

  




  [image: cover]




  IT HAPPENED AT MIDNIGHT




  by




  Muncy Chapman




  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com


  




  




  Published by


  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Copyright © 2012 by Muncy Chapman




  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.




  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  ISBN: 978-1-661160-305-7




  Credits


  Editor: Dave Field




  Printed in the United States of America




  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  WEEDS IN THE WIREGRASS




  Set in the wild and lawless Florida Territory of 1836




  WIREGRASS POLITICS




  Florida Territory struggles to attain statehood amid cattle rustling, out-laws, and dangerous encounters.




  THE BLUE GLASS CANDY JAR




  With the help of a wise mother, an enterprising boy survives the Great Depression and finds adventure, humor, and even romance.




  SEARCH FOR SAMANTHA




  When twin sisters are separated at birth, their journey to find each other is blocked by actions of peril and deceit.




  Dedication




  For Herb




  Chapter 1




  October, 1880




  A smattering of stars cast an eerie glow across the moonlit night sky as Parson Wilkes drew his carriage to a gradual stop on the winding dirt road. An apt setting for a place with the ominous name of Midnight, Amanda silently opined, pulling back the carriage curtain to get a look at the place known as “Midnight.” Just the name alone was enough to make a girl want to turn around and head in the opposite direction. But with Papa, Amanda knew there’d be no turning around.




  “Whoa there.” Josiah Wilkes gave the reins a gentle tug and breathed in great gulps of the crisp Mississippi air.




  From her seat next to the window, Amanda could barely make out the outline of a white frame house surrounded by a picket fence. So this was the place where she and her sisters would live—for a while, at least—until the village people decided if they approved of Papa’s style of preaching and his method of raising three energetic young daughters. This was the fourth time they’d moved within the past two years! In spite of her misgivings about her new home, and admittedly she had many, Amanda prayed that she and her sisters could stay here at least through Christmas. “Please, God, don’t let us do anything to provoke Papa’s congregation.”




  Was it any wonder that she should feel apprehensive about her new home? In a rural settlement with the menacing name of “Midnight,” how could she expect to find anything but mystery and danger? And as if that weren’t frightening enough, she’d been warned by those who knew that her future home was located alongside the infamous Natchez Trace, reputed throughout the land for its marauding outlaws and robbers. What was Papa thinking when he agreed to bring us here?




  How could her two sisters have slept during the harrowing ride through the wilderness of western Mississippi, so close to the notorious Natchez Trace? She herself had barely been able to breathe, much less sleep, after hearing about the dangers that lurked along this iniquitous trail. Robbers, murderers, rapists! According to stories Amanda had read, they were all out there waiting for them, just a short distance from their new home in the settlement that bore such an alarming label.




  The name alone was enough to send shivers up her spine. The howling night wind did nothing to alleviate her fears, and the dancing shadows cast by the full moon reminded Amanda of tremulous fingers reaching out to find them. And now, after the seemingly endless ride, they had finally arrived! There would be no turning back now. She pulled back the curtain to have another look at the place that was to be her new home.




  Amanda gave Lucinda a gentle poke with her elbow. “Wake up, Cindy. We’re finally here!”




  “Go ’way.” The sleeping girl pushed a tendril of chestnut-brown hair aside and turned her back to face the opposite direction. “Oh, bother, Mandy,” she mumbled from her sleepy stupor. “I was having the most delicious dream about a prince in shining armor. Why’d you have to go and spoil it?”




  “Because we’re here! This is it!” Amanda could hardly wait for Papa to put the step stool in place and open the carriage door for them. After six hours of bouncing along the rocky trail all the way from Louisiana, seated on a thin, scratchy cushion, every bone in her body seemed to protest.




  The third occupant of the small carriage came to life and raised her tousled blond head. “What’s the matter? Why are we stopping? Are we there yet?”




  “Yes, I think we are,” her older sister confirmed. “Pull back the curtain on your side, and look out the window, Faith. I think this must be our new home.”




  By now, three curious faces peered from the coach windows, trying to see through the muted darkness of the October night.




  “I believe this is it,” Papa confirmed, unlatching the carriage door and helping his daughters down onto the rocky ground. “Be careful where you step.” He lifted his lantern to light their path, as he led their way toward the house.




  “Is there no one to meet us?” Amanda asked. Usually they were met by a welcoming committee from their new congregation, but always before, they’d arrived in broad daylight instead of the middle of the night. Their planned departure had been delayed several hours by an accident involving one of Papa’s former parishioners, and although the injured man was no longer his responsibility, Papa never turned away from an opportunity to help anyone in need.




  At the sound of a sudden snap, Faith jumped and grabbed Amanda’s hand. “What was that?”




  “It was nothing, Faith. Don’t be a scaredy-cat,” Amanda said in a voice that sounded much bolder than she felt. “I just stepped on a twig. Come on; let’s see what the house looks like.”




  Everything about this move had seemed unusual to Amanda and her sisters from the very beginning, and strangest of all was the name of this settlement where Papa was to preach. Whoever heard of a village named Midnight? “Noon” or “Daybreak” would have sounded less menacing. But they were here now, for better or for worse. She might as well get used to it.




  Papa had explained that the families in his new flock were spread out over the lands and swamps of western Mississippi, rather than bunched together in a tightly defined parish like the one they recently left behind. It would be his job to visit them all, bringing them together in a spirit of brotherly love and leading them into paths of righteousness. From the terrifying tales Amanda had heard about this area, Papa surely had his work cut out for him!




  The parson tethered his horses to a hitching post beside the gate and used his lantern to guide his steps to the front porch. Setting his lantern on the porch, he stooped down and lifted the front doormat to reveal a large skeleton key. “Ah, here it is, just as Brother Neeley promised it would be.” He slipped the key into the lock and gave it a twist.




  The door creaked as it swung open, and the porch groaned beneath their feet as the three girls cautiously followed their father into the house. Holding his lantern high, Papa exhaled in satisfaction. “Someone’s been here to set things right for our arrival,” he proclaimed, letting his gaze circle the parlor. After all the dire reports they’d heard about this area, these surroundings looked surprisingly pleasant. A bouquet of fresh field flowers sat atop a round end table, putting a touch of color in the otherwise drab sitting room. A large Victorian sofa almost filled one end of the room, and the mahogany grandfather’s clock in the corner began to chime the midnight hour.




  “Twelve o’clock,” Papa confirmed, after counting the chimes. “Let’s see if we can find a place to bed down for the night, and we’ll wait until morning to bring in the rest of our things from the carriage.”




  Two of his daughters still staggered under the burden of interrupted sleep; only Amanda stood wide-eyed and curious about her new home. “Let’s walk through the house first, Papa. I hope they have enough bedrooms so we can each have one of our very own.”




  “That’s not likely,” her father said, “but we must appreciate what we’ve been given and trust that the Lord will take care of our needs.” He proceeded down a narrow hallway, holding his lantern high. “Let’s take a look around. This must be the kitchen in here.” The parson led his oldest daughter into a spacious kitchen, complete with a sawbuck table and a black iron wood stove. The ice box in the corner was made of pine, and a quick inspection of its contents confirmed that a large block of ice served to cool its interior. At one end of the room, a large fireplace faced a wide brick hearth which had recently been scrubbed to a ruddy shine.




  “Look, Papa. Someone already filled up our wood box with logs, and there’s even a stack of kindling. Can we start a fire now?”




  “I’m travel weary, Amanda, as I’m sure we all are. As soon as we see the rest of the house, I’ll go out to the carriage and bring in just our valises. Tomorrow will be time enough to bring in the rest of our things and try out our fireplace and chimney.”




  Amanda said little more as she followed her father through the rest of the small cottage, but she found it difficult to hide her excitement. “There’s three bedrooms, Papa. The biggest one will be for you, of course, and the middle-sized one could be for Faith and Cindy. That would leave the smallest one for me,” she tentatively proclaimed and held her breath. Now that she’d turned eighteen, dare she hope to have a room of her own at last? It needn’t be big; just a small space to call her very own.




  “We can sleep that way for tonight, Daughter, until I’ve had time to figure things out, but I may need to claim one of these rooms for my library and study. Let’s not worry about it now. It’s late, and we all need to get some sleep.” Holding the lantern high to let its light sweep the room, he suddenly realized that two of his daughters were missing. “Where are your sisters?”




  Amanda giggled. “Faith and Cindy plopped themselves on a bed in the first room we walked by. I reckon that patchwork comforter looked too inviting for them to pass up. I don’t think they even took time to remove their shoes.”




  “Then find a bed for yourself, and as soon as I see to the horses, I’ll do the same. We’ll all feel better when the sun comes up.”




  “All right, Papa.” Amanda wondered how her sisters could be so relaxed after such a stressful ride. Hadn’t they felt any apprehension at all about coming to this remote location? Hadn’t they heard the skipper’s warning to Papa when he took them across the Mississippi River just before dark?




  “A man of the cloth ought to know better,” the man had warned. “Traveling so close to the Natchez Trace is a sure way to find yourself in trouble, and nobody in his right mind would set out after dark, especially with three young ladies to take care of.”




  Papa paled at the man’s comments, but he didn’t let them deter him from his purpose. “I go wherever God calls me,” was his stern reply. Now six hours later, guided by the light of the rising moon, here they were in the little settlement with the strange name of “Midnight”.




  Amanda groped her way into the smallest bedroom and lowered herself onto the single bed. “A feather mattress!” She’d long dreamed of the luxury of a room of her own. Even if it only lasted for a night or two, she was going to enjoy this bit of privacy while she could.




  * * * *




  True to the parson’s prediction, the family stirred at daybreak. Accustomed to frequent moves, it took them little time to set about unpacking their clothes and household goods and putting everything in the proper places.




  Their cupboards and ice box had been generously stocked with food and staples before their arrival. There was even an apple cobbler in the pie safe! Perhaps Midnight won’t be as ominous as its name suggests, Amanda thought.




  Soon the vicar had a roaring fire blazing in the fireplace, and the four of them sat at the sawbuck table to offer thanks for their breakfast of oatmeal, buttered toast, and hot chocolate.




  “Put some of this molasses on your porridge, Faith,” Amanda suggested. “Why aren’t you eating your breakfast?”




  “I’m not very hungry,” the child admitted, falling into a spate of coughing. “I just want something warm to drink.”




  “I don’t like the sounds of that cough,” her father said. “I hope this isn’t portending a bout of ague.” He reached across the table and felt of his youngest daughter’s forehead. “See that you get plenty of rest today, Faith. I’ll make up a poultice for your chest before you go to bed tonight.”




  Amanda noted that her little sister’s cheeks were flushed. “Cindy and I’ll clean up the kitchen, Faith. Why don’t you drink your cocoa and then go lie down for a while?”




  “And I’ll go out to the barn and see to the horses,” her father said. “They’re probably worn out after bringing us all the way from Louisiana. They were both limping along during the last hour of our trip. They deserve a little rest too.”




  * * * *




  While Amanda and Cindy washed and dried the breakfast dishes, they speculated on their new life in western Mississippi. “I hope there’s some other young people around here,” Cindy said. “I’m going to miss all the folks we left behind in Oak Grove. I hope they have lots of socials here so we can meet new friends.”




  “You always make friends wherever we go,” Amanda told her. “That’s what makes it so hard for you to leave a town. I try not to get too attached to any place or its people, because it’s a known fact we’ll be moving on before long.”




  “I know one thing,” Cindy declared. “When I get married, I’m going to find a man who stays in one place, and he sure isn’t going to be a preacher!”




  Amanda laughed. “Hopefully that won’t happen for a very long time, Cindy. You’re such a romantic! Here, dry this last plate and we’re done.”




  Brother Wilkes stomped up the back steps, scraping his boots on the doormat before entering the kitchen. “I’m going to have to find a blacksmith to shoe our horses,” the minister declared. “Traveling over the rough terrain seems to have taken a toll on their feet and legs, especially old Sam. I’ll be servicing a wide area around here, and I can’t afford to be slowed down by a lame horse.”




  Amanda took his jacket and hung it on a peg by the door. “I suppose there’s a blacksmith or a horse doctor somewhere in these parts. We’ll have to find out where he’s located.”




  Through the window, the sound of horses’ hooves and creaking carriage wheels captured her attention. Surprisingly, the sound seemed to stop in front of their house. “Someone’s here, Papa. Shall I see who it is?”




  “You girls go ahead with your work,” he said, pushing his chair back from the table. “If we have visitors, I’ll meet them at the door and invite them in.” The parson straightened his collar and smoothed his graying hair. “You might put the kettle on for tea, Amanda. This will likely be some of the members of our new flock, and we want to show ourselves hospitable.”




  Amanda knew the importance of making a favorable impression on the people of Midnight. Although she hadn’t yet seen anything to endear her to her surroundings, she didn’t relish the idea of another move any time soon.




  The stove was still hot from their morning meal, so she filled the kettle with fresh water and set it on the burner. She detected the voices of a man and a woman, their words blending with Papa’s words of welcome, and Amanda was glad she and her sister had already unpacked and washed their best china teacups and saucers.




  The two girls had cleared away all traces of their early morning meal, and Faith had returned to the bedroom. “Cindy, go tell Faith we’ve got company,” she whispered. “Then c’mon back and help me. We’re to serve them tea.”




  Minutes later, all three young ladies smoothed the wrinkles from their pinafores and marched primly into the living room, just as Papa held the door open for his guests. “Mr. and Mrs. Neeley, allow me to present my daughters, Amanda, Lucinda, and Faith.”




  The girls smiled in response and curtseyed politely. “Do come in,” Amanda invited, falling naturally into the role of hostess she’d assumed for as long as she could remember. “Please have a seat and join us for a cup of tea.”




  Mrs. Neeley stepped forward, extending a large basket covered with a red checkered cloth. “Thank you, my dear, but we don’t plan to stay. I just wanted you to have some of my freshly baked sticky buns, still warm from the oven. Many of the folks around here declare they’re the best around, but of course, I’m not one to brag. You’ll just have to decide for yourselves.” She smiled modestly as she handed Amanda her offering.




  “Thank you so much, Mrs. Neeley. I’m sure they’re delicious. I’ll put some on a plate to have with our tea.”




  “No, we know you must be very busy getting settled in, and we don’t want to intrude, so we’ll not stay for tea this time. We just wanted to meet you and welcome you to Midnight. If there’s anything you need, anything at all...”




  “You’ve gone to a great deal of trouble to see that we’re comfortable here,” the parson replied. “Tell me, where does one go for additional supplies?”




  Mr. Neeley pulled a paper from his jacket pocket. “I’ve written everything down here, Brother Wilkes, along with some maps I drew to help you locate things. There’s a general store up the road a piece.




  “Some of the men are getting together tomorrow evening to meet you, Parson, but most of them don’t quit working on their farms until dark. Would you meet with a group of us at the church about eight o’clock? We’ll try to answer all your questions then, and we might have a few of our own.”




  The pastor shuffled the papers in his hand. “Is there a map here to guide me to the church?”




  “Yes, sir. It’s in the wildwood not far from here, but be careful going out after dark. This land in here is all pretty much swamp land, and you don’t want to step on a cottonmouth. There’s outlaws roaming these swamps, too, so I’d suggest you carry a gun with you whenever you go out after dark.”




  Reverend Wilkes shifted his position and hesitated. “Brother Neeley, I am not a violent man. I have lived my whole life without a gun, and I just put my trust in the Lord to take care of me and my family.”




  “Suit yourself,” Mr. Neeley said. “Just remember I warned you.” With that, he turned toward the door. “We’d best get out of here and let you folks get settled.”




  Amanda had been uncomfortably aware of Mrs. Neeley’s gaze on her during the entire conversation, but she couldn’t imagine why. She checked the buttons on her dress to make sure she hadn’t left one undone.




  When the visitors reached the front porch, Mrs. Neeley turned back for one last look at Amanda, sizing her up and down. She spoke in an undertone. “Amanda dear, may I ask you a rather personal question?”




  Amanda could feel the heat rising to her face. What have I already done wrong? “Why, um, yes, of course, Mrs. Neeley.”




  “How old are you?”




  Amanda exhaled the breath she had been holding. Is this all the lady wants to know? “I’m eighteen, Ma’am. Cindy—er—Lucinda here is fifteen, and Faith is eleven.”




  Beneath Mrs. Neeley’s polite smile, Amanda could detect her disappointment, but she didn’t understand it until the lady spoke her next words.




  “Oh, I thought perhaps you were a bit older,” the woman confessed. “Well, in any case, Brother Neeley and I would like to have your family come for dinner on Sunday, right after the service. We have a son who’ll be wanting to meet you.” She paused, giving the girls another appraising look. “There aren’t too many pretty young girls in our little township.” She aimed a conspiratorial wink in Amanda’s direction, causing the girl to feel heat rising to her cheeks.




  “My sisters and I are looking forward to meeting all of our new neighbors, Mrs. Neeley. Thank you so much for coming.”




  The reverend continued to sift through the papers in his hand. “I was wondering, Brother Neeley, is there a smithy or a horse doctor in the area? I’ll be needing to have someone look at my horses before I do much riding.”




  “Well, yes, I reckon you could say we do. Most of us depend on Doc Browning to take care of our livestock. He’s young and doesn’t have a lot of experience, but he’s the closest thing we have to a real veterinarian. He took a lot of science and biology courses when he was in college at ‘Ole Miss,’ and he has a special way with animals. He shoes our horses and does just about anything else our animals need. I’ll be passing his land on my way home. I’ll stop in and tell him you have need of his services.”




  “I’d appreciate that, Brother Neeley.” The reverend followed his visitors outside to their carriage, but Amanda and her sisters stayed inside.




  Faith raised her fingers to her lips to cover her giggles. “We aren’t even unpacked yet, and Mandy’s already got a beau.”




  “Shh! They’ll hear you. I don’t have a beau, Faith, and you’d better not let Papa hear you talking like that.”




  “I wish I had a beau,” Cindy confessed. “I wonder what the Neeleys’ son looks like?”




  “We’ll find out soon enough, I expect. We don’t have time to worry about things like that today. Let’s get back to work and put this place in order.”




  Chapter 2




  Amanda wondered how long she’d been asleep when she was awakened by a noise outside her window. She hoped it didn’t portend a brewing storm. She lay quietly beneath her soft quilt and listened intently. There—she heard it again—a stirring of the oak leaves that blanketed their yard. It sounded like someone walking directly beneath her bedroom window! Amanda’s heart lodged in her throat. Should she try to wake up Papa, or should she continue to lie perfectly still and hope the would-be intruder might go away?




  She recalled Mr. Neeley’s frightening words about outlaws who roamed the swamps of western Mississippi, and the warning of the skipper who’d ferried them across the river. She’d heard tales and read stories of desperados and escaped criminals who’d terrorized people for years along the Natchez Trace. Why did Papa bring us to live in such a wild land? What could he have been thinking?




  In the absence of a village vicar, this cottage had probably been empty for many months. It wasn’t unlikely that some wandering tramp might have used it as a refuge from the volatile Mississippi weather. Perhaps he might be expecting to claim the very bed Amanda now slept on. She drew her quilt closer around her shoulders and listened again.




  As much as she’d yearned for a room of her own, at this precise moment she wished her sisters were here beside her instead of across the hall. What should I do? Gathering her courage, she slid from beneath the comfort of warm covers and crept toward the window. The wood floor felt cold beneath her bare feet, but her trembling was more the result of fear than from the temperature of the floorboards.




  Amanda’s heart hammered as she hunkered beneath the window, unwilling to chance showing her face to an intruder. She waited until she heard the sound again, and this time the noise was much too close for comfort. Again she thought of waking Papa, but that idea had its drawbacks. Taking time to rouse the parson out of a deep sleep might give the trespasser ample opportunity to break into their house.




  With little time to think her plan through, she took a deep breath, stood up, and looked through the window. To her relief and surprise, she saw no face staring back at her. In fact, she saw nothing at all unusual. Peering right and then left through the murky darkness, she cautiously exhaled the breath she’d been holding for what seemed like hours.




  The grandfather clock in the parlor began its ominous hourly chimes. She counted them: one, two, three...all the way up to twelve. Is it mere coincidence that everything around here seems to happen at midnight? Is that how the little community got its name? A shiver ran up her spine.




  The amber moon did little to reveal what lay beyond the fence, and for a few brief moments, Amanda clung to the hope that the prowler, if there had been one, had left. She pressed her nose against the cold glass for a closer look, but still she detected nothing out of the ordinary. She was about to turn back to her bed when she heard the noise again—a rustling directly beneath her window. Her heart skipped a beat. But perhaps it was simply a harmless armadillo that had scared her out of her wits. How she would laugh at her own foolishness, if this proved to be the case.




  Amanda returned to her bed and pulled the quilt up over her head, trying in vain to go back to sleep. She tossed and turned, alternately dozing and waking, for what seemed like hours before she finally gave up and slipped from beneath her covers. Her bare feet hit the cold floor. She was now wide awake, and she knew that she wouldn’t be able to reclaim sleep until she determined who or what was responsible for the noise that had roused her earlier.




  Papa was due to meet with the men of the local church committee in the day ahead, and Amanda knew how much he needed his sleep. She also realized he wouldn’t take kindly to being disturbed because of a harmless armadillo. And Amanda knew from experience that trying to wake her sisters from a sound sleep would be a useless task. She must either go back to bed and forget about it, or investigate the noise on her own. It took her only ten seconds to decide between her two options.




  She slid her feet into leather moccasins and wrapped herself in her plaid wool bathrobe. Soundlessly, she crept through the house and opened the front door. A blast of cold autumn wind stung her cheeks. The porch creaked under her footsteps, and she hurried down the sagging wood steps, hoping no one would hear her. Her family had slept through the rustling noise caused by the creature beneath her window, she reasoned, so it was unlikely that the creaking boards would wake them now.




  She wished for Papa’s big lantern as she rounded the corner of the house. There in the darkness of the near-moonless night, she was hit by the foolishness of this escapade. Papa always chided her for her impulsive nature, predicting that it would some day lead her into trouble. How could she be sure that this creature responsible for her concern was harmless? Hadn’t Mr. Neeley warned her father about crawling cotton-mouth water moccasins? With no one aware of her whereabouts, she could be attacked by a vicious animal, or even a human, and not a soul would be the wiser until it was too late.




  Fast losing her nerve, she was just about to turn back to the house when she heard a faint whimper—not an alarming sound, but rather a pitiful plea for help, almost like that of a tiny infant. Peering intently through the curtain of darkness, she could barely make out the shape of an animal crouched beneath her bedroom window, obviously in some kind of distress.




  Amanda picked up a stick from the ground and approached the creature cautiously. It didn’t look big enough to be a bear. “Why, it’s a dog!” she exclaimed. “He looks as though he’s been hurt!” She dropped her stick to the ground and moved forward. The nondescript dog didn’t growl or bark, but simply continued to whimper and whine in a most pitiful manner, looking up at Amanda with big, soulful eyes that tugged at her heartstrings.




  Not until much later did she realize the foolishness of her next actions. A strange dog could be vicious or even rabid. But her innate love of animals overrode her sense of good judgment as she knelt in the damp leaves and bent to examine him.




  Although the sun still hunkered well below the horizon, as Amanda crouched in the damp leaves beneath her bedroom window, the essence of a new day gradually began to penetrate the darkness with a faint glow, and as Amanda’s eyes made the adjustment, she could now see the cause of the animal’s misery. A small wound in the flesh of his left shoulder bore all the earmarks of a bullet hole, and the blood-soaked leaves beneath him gave further credence to her assessment. His almost lifeless body shook from cold and from shock. Unless Amanda was badly mistaken, someone had shot this helpless animal and left him to die.




  “Oh, you poor thing!” Amanda stretched a tentative hand and gently patted him on his back. What can I do to help him? She remembered the time last year when Cindy had stepped on a hoe and cut a deep gash in her foot. Papa had cleansed the wound and covered it with sugar to prevent infection, and his treatment had worked. “I’ll be right back,” she promised her new friend. Surprisingly, the dog seemed to understand that she meant to help him, and he lifted his head and licked her hand.




  Inside the house, not a creature stirred. Amanda could hear Papa’s soft snoring, and tiptoed so as not to wake him. In the kitchen, she lifted the sugar canister from its place on the shelf, picked up a spoon, and crept into her bedroom, where she pulled the quilt from her bed.




  By the time she went back outside, the new day was beginning to break. The dog lay just as she had left him, and she wondered for a moment if he was still alive. But he responded to the sound of her footsteps by lifting an ear, assuring Amanda that she was not too late to offer her help.




  When Papa and her sisters woke up, she would explain to them how she found the injured dog, and together they could cleanse the dog’s wound. But for now, she didn’t want to disturb the clot that was forming and seemed to stem the flow of blood. With gentle hands, Amanda carefully spooned sugar over the surface of the wound. Though he whined pitifully, her canine patient made no move to resist her. She covered his trembling body with her quilt and patted him atop his head. “That’s all I can do for you now, but I’ll be back to take care of you later.” Again, he seemed to understand her words. Burying his nose beneath the folds of Amanda’s patchwork quilt, he slept.




  * * * *




  “You what?”




  Amanda hadn’t expected Papa to be delighted with her actions of the early morning hours, but neither did she think he would be quite this upset. It scared her to see the purple veins protrude from his neck. She didn’t want to cause him to suffer a seizure!




  She’d checked on the dog first thing upon waking this morning and fed him some warm milk, and already he looked much better. She’d hoped that Papa and her sisters would help her clean him up and move him into the horse barn where he could recuperate out of the weather.




  “What were you thinking, Amanda?” Papa stood in the kitchen, still in his pajamas and bathrobe, looking at his eldest daughter as though she’d lost her mind. “Am I to understand that you wasted our sugar supply on some stray mongrel, and you even used your nice warm quilt to cover him?”




  Amanda focused her eyes on the floor. “Yes, Papa, but—”




  “All the food and supplies we found when we came here have been provided by the people of our new congregation—good people who probably deprived themselves of provisions just so their minister’s family could be well fed and cared for. Do you suppose that any of them thought for one minute that we might squander these supplies on a stray dog?”




  “No, Papa.” This wasn’t the time to remind her father of the many times she and her sisters had pleaded with him for a dog or a cat to call their own. His answer had always been the same. She’d better try a different approach. “This dog might be a pet belonging to one of your flock, Papa. They might be grateful to us for saving him. If we could take care of him for a few days, just until we find his rightful owner, I’m sure his master would be appreciative of our help.”




  “Hmm.”




  “I’ll take care of him myself,” Amanda offered. “He won’t be any trouble to you at all.”




  “I’ll help,” Cindy volunteered, and Amanda flashed her sister a grateful smile. “He can stay in the barn with the horses, and we’ll probably find his rightful owner when we meet our new neighbors at your first worship service on Sunday.”




  Papa rubbed his chin, a sure sign that he was thinking the matter over. After a few moments, he relented. “All right, but remember, it’s just for a few days. Don’t start letting yourselves get attached to him. And you’d better not shirk your household chores to take care of that stray cur.”




  “No, sir. We won’t. And thank you, Papa.” Amanda and Cindy exchanged sly winks and left the room before their father had time to change his mind.




  Chapter 3




  “Answer the door, please, Amanda,” Papa called from his perch atop a stepladder in his bedroom. He stretched to arrange some of his thick volumes along the top shelf of his bookcase. “Someone’s knocking at the front door. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Shelving his last book, he began his descent, unrolling his shirtsleeves on the way down.




  Amanda opened the front door and was momentarily taken by surprise. The man standing at the threshold was very tall and quite handsome, but it was the intensity of his blue eyes that startled her most. It was enough to take a girl’s breath away. When she could regain her composure, she stepped back into the parlor to invite her visitor inside. “Won’t you come in?”




  The man pulled his cap from his head, letting thick, dark curls fall across his forehead. He held a black leather satchel in his left hand. “Good afternoon, Miss. I’m Jonathon Browning. I’ve come to check on your father’s horses. I’d best not come in, though. My boots are probably caked with mud.”




  “Don’t worry about that,” Amanda assured him. “I—I’ll get my father,” she promised, but she made no attempt to move.
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