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  Chapter One
GULF HILLS




  Sweeney stomped his feet on the deck of the boat, trying to get some blood circulating, and thought some more about the cold. Fourteen years he’d lived in Chicago. Fourteen bitter winters and his wife begged to leave each year, until she was murdered. He’d never been this cold before. He wondered if it was because he expected it to be warm, drifting on the Gulf of Mexico in late January. But out on the bay, in a small boat, you couldn’t get dry, and the piercing wind felt like it was trying to pick you up and toss you into one of the bubbling whitecaps slapping the side of the boat. It was also dark—the kind of blackness where every pinprick of light shines like a tiny moon. Dark, cold, and wet, Sweeney was sure he’d never be warm again. He couldn’t understand how he’d gotten into this mess. He’d moved to Texas to get away from all this. Why in God’s name was he dealing with Al Capone again after all these years?




  “Christ, we’re gonna freeze to death for sure, Clickster,” Sweeney shouted above the growling wind.




  Clickster reached for the binoculars. “Let me take a look. It’s farther across to Gulf Hills than you think. Why are you so worried, anyway? Do you really think Federal Agents are going to be out here in this weather? Come on, boss, those guys are holed up in some honky-tonk in Biloxi drinking the whiskey they’re supposed to be out here seizing from us.”




  Sweeney nodded. “You go ahead and look. I don’t see a boat or a signal from the dock. You’re right though. I bet Capone’s buddies are up in the clubhouse, eating a steak and laughing their asses off.”




  “They can laugh all they want,” Clickster said. “But if they don’t deliver the booze, they don’t get paid. They’re way too greedy to let us die out here.”




  Sweeney tried to laugh through chattering teeth. He watched Clickster slowly moving the binoculars along the shoreline before he wiped off the raindrops and circled back. Clickster had moved out to Texas to join him in 1924. That was three years ago. Sweeney didn’t even remember Clickster’s real first name anymore. He had known him briefly as Private Moreland during WWI. Sweeney had saved Clickster’s life and that of another soldier during a live ammo training exercise in Illinois. Lucky Clickster. Sweeney had pushed the men into a foxhole and jumped between them and a grenade. Sweeney’s back was peppered with shards of shrapnel. He was discharged, and went home to Chicago and his wife. Lucky Clickster went off to a trench in France and got the lower half of his left leg blown off.




  By the time Sweeney saw him again in Texas, the Army had outfitted Private Moreland with a metal-and-wood contraption that he could hobble on. Trouble was, the artificial limb made a loud click-click-click every time he took a step. It just didn’t seem right to call Private Moreland “pegleg,” or “stumpy.” People could always hear the ratcheting noise of his leg long before his arrival, and they started calling him Clickster.




  “Maybe we ought to head back into town,” Sweeney said. “This is bordering on insanity and we both have kids back home in Texas to think about.”




  “Wait a minute. I see something. There it is again—two flashes.” Clickster handed the binoculars to Sweeney.




  “I see it. These guys are idiots.”




  “Why’s that?”




  “They’re just being smartasses. Always with the two lanterns. . . Capone likes history. You know, Paul Revere: One if by land and two if by sea. What the hell do those guys think we’re going to do? Swim to shore and walk in by land?”




  “You know this place, boss? I was wondering why we were picking up here,” Clickster said as he fired up the engines.




  Sweeney shouted over the roar. “Yeah, I helped Capone pick it out, back when we both worked for Johnny Torrio. Perfect setup. It’s a dude ranch of sorts. The clubhouse and hotel sit up on a hill. But in the basement, there’s a tunnel that runs about seventy-five yards right down to the edge of the water. The booze is always out of view. Not that anybody down here gives a damn. The locals are well paid and nobody in Biloxi causes problems. It’s just the occasional Fed we have to worry about. Plus we save two dollars a case picking it up here instead of New Orleans.”




  Clickster punched at Sweeney’s arm and yelled back. “You never told me that. You worked for Johnny Torrio? The Johnny Torrio? The mobster who took six bullets and lived?”




  “The one and only.” The boat was approaching the dock and Sweeney cut the engines back to a crawl. “After that, it wasn’t worth it to Torrio and he left Chicago. Capone got the whole mob, or as we called it: The Outfit. I left right after Torrio did.” Sweeney stopped and looked away. He didn’t want to think about what had happened, or why he’d really left Chicago.




  Powerful lights illuminated the lagoon like it was the middle of the day. The black water was calm. They were behind a massive breaker and the hillside shielded them from the wind. As they pulled alongside the dock, Sweeney noticed a large, weathered brown tarp covering a pile of whiskey. He’d buy it here for a couple bucks a bottle and then bootleg it around Texas at ten times its value.




  “Is Al around?” Sweeney said.




  A wiry boy of no more than twenty looked back through dead eyes. He was covered in an olive green rain slicker that was so old it was more patches than raincoat. It was probably three times too big. The kid had red hair and wispy curls protruded from under his hat. He finally answered, “Mr. Capone. That’s what we call him, and you better learn it too. He left this morning. Said it was too cold here. Told everybody he was going to Miami until things warmed back up. Screw this icy, wet crap. Show me some money and let’s get you loaded and the hell out of here. Are you some kind of idiot or just plain stupid coming out tonight anyway?”




  Sweeney threw an old cotton bag on the dock. The word Texas was painted on the side of the bag in fading red letters. “Count it if you want.” There were two other men standing behind the boy doing all the talking. Sweeney figured they had guns under their coats and were just itching to pull a trigger to liven up the night.




  The boy looked at the bag and froze where he stood. “Shit, mister. You’re the one from Texas?”




  “Yep,” Sweeney replied.




  “You lived in Chicago. I heard you killed—”




  Sweeney shot the boy a stone-cold stare. The boy’s words died into the night. The only sounds were the clang of a bell on a distant buoy and the lapping of small waves against the rocks along the shoreline.




  “I’m sorry, sir. Goddamn, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know it was you. Everybody knows who you are. Please don’t tell Mr. Capone.” The boy looked at the other two men. “Get your asses moving and let’s get this gentleman loaded.”




  Within ten minutes, a stack of over a hundred cases of the best Jamaican whiskey to be found anywhere during Prohibition, was loaded on the boat, tied down, and covered with a tarp. The boy never stopped apologizing the whole time he worked. Sweeney didn’t say a thing and Clickster simply looked on with a crooked smile on his face.




  When they were back on their way across the bay to D’Iberville, and a waiting truck, Clickster looked at his boss and said, “You want to tell me what the hell that was all about?”




  “Someday,” Sweeney said. “It’s a long story, someday. . . .”




  





  Chapter Two
ROADBLOCK




  The truck was waiting right where it belonged. The long barrel of a shotgun was visible from the driver’s side window. Hidden behind the barrel of the gun was a half-breed woman, another loyal servant of Sweeney’s. Jessie claimed to be half Mexican, half Choctaw Indian, and one hundred and fifty percent pure-blooded Texan. She boasted, to anyone willing to listen, that Jesse James was her uncle and she was named after him. Clickster had stumbled across Jessie after she cut up a man who insulted her at a speakeasy in Overton. He brought her home like a man with a soft spot for wounded animals. The farm turned out to be a good place to hide for the social misfit. After a few weeks, and without commenting on the situation, she just sort of stayed on and began helping out.




  Jessie wasn’t just thin. She looked like she hadn’t eaten in years. Bones seemed to protrude everywhere from her body. She wore her long black hair parted in the middle, “Indian style,” she called it. When Clickster brought her to the house, Sweeney welcomed her in for a much needed meal. She eyed him suspiciously and told him she didn’t like men “that way,” as she put it. Sweeney took an instant liking to her.




  Jessie rushed to greet the boat. “Where the hell have you two morons been? It’s after midnight. If I had balls, they would have sure as shit froze off by now.”




  Sweeney didn’t answer. Clickster did. He was busy pulling the tarp off the cases of whiskey and trying to steady the boat at the same time. “What are you bitching about? You’ve been up here sitting in a dry car. We just spent five hours in the rain and wind. Next time we’ll trade places and I’ll sit up here reading the damn paper.”




  “Somebody’s got to drive,” Jessie mouthed back. “You drive like shit with that gimpy, noisy leg of yours.”




  Clickster was about to answer when Sweeney reached over and grabbed his forearm. Sweeney had heard enough of the constant bickering already. It was still drizzling and he wanted to put some distance between the truck and the Gulf Coast.




  “Quit mouthin’ off to each other and let’s get loaded up,” Sweeney said.




  “Sure, boss,” they replied in unison.




  With the truck loaded, Jessie nursed the beat-up Ford Closed Cab Express truck onto the gravel. The Ford was only two years old, the cab was painted a teal blue and the truck had extended oak sideboards, but it had taken worse beatings on the farm than it had on the whiskey runs.




  “She’s handling like a pig, boss,” Jessie remarked.




  “She’ll make it. She always does. Engine’s good, tires are good,” Sweeney said.




  Jessie launched into a muttering rant. Sweeney let her curse the world. “You’re trying to bring back too much hooch this time. She’s too damn heavy and with all this rain we’ll be lucky to find fifty miles of paved road between here and Overton. This truck’s made for city driving. Clickster’s just going to fall asleep anyway. I can’t see ten feet in the rain and dark. Put that bastard and his noisy leg on top of the cab; he can at least wipe the windshield.” Jessie finally paused long enough to breathe before her next tirade. “Why in God’s name don’t we take our booze up the river like everybody else?”




  Sweeney stopped her. “Are you going to complain for the next two days? You know there are too many agents up and down the Mississippi. Plus, there isn’t a place to hide or run to if their boat comes up on yours. We haven’t ever been caught on the road.”




  Jessie was quiet for a minute, but it wasn’t a part of her nature to ever let someone get in the last word. “I’ll shut up when we get to Baton Rouge, but you know, this white-shell road ain’t bad at all.”




  The rain ebbed and became no more than an annoying mist. Fog hugged the ground. The truck was picking up speed as they approached Gulfport. The quality of the road improved. Patches of asphalt appeared here and there and the white-shell areas were smooth and tightly packed.




  “Boss?” Jessie said. It came out as more of a question than a statement.




  “Yeah,”




  “I might be wrong, but somebody might be bird-dogging us. Every now and then I catch a glimpse of lights behind us. The lights come on and then go off. You suppose somebody at Gulf Hills sold us out?”




  “Could be, but we’re pretty regular customers. Probably not a big secret, though. What we might be hauling, that is.”




  The truck rounded a corner and Jessie stood on the brakes causing the Ford to skid along the gravel. She didn’t hit the clutch pedal in time and the vehicle stalled. It didn’t matter; there was no place to go. Two black sedans formed a v-shape and blocked the road. Six menacing men with rifles flanked the two cars.




  Sweeney felt for the thirty-eight caliber pistol in his pocket. Jessie and Clickster reached for their shotguns. Nobody else moved or said anything for a long minute.




  “No secret what they’re after, boss,” Clickster said. He was sitting in the middle. “How do you want to play it?”




  Before Sweeney could answer, a man motioned with a rifle. “Get out of the truck, slow. I’m the Jackson County sheriff.”




  “Looks like we’re gonna talk,” Sweeney said, keeping his voice to a whisper. “You two stay here and cover me. Jessie, keep an eye out behind us. Something stinks here.”




  “What’s that?” Jessie asked.




  “We ain’t in Jackson County.” Sweeney looked at Clickster. “Feet,” he said.




  Sweeney eased out of the right side of the truck, arms held out, palms up. It had been a long time since he had been in a situation like this. Clickster will know what to do. The gravel crunched beneath Sweeney’s feet as he moved to the right of the truck. “Kinda late for a social call, isn’t it?”




  The burly sheriff waved his rifle again. “Shut the hell up. Them other two need to git out of that truck now. Gulfport ain’t but two miles and I suggest you enjoy your walk.”




  “Not going to happen,” Sweeney said. He looked up and down the men. All hunting rifles, nobody held a shotgun. They all wore bulky rain-slickers. It would be difficult for any of them to fire accurately in close quarters. Lucky, maybe. Accurate, probably not. He knew Clickster would see the same thing.




  One of the other men spoke. “Herbert, why are we fooling around with these turds? God almighty, it looks like they got a damn woman driving the truck. Just shoot ‘em and we can toss ‘em in the bayou.”




  “Shut the hell up, Dan,” the sheriff roared.




  Sweeney wondered if they were going to give him a list of all their names. He tried to reason with the men. “Why don’t we leave four or five cases and we can all be on our way? Otherwise, it’s going to get bloody.” Sweeney moved a few steps straight toward the men. “You may get us, but a couple of you will go down as well.”




  It wasn’t the response the men were looking for. Sweeney studied their faces. They shuffled around a bit and looked at each other. Finally the sheriff responded. “Last chance, stranger. Our county, our rules. You won’t make it out of here alive, and you don’t wanna know what we’ll do to that woman.”




  Sweeney didn’t budge. It was as if a signal was given that he missed. Rifles shifted in slow motion, moving upward in unison. The explosion behind Sweeney thundered through his ears as he started a barrel roll to the right side of the road. Two men, less than ten feet away, fell in front of him. Sweeney rose to a crouch and pulled his pistol from his pocket. One shot to the shoulder of a man with a rifle sent his gun flying and the man to the ground. Another man dropped his gun and dove straight into the swampy black water at the side of the road. Jessie lunged out of the car and ran forward, shotgun raised. The two other men dropped their rifles. Three men screamed in pain on the ground. The blasts were low, right where Sweeney had told Clickster to aim. Bloody feet and shins seemed to wail with their own agony.




  “Get their guns,” Sweeney said, pointing at Jessie. He wasn’t going to say names. “Check em’ good and throw their weapons in the swamp.”




  One of the men begged Sweeney. “What are you going to do to us? We’re married and have kids. Please don’t kill us.”




  Sweeney almost smiled. He pointed at the man. “Move one of those cars off the road. And I mean off the road, into the muck.” Sweeney watched while the man complied with his command. Jessie glanced sideways at the others. Clickster watched and kept turning his head to the rear in case more locals decided to join the fight.




  “Your friends need help, but nobody looks like they’re going to die. I suggest you get them to a doctor,” Sweeney said before pointing at the remaining car and Jessie. “Take care of one of those tires for me.”




  Jessie pulled out the ten-inch long Bowie knife that she always carried. She attacked the right front tire.




  Sweeney looked at the stunned group of men. “Change the tire. Take care of your friends. The smart play is to leave us alone. What were you thinking trying to rob Al Capone’s gang?” He watched a puzzled expression come over some of the men.




  Jessie, Clickster, and Sweeney climbed back into the Ford. They drove off into the darkness and began picking up speed.




  Clickster nudged the boss. “So now we’re part of Capone’s gang?”




  “It’ll give them something to think about for a while. We’ll be out of the state in an hour. A bunch of two-bit thieves aren’t going to make any phone calls or follow us.”




  They drove several miles through the countryside with a cold wind blowing through the cab. It was too much for Jessie to take, and soon her mouth was off and running again. “How the hell do you expect me to drive all the way back to Texas with the windshield blown out?”




  





  Chapter Three
JUNE




  “What the hell kind of mess did I get myself into now,” June said to himself. At least fifty men were gathered in the lobby of the Washington-Youree Hotel, the most opulent hotel in Shreveport—perhaps even the nicest in Louisiana. They shouted orders across the room at each other. Everybody was talking to two or three people at a time. Constant echoes of men buying and selling oil leases bounced off the marble floors and drifted through the atrium along with cigar smoke. Deals were being made nonstop. June was happy to continue muttering to himself.




  “What was I thinking? I already have a wife. Why did I even go to Florida? Why did that broad have to saunter into my life? How am I ever going to take care of two wives?”




  It had always been that way with June.




  ***




  June was born in Vandalia, Illinois, into a farm family of modest means. He was the last child of a Confederate Civil War veteran, Hash, and Ella, an educated woman with deep roots and relatives tied to the Union army. Their son, June, had arrived in February of 1889 with cherub cheeks and sparkling blue eyes.




  From the beginning, Junior, or June, as everyone immediately called him, was different from his father and everyone else in town. By the age of three, June entertained visitors to the house and the locals of Vandalia with his extraordinary reading ability. With his father pointing, June could read through the St. Louis newspapers. As June grew into trousers, he developed a phenomenal skill in calculating numbers. But performing difficult multiplication bored him. June found a new way to satisfy his precocious nature: playing cards. Most card games relied on memory and the math skills needed to calculate odds. June quickly learned he could earn pennies from people around town by whupping ’em at cards. Later in life, June always returned to the one thing that could get him out of a financial pinch—poker.




  ***




  “Boss, you asleep?” Frank Grego said. “The game’s been going on upstairs for about an hour. You told me and Bailey you wanted to play.”




  June stirred and ran his fingers through his hair. “Just thinking about old times. . . the farm, and when we first got to El Dorado. I’ve been listening to the hotel talk to me.”




  “You mean all the people here trying to sell worthless oil leases to each other?” Grego inquired.




  “No, the hotel, it’s talking to me. Telling me we need an office here in Shreveport. We can keep the interests in Arkansas, but Texas and Louisiana are where the real action is.”




  Sometimes June amused himself with his outrageous tales. Grego wouldn’t question him. Their eccentric relationship had lasted for over fifteen years. They’d met in Greenville, Mississippi, not far from an estate owned by June. Both loved cards, but the Sicilian Grego recognized exceptional ability when he saw it. Grego, a local leader in the Italian community who was rumored to be “able to get the kinds of things done that people don’t talk about,” partnered up with June.




  “Okay, boss. I guess that’ll be fine. Why not take a room here in the Washington-Youree and use it as an office? Make it convenient for us if some ladies want to come upstairs.”




  “Handle it,” June snapped. “Tell me about the game. Anybody I need to look out for? Anybody winning?”




  Grego ran his hand over his face. “Yeah, one guy, but he isn’t saying much. He’s two from the dealer. Khaki work pants, white shirt, and he’s got a hat, a Cub’s baseball cap. He’s got up a few times. He’s tall, lean and hard looking. Some kind of pegleg guy is watching him. The stranger has reddish-brown hair. He doesn’t look mean, but I swear. . . I swear there’s something behind those eyes of his. Better watch him.”




  “Not my nature to worry,” June responded with a snicker. “I’m sure I’ve seen better. I’ll bide my time and then crush the son of a bitch.”




  June used profanity only on rare occasions, but he used it here to drive home his point to Grego. Nobody was about to beat June in a poker game. He got up and took the stairs two at a time, suddenly in a hurry to win the next pot.




  Grego’s keen eye had scouted the stranger accurately. After about two hours, June realized there were a few decent players at the table, but the quiet man, two from the dealer, kept raking in pots.




  “Who the hell are you?” June said, catching the man’s attention. He continued without giving the man a chance to answer. “Didn’t I see you in a big game down in New Orleans a year or so ago?”




  The stranger didn’t budge or respond. He concentrated on his cards and the ones being turned over in the game of five-card stud. The man was probably about the same age as June. While June had become fleshier over the years, the man before him was still lanky and hard looking. June didn’t need to be a poker player to know the man was a farmer or roustabout on an oil well. The man had thick forearms and callused hands, but there was something about the hair and high cheeks that set him apart. June decided he couldn’t be a field hand, not in a game with these kinds of stakes. A thought came to him. “You stinking Irish? We don’t get many of your type down here. You’re a dumbass paddy, aren’t you?”




  June made the statement, even though he knew it wasn’t true. The Irish were scattered all over East Texas and Louisiana working the oil patches. He couldn’t tell if he was getting to the stranger. One thing was sure; he was the same man from the game in New Orleans. June wasn’t afraid of the best poker players. He liked to match skills with the slickest there were. But this guy—he was unreal. Never flinched, never made a wrong play. Staked out the game just like June, bet the mathematical odds and memorized every up card. June was positive he’d seen the man before, and not just in New Orleans. Someplace else, it gnawed at June. Nonetheless, June sensed the man was finally becoming annoyed.




  The man calmly let out. “Raise five dollars.” A long pause followed; maybe the man couldn’t be spooked.




  “Okay,” June said, “I’ll see the five.”




  They both watched as their hole cards were dealt. Neither man looked at his cards. Neither wanted to give away a tell to the other player. The stranger spoke. “I’ll check it to you. And—so we don’t have to chat all night, the name’s Sweeney. The last man who called me paddy wound up dead. Now, we got that out of the way. . . we both know you’re bluffing the king, and your real name sure as hell ain’t June or Arizona Slim, or whatever else everybody has been calling you.”




  “I’ll fold,” June said. He watched Sweeney pull the chips into a growing stack. “Nickname is a family thing, June is short for Junior. Nice to meet you, Sweeney. H.L. Hunt’s the name.”




  





  Chapter Four
DROUGHT




  Sweeney was glad to return to the familiarity of the farm. The long drive up the fence line always made him feel at home. After replacing the windshield in Baton Rouge, Jessie even shut up for part of the trip. A couple of days after their return from Gulf Hills, Sweeney and Clickster had sold over half of the whiskey in Homer and Oil City. The poker game in Shreveport had been profitable and they arrived back home a day later, flush with cash. Sweeney didn’t intend to leave the farm near Overton for a long time. He’d even picked up several new books in Shreveport, including The Great Gatsby and An American Tragedy, as well as an assortment of newspapers.




  He thought about his wife Emma. Back in Chicago, when Sweeney told her his outlandish plan to move her and their two children to Texas, she had cheerfully agreed. She didn’t even wince or make a face when he said he wanted to become a farmer, something he had been avoiding his whole life.




  Sweeney had grown up on a farm in rural Maroa, Illinois. Orphaned at the age of five, he was left in the care of relatives. His Uncle Belford never considered Sweeney more than a plow mule. On the other hand, his Aunt Irene treated him like one of her own. With an aunt and uncle came two cousins. Lauryn was older and immediately set to work teaching Sweeney arithmetic and helping him with his letters. His other cousin, Claire, was two years younger and seemed to forever cling to her mother’s apron. Sweeney seized the first opportunity available and moved to Chicago when he was only seventeen.




  As an adult, after a failed marriage, Claire came to live with the growing Sweeney family in Chicago. She helped care for Sweeney’s son, Ryan and a girl, Lauryn, whom Sweeney named after his cousin. After his wife Emma died, Claire followed the family to Texas to help with the children.




  Clickster’s wife had abandoned him and their three-year-old son, Flynt, shortly after the war. That left Claire as full-time manager of the household. Sweeney’s return left her full of fire, and she let her cousin know it the minute he stepped through the door and into the kitchen, fresh from his trip to Louisiana.




  “Henna, I don’t suppose you thought to pick me up a book in Shreveport. You could’ve at least bought me a Movie Monthly or McCall’s magazine,” she said. “You men, well, and Jessie—you leave for two weeks at a time and expect me to work day and night.”




  Sweeney walked over and pulled a huge wad of crumpled bills from his jacket. “Here, there’s about $2,000. Go hire someone to help out around the house.”




  “My God, Henna. Where did all that money come from?”




  “I had a lucky streak in Shreveport. You don’t think I understand how hard it is around here. We haven’t made a dime since the drought started. Find somebody to do some of the laundry or help with the cooking a few days a week.”




  “Lauryn’s only nine but she helps me out plenty. It’s that boy of yours. Ryan won’t look at a book and he just wants to run in and out all day. We need to send him to the school in Tyler. We could go visit him on the weekends.”




  Eyes wide, Sweeney looked at his cousin. She appeared exhausted and her box toed shoes and plain brown frock made her look even older than her thirty-three years. However, he understood her ploy.




  “Claire, if you want to go to Tyler and the movies, just say so. I’m tired. We don’t need to threaten Ryan because you want to get out of the house.”




  “It’s not that,” she said. “I worry about all of them. Clickster and I talked about it. Flynt doesn’t care about school either. Lauryn loves school, but they all need better than what Overton has to offer. I wish I could teach them here at the house.”




  Sweeney stayed quiet. He looked at Claire as she placed the pot of water on the stove. She had always been frumpish, even as a child. Claire always picked muted colors—too much gray and washed out navy. She had gotten plumper since they left Chicago and she kept her brown hair short and wore unattractive black glasses. Even though she’d had one suitor in Chicago, it was as if she was resigned to a single life and tried to push men away. But Sweeney would never have survived Emma’s death without Claire’s help. He was thrilled to have her in his home. Plus, Claire was his only confidant. She still called him Henna. She had called him that since they were children because she had trouble saying Henry. With Claire, Sweeney never had to apologize for what he was or what he had been.




  “Well, maybe we should use the money to bring a tutor out here,” Sweeney said. “Wouldn’t cost too much and the kids might respect a stranger better. Or, I guess we could try the Kilgore schools. It’s only about seven miles to Kilgore. That’s just a few more miles than the school in Overton.”




  Claire smiled and reached to pat Sweeney on the hand. “They’re all smart, especially Lauryn. Let’s try Kilgore. Lauryn needs to be around some girls her own age. But you have to promise me, somebody has to stay here and drive them to school every day. No more of the three of you running off for weeks at a time.”




  Sweeney nodded. “Okay, I’ll try my best.”




  Claire looked at him the same way Emma always had. It was the look—the look Emma used when she knew Sweeney was lying. “Where did the money come from, Henna?”




  He flinched, but there was no reason to lie. “I made some of it playing poker. Clickster and I ran some booze over to Louisiana.”




  “You told me you’d stay away from those places. I thought the local police didn’t like outsiders. What about selling it in Tyler or Longview like you promised?” She stopped and looked at the door. “God, here he comes.”




  As if saved by an angel, Sweeney heard Clickster’s leg coming up the porch. He assumed Clickster was still attached to it. Clickster poked his head in the door. “Got any coffee on, Claire? Whatch ya’ll talking about?”




  “Henna was just telling me about what you two were doing in Louisiana.”




  “Maybe I’ll take that coffee out to my cottage,” Clickster said.




  Sweeney pulled out a chair. “Sit down. We can talk now or at dinner. No reason to ruin a good meal.” He waited for Clickster to sit. “Claire, we make twice as much money peddling the whiskey to the wildcatters and their crews. It makes sense until we get the farm going again.”




  Clickster rushed to add his own comments. “Yep, we’re going to pull down those sorry peach trees we planted. We’ll try cotton this year, and the market for sweet potatoes has got to improve. It’s gotta start raining sooner or later. Everybody’s hurting. I read in the paper these are the Roaring Twenties. Somebody forgot to tell the folks in East Texas.”




  “The money will get us through the spring,” Sweeney said. “At least we own the property free and clear. We don’t owe the bank a penny for feed or anything else. Everybody I know is up to their necks in debt with three straight years of drought and failed crops.”




  “Why don’t you lease the mineral rights to the farm?” Claire asked. “That nice old man, Mr. Joiner, he’s been coming around for years now trying to drill on our property. He told me we might be sitting on our own ocean of oil.”




  “Columbus Joiner is a broke-assed con-artist,” Sweeney snapped. “I’ll let him drill when he shows me the money for the lease and the equipment first. And that day ain’t never gonna come.”




  Everybody in the area wanted to believe in oil. Kilgore, Overton, and Longview were being crushed by the poor economic times. The people were deeply religious and trusted in salvation in many forms. Joiner wasn’t the only one sniffing around about oil leases in East Texas and Sweeney hoped it had to be more than dreaming. There was oil in West Texas, there was oil in Louisiana. Why not here? Sometimes when he walked his five hundred acre farm, Sweeney picked up the scent of rotten eggs. The noxious sulfur smell wasn’t that strong, but he was sure it was there. He had heard rumors that the smell meant oil and gas reserves were trapped far below. Even Sweeney had to admit to a little bit of oil fever. He finally stopped his daydreaming.




  “Been shopping?” Sweeney said as he motioned to the Sears, Roebuck catalog on the table. It was Claire’s personal Bible.




  She perked up. “Where else am I going to get the kids decent clothes?” She stood and gently pinched both of Sweeney’s cheeks. “What were you thinking, dragging your family to a town that doesn’t even have a paved street? There’s no place to shop unless we go to Tyler, and even then, I’d rather be in a big city like Dallas. Seems like all we do is watch the sky and pray for rain.”




  “I’ll tell you what, Claire, you’re right. We shouldn’t sit in the house all the time. We’ll load up the kids and take everybody to Tyler on Saturday. We’ll spend the whole day. Eat at a nice restaurant and go to the movies. Heck, maybe we can see two movies. When we get home, I’ll tell the boys they have to start going to school, every single day, in Kilgore.”




  “Thank you, Henna,” Claire practically shrieked. “I want to see The General with Buster Keaton and we’ll let the children pick another movie. Please, let’s drive the Dodge.”




  Clickster looked up from his coffee and added, “I’m in, but Jessie is going to bitch all the way over and back about something.”




  





  Chapter Five
FAMILY MAN




  It was an imposing two-story mansion of red brick. Larger than any other home in the area, it had an expansive yard which was littered with toys, but the usual commotion bouncing off the walls of the house was absent. At home in El Dorado, Arkansas, H.L. Hunt fidgeted in his chair. He sometimes worked out of a study in the house to be nearer to his four children. Even at home, he was dressed in a suit and tie. But this spring day in 1927 was more bothersome than most. Hunt had been in El Dorado for three days and already he was craving some action. It was always the same. It dug deep at his gut, but it was a conflict with his soul, an urge he couldn’t control. Some men drank, some fought, and others roamed the world searching for something that wasn’t there. Hunt always feared he wouldn’t be able to beat everybody else to the next deal.




  His oil wells in Arkansas and Louisiana were pumping and didn’t require Hunt’s constant attention. There wasn’t a decent poker game for miles. His two oldest children, Margaret and Hassie, were at school and the younger ones, Caroline and the baby, Nelson, were in town with their mother.




  While Hunt thirsted for action, he didn’t need mindless chatter. He enjoyed solitude and was comfortable when alone with his internal view of how the world should run. At this moment, his mind was replaying the poker game in Shreveport. He’d gone on a run and almost busted the stranger named Sweeney. Hunt couldn’t figure out how Sweeney had pulled in the big pot at the end of the game. Like everything else, Hunt needed to figure it out because he couldn’t stand losing. A week ago, he had ordered Frank Grego to find out anything he could about Sweeney, and as Hunt idled away the afternoon, he picked up the phone and told Grego to come over to his house.




  Grego arrived in less than twenty minutes. “Anything to report on the Louisiana wells?” Hunt said, not inviting Grego to sit down.




  “Not too much. All the reports out of Monroe look good. I’ve got some men on it.”




  “Keep spreading the money around,” Hunt said. “Don’t get cheap. I don’t want somebody beating us to a new strike because we don’t have the latest and best information.”




  “I’ve got it covered, boss.”




  Hunt switched subjects. “You make some phone calls? Any of your Italian friends able to find out anything about our Sweeney character?”




  Grego cleared his throat and held his hands out towards a burgundy chair. “Cripes, sit down, Frank. Man doesn’t get in that game in Shreveport unless he knows somebody or he has a serious bankroll. What do you know?”




  “I asked a few questions. He’s from Texas, like he said. Has a farm near Overton.”




  “Humph,” Hunt snorted. “Your explanation lacks credible details.”




  “Come on, boss, give me a second. He moved down here a couple years ago from Chicago. He’s kind of a mysterious guy. Paid cash for the farm and just sort of arrived. Keeps to himself except for that gimp who’s always following him around.”




  “Well if he’s from Chicago, your people should know who he is,” Hunt said.




  “Oh hell, boss. You think I know everybody in Chicago because I’m Italian?”




  Hunt didn’t say anything. He motioned with his hands for Grego to go on.




  “I put out a few feelers in the Sicilian community. I was surprised. Some people heard of a Sweeney, but it’s kinda funny,” Grego paused.




  “Funny how?” Hunt demanded.




  “Just weird. Guy named Sweeney used to work up there. Half the guys said this Sweeney is some kind of war hero, but the other half swears he was mixed up with Johnny Torrio. You know, the Fox.”




  “The one who ran the city before Capone, right?”




  “Yeah,” Grego said. “But this Sweeney guy is well, irregular.”




  “What are you babbling about, Grego? Irregular!”




  “Don’t know what else to call him. All I know is something happened to his wife about the time Torrio got shot up. They both left town at the same time. Torrio went to New York and folks whispered about him still being involved in bootlegging. Sweeney moved to Texas. One guy from a speakeasy in Cicero told me he was just a nice guy, drove a truck. Oh, by the way, everybody remembers he was a helluva card player. A couple of other guys said he was a dangerous son of a bitch who they’d never want to mess with. Maybe the kind of person who could make a phone call of his own and talk to the people you don’t ever want to be involved with. I don’t really know how much of all that is pure bullshit. Keeps to himself in Overton, though.”




  The second mention of the name of the little town caught Hunt’s attention. “Overton. Is anybody drilling over there?”




  “Nah,” Grego grumbled. “Bailey is on top of East Texas. Amerada Petroleum and Humble Oil broke some bits and stirred up some dust. A couple of wildcatters are floating around trying to fleece the locals. That’s it.”




  “Gambler or farmer?” Hunt asked.




  “My guess would be farmer. I talked to a widow lady in Kilgore. She was real chatty. Pays his bills on time, if you believe the local gossip. Kinda said there’s a rumor about Sweeney having money—real money.”




  Hunt chuckled at the remark. “Maybe he’d like to partner up in the drilling business with us.”




  “I’ll be back later. I’ve got a few errands to run,” Grego said.




  The room regained its silence. Hunt didn’t even notice Grego’s departure. After a few minutes, Hunt finally added, “Irregular, huh.”




  Hunt fell back into one of his self-examinations. He always found that his best path to the future was determined by a clear understanding of where he had been. Now, the future meant going someplace with two different families.




  The first family was a product of Hunt’s farming venture in Lake Village, Arkansas. In 1911, he had purchased a plantation style cotton farm at the age of twenty-two. He obtained the acreage with an inheritance, shortly after the death of his father. He dreamed the five thousand-acre farm would provide riches and a life of leisure. Volatile cotton prices, uncooperative weather, and nasty weevils provided Hunt with stiff competition for his dream life.




  Hunt’s mother died in September of 1914. Two months later, he married Lyda Bunker. Hunt vowed to settle down and he promptly began growing his own family alongside the cotton. Unsettled markets calmed and the weather cooperated for a number of years as World War I gripped the nation. Hunt managed his cravings while Lyda bore him a daughter, Margaret, in 1915. A son, Haroldson Lafayette, named after his father, followed in 1917. Hunt nicknamed the boy Hassie.




  Life wasn’t perfect in the Hunt household. H.L. was still predisposed to earn a living as a gambler. Lyda heard the whispers around Lake Village about her husband being a shifty card player who was never home. For her part, Lyda acquiesced to her husband’s uncontrolled predilection for playing cards. Winning and losing large sums of money didn’t seem to faze the family man. Lyda quietly saved whatever money she could and briefly returned to teaching school to provide a stable source of income. But Hunt soon discovered a game almost as satisfying as poker—land speculation.




  “H.L., wake up,” Frank Grego said. He had returned to Hunt’s study.




  Hunt slowly began to stir in his wingback chair. “Must have dozed off. I was thinking about Lake Village and all that prime farmland.”




  “Those were some crazy times during the war. Remember when cotton was over $600 a bale? People were land crazy. We were buying property in the morning and selling the same parcel that afternoon.”




  “Yeah, it was a heck of a ride,” Hunt groused. “I played it wrong though, Frank.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “My timing was all wrong,” Hunt said. “Made a fortune, lost a fortune. I should have waited the cotton market out. I just figured it would collapse right after the war, not wait two years while everybody had one long party and bought everything in sight.”




  “Does it matter? You never wanted to be stuck in Lake Village anyway. Turned out a lot better up here in Arkansas, don’t you think?”




  Hunt rubbed his chin and stood up. “We never would’ve got in the oil business if I hadn’t come up here. I just can’t help myself, Frank. Sometimes the itch comes over me. I get so infatuated with something like an oil well, or a woman, I can’t control myself. God, Lyda just gave me another baby boy, then, Frania delivers another baby in Shreveport. If she ever found out about Lyda, I don’t know what would happen. But you know what? Somebody who works as hard as me deserves two beautiful wives.”




  “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Grego said while unrolling a plat map. “Let me tell you about this new field in Louisiana. You’re gonna make a fortune.”




  





  Chapter Six
JOINER




  Sweeney’s fascination with baseball had begun with the Chicago White Sox while he was still on the farm in Maroa, but after the Black Sox scandal, he’d switched allegiances to the Cubs. Farming was a lot like baseball; hope sprung eternal on both the farm and the baseball diamond. Sweeney was sure this year would be a bonanza for sweet potatoes and he was moving everything else he owned into the volatile cotton market. He was convinced rain would come and prices would soar. With renewed hope, he once again put all his faith in the Cubs. He often walked around the house and swore 1927 would be the year—with Hack Wilson in the outfield and Charlie Root on the mound, the Cubs were sure to win the National League. Even Claire just shook her head at his misplaced enthusiasm.




  The farm was a few miles north and a bit east of Overton. Sweeney had originally purchased three-hundred acres during a trip through Texas he had taken at the behest of Johnny Torrio. Sweeney was scouting sites along the Gulf Coast for bootlegging opportunities. During the return train ride home, the engine failed in Overton, allowing Sweeney a chance to explore the town. After his wife’s death, he vowed to never allow his own children around the type of men he’d worked with in Chicago. The family moved and never looked back.




  An opportunity to purchase two-hundred additional acres came up shortly after Sweeney’s arrival. He bought the property and then set about remaking all the buildings on the farm. Now he owned one of the nicest “freshly painted,” houses in the area. A breezy wrap-around porch surrounded the white clapboard home. Black shutters adorned each window and freshly polished hardwoods floors were brought in from Dallas.




  Massive live oaks with boughs reaching for the Texas sky and a stand of loblolly pines surrounded the home. The trees provided comforting shade and long limbs grabbed at cooling breezes in summer. Claire loved the flowering dogwoods and magnolias that dotted portions of the farm.




  Clickster arrived in 1925 looking for work. Shortly thereafter he set off with Sweeney for Houston to order the latest Chambers Fireless stove and a Maytag Gyrofoam washing device for Claire. When they returned, Sweeney and Clickster built a cottage near the main house. They then went to work on a small bunkhouse Sweeney intended to use for seasonal workers during harvest time. Clickster and his son settled in the cottage. Several months later, when Clickster rescued Jessie from the knife fight in Overton, she took up residence in the nearly finished bunkhouse. The finely furnished home, the nicest in Overton, was ready for farming.




  It didn’t take long before Sweeney encountered the harsh realities of farm life. Rain arrived on its own schedule, not his. Pests and diseases invaded the fields, and market prices rose and fell, seemingly for no reason. The first two summers were disasters. Money disappeared like parched topsoil in a Texas windstorm. Sweeney had spent too many years in Chicago deep in debt. He pledged to never owe money again. Despite Claire’s concerns, the lucrative bootlegging went on.




  Now the barn was filled with hay and the Ford truck. It also housed a seldom used 1926 Dodge Brothers Sedan. Sweeney could’ve purchased three Fords for the $1,200 price, but he was fascinated by the gadgets on the Dodge, especially its center-opening doors. Outlawed liquor paid for everything.
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