clothes. “Who cares? They’re comfortable, and I don’t need a man looking at me.”

He reached out and tipped her chin up, forcing her to meet his eyes. “I know, but you have to plan for your future. You can’t live on this farm your whole life. You need to get cleaned up. Get married, have some kids. Make a life for yourself.” He gestured back to the hollow where the distillery hid. “This is no life for a lady.”

“But I’m your sister,” she whispered, her heart breaking at the thought of leaving the only life she’d ever known. Of having to change into something other than who she knew she was.

“All the more reason for you to go.” Eric brushed his thumb along her cheek. “You’re nearly twenty, Gin. It’s time for you to move on with your life.”

She pushed his hand away and made her way toward the house. When she reached the barbed wire fence, she shoved herself through, tearing her jacket and scratching her arm. It stung, but not unlike the thought of leaving her family.

As she approached the house, Ginny noticed an unfamiliar red Ford in the drive. The sleek lines screamed Roadster. The sound of shouting from the front of the house made her stop.

Eric pulled her by the arm until they were both hidden by the large oak tree beyond the house. The shouting continued, followed by some breaking glass. Ginny buried her head against her brother’s chest.

“Who are they?” she whispered. “What do they want?”

“Shhh, I don’t know.”

All her life, Ginny had been lied to, coddled, even though they treated her like one of the boys most of the time. Betrayal and fear had shot through her at the sight of her father’s distillery. The bottle in her pocket sank like a stone against her leg, weighing her down.

“Get off my land!”

Her father’s booming voice made her tremble. Eric tightened his grip on her and brought his lips to her ear. “Listen carefully, Ginny. You remember all those times Pa made you take the path through the forest into town?”

She nodded, licking her lips. What was he saying?

“If anything happens, take that path. Stay off the main roads. Go straight to Aunt Clara’s house. Don’t stop for anything or anyone, you hear me?” His grip tightened on her arms, pinching her skin.

She pulled back to look at his face. The fear in his eyes terrified her.

“Eric, what are you talking about? Why?”

“No questions, not now.”

A gunshot echoed through the clearing.

Eric’s gaze, wide with fear, drifted toward the house.

“Go, Ginny. Run and don’t look back.” He hugged her tight. “I will find you.”

He kissed her forehead and pushed her toward the woods.

Ginny darted into the trees, clutching her jacket close, shielding her face from the gnarly branches as they grabbed at the rough fabric. She tripped over a stone, stumbling briefly, but picked up speed as she located the small deer path that led toward town.

Several gunshots echoed behind her. She dashed the tears away with the back of her hand. Part of her wanted to look back...to go back...but the expression on her brother’s face had said it all. Her family was in trouble. She’d always known her brothers and father were overprotective, but it was only now she realized why.

Eric vowed he would find her. She’d never known him not to keep a promise. The sun had set by the time she reached town. Turning down the alley, she noticed the same red Ford Roadster parked on the street in front of her aunt’s townhome. Fear infused her.

“Where do I go now?”

On instinct, she wove her way toward the river...toward the docks. When she reached them, her gaze lighted over the ships there.

A familiar figure stood near the steamer ship, the Mississippi Queen. It was that shady bloke from earlier—Mr. Blackthorne. He had to know something. She moved to approach him, when the red Roadster pulled up to the dock. Two men in fedoras, one in a black and white pinstripe suit and the other in a dark brown duster, stepped out and approached Blackthorne.

Ginny’s heart raced. Was he part of their gang? What should I do? She closed her eyes and spied several crates to still be loaded and an oversized steamer trunk. Her gaze flittered to the three men. The two men began to argue with Mr. Blackthorne.

Nodding to herself, Ginny opened the steamer trunk and pulled all the clothes out, tossing them in the river behind her. For once, being so petite had an advantage. She pulled the trunk closed as best she could, leaving a small crack by which to breathe, and waited.

Her last image was of the Englishman turning toward her as the lid snapped closed.
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Chapter Two
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Ginny’s heart stopped. If she screamed, they would find her. She bit her tongue to keep from shouting. Panic consumed her as the trunk began to rock and sway as someone lifted and began to carry it.

“Damned heavy, what in the hell is he packing in here?” A muffled voice sounded from the outside of the trunk.

“We’re not paid to ask questions,” a second man replied. “C’mon let’s get these trunks loaded. The ship sails in a few minutes.”

The rocking of the small confined space nearly made Ginny pass out. She shouldn’t have hidden in his trunk. It was a stupid, impulsive thing to do, but the memory of the men in the Roadster, seeing them argue with Blackthorne, made her fear the worst about her family’s fate. She shivered. What would happen if they found me?

The trunk hit the floor with a thud, jarring her deep to her bones and rattling her teeth. She lay there in the dark until she heard their footsteps recede and the door close. I need to get out of here before Blackthorne comes. After pushing her weight against the lid, she froze at the realization of her predicament. I’m locked inside this trunk.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
WLQ ENS BLACKETER





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





