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Heartfelt Praise for Dorothy Garlock and Her Captivating Novels of the Jones Clan

“There is nothing better than Dorothy Garlock at her best.”

—Sandra Brown, New York Times bestselling author

“Dorothy Garlock writes about real people and real life.”

—Romantic Times BOOKclub Magazine

“No one brings home small-town America in a more picturesque manner than bestselling author Dorothy Garlock.”
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“A gifted writer.”
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“Top-notch... and authentic. Garlock secures her standing as the premier writer of the Americana romance.”

—Booklist

“Superb.”
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“Strong historic romantic suspense.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Nonstop action.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Outstanding...Will keep your heart pumping.”

—Rendezvous

“Impressive...A breathless, captivating, and stimulating sojourn into early twentieth-century America...Will leave one feeling enriched and blessedly gladhearted.”

—RomanticFiction.Tripod.com

“Exciting... All the suspense you could hope for...Garlock outdid herself with this one.”

—Romantic Reviews

HIGH ON A HILL

“Passionate...sweetly nostalgic... earthy and funny.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Garlock [is] noted for her grit-between-the-toes feel for time and place... Plenty of period detail and an earthy portrayal of small-town life.”

—Minneapolis Star

“A powerful and rewarding story.”

—Rendezvous

“Poignant...Ms. Garlock remains true to form with heart-warming stories, sympathetic, believable characters, and an easy-to-read plot.”

—RomanceAtItsBest.com

THE EDGE OF TOWN

“A heart-stirring story spiced with suspense...This is a gift from a writer whose books keep giving long after the last page...It’s impossible to choose a favorite character. I fell in love with them all and relished every word of their heart-warming story.”

—Sandra Brown

“An exciting historical romance . . . a luscious Americana novel... another treat from a delightful talent.”

—Bookreview.com

“Charming story... sprightly dialogue and convincing depiction of farm life.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Americana at its best.”

—Booklist
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This book is dedicated with love to my sisters,  Mary Bruza and Betty O’Haver.

If I could have chosen sisters, I would  have chosen you.

RIVER RISING

Edging toward the town of Fertile
 Close to flooding o’er its banks
 River rising.
 Passions rising.

Deep beneath the surface waters
 Hidden crimes and vengeance roil.
 Passions rising.
 River rising.

Dammed with rocks
 And damned by laws
 Love, unstifled, surges forth.
 River rising.
 Passions rising.

Break the dam.
 Release the current.
 Let it wash away the past.
 Let the river, clean and rushing,
 Take its course,
 Be free at last!

—F.S.I.

Prologue

Fertile, Missouri
 1928

THE WOMAN CLUTCHED THE SLIM tin box tightly to her chest, hurried down the street to her house and up the stairs to her bedroom. She closed the door and sank down on the edge of the bed, sucked in gulps of air and waited for her heartbeat to settle into a regular rhythm.

The vile, rotten, lying, conniving sonofabitch had hidden his dirty little secret well! She muttered her fury, unable to find words to describe just how despicable she found him to be. If he were not already dead, she would kill him again and again. She fervently hoped that he was burning in hell!

She never would have found out the sinful things her husband had done if not for the leak in the roof at the hardware store. Water had come down the wall in back of the counter. When shelves had been emptied and moved out, she had found in the wall behind the bottom shelf a box that contained not only a ledger but bow ribbons, garters, buttons, snips of hair tied with a string: his mementos. In an envelope were Kodak pictures of his bastards: a shaggy-haired boy in overalls too short for his skinny legs, a small girl with blond curls, another girl with dark braids, a tall boy standing beside a board fence and a baby in a carriage. She wondered how he managed to get the pictures.

She had told her brother, when he asked what she had found in the box, that it was her personal diary she had put there for safekeeping and that it really was of no consequence to anyone but her. She had not realized then the significance of the ledger, but she had figured it out later when she scanned the names. One name jumped out at her:

Julie Jones—July 1917—girl March 1918 named Joy. Below he had written: I couldn’t have picked a better name myself.

Now in her room behind a locked door, she moved to the chair beside the window, opened the ledger and began to read. An hour later she was too angry to cry. Pregnancy had resulted from his intercourse—he didn’t consider it rape— with twenty of the fifty-seven women and girls he’d penetrated with his mighty sword, as he had so disgustingly called it. Only a very few of his encounters had been consensual. His notes made it clear that he preferred a challenge and thoroughly enjoyed stalking the women and girls he had chosen to have his children and forcing them to accept his seed.

Her husband had kept a careful record of each conquest and was proud that only two miscarriages and the death of one of the women had been the result of his desire to procreate. He regretted the death, but his victim knew who he was and he’d had no choice but to kill the girl.

In a note written in 1917 he explained his compulsion to rape: I will sow my seed in young females and leave behind a part of myself when I leave this earth that will go on and on into the future. When he died, he left eighteen children and three pregnant girls. Two girls from neighboring towns had received a second dose of his sperm when he discovered that they had failed to catch the first time and the opportunity had arisen for him to copulate with them again. Behind these names he had written: Second time was even more satisfying because the bitches knew that they were going to get plowed deep and long.

The woman stared out the window at a boy riding his scooter down the sidewalk, then watched the iceman stop across the street, go to the back of his truck and hoist a large chunk of ice to his back. The boy was waiting when he returned to the truck and was given a chip of ice. As he skipped away, she wondered if he was one of her stepchildren.

Her hands curled around the arms of the chair. She had grieved for Ron Poole for five years, the same number of years they had been married before he was killed. He had never expressed regret that they had not had children. The first year of their marriage he had demanded sex morning and night and sometimes in the middle of the day. He had been a gentle lover, but when, after a few years, she hadn’t conceived, he seldom touched her and had begun to act more like her brother than her husband.

Looking back, she remembered him as being kind to her and acting the doting husband in public. His standing in the community was important to him, and it helped to make it all the more difficult to believe that he was a rapist.

She covered her face in shame as she remembered lying in bed waiting for him to come to her, love her and satisfy her sexual hunger. She realized now that the rutting stud didn’t need his wife. He was getting his satisfaction from young girls, not only here but in surrounding towns.

An idea began to form in her mind, a way that she could get even not only with him but with the stupid, careless women who had allowed him to take advantage of them. With a goal in mind she skipped a few pages in the ledger and began to make her own list.

When she finished, she realized that she knew nine of his children. They lived right here in Fertile. Some had been raised as brother or sister to the girl who had given them birth. Some of the girls had married as soon as they realized that they were pregnant and passed the children off as their husbands’. But the man for whom she had grieved for all these years had known better; and, according to the notes he had posted beside the birthdates, he had received an enormous amount of satisfaction watching their development.

He appeared to be fond of all his offspring. Beside their names he had noted physical descriptions and whether or not they appeared to be healthy. Beside two names he expressed regret that he had not been more careful when he chose their mothers. He was not pleased with the care they were being given. He was even exploring the idea that if something happened to the mothers, it might be possible for him to adopt the children.

The woman sitting in the rocking chair began to rock energetically. She felt suddenly as if she had come alive. The mantle of grief for her lost love had slid from her shoulders. She’d often heard that hate was very close to love and that nothing energized the soul as much as hating someone and seeking vengeance.

The dull and listless life she had lived since his death was over; she now had a goal in mind. It would be a few years before the offspring he had so proudly sired would be old enough to fit into her plans. But that was all right. She was in no hurry. She would spend the time getting to know each of them, and when the time came, she would be ready.

Chapter 1

Fertile, Missouri
 1934

APRIL SAT IN THE CAR, her hands gripping the steering wheel, and peered at the muddy road ahead through the windshield of her Model T Runabout. Amid the heavy rain, she could see only a few feet past the radiator cap on the hood of her car. The road behind her would be deep in mud by now, so there was no point in turning back even if she could.

With a sigh of despair she turned off the motor, closed her eyes and said a little prayer. “Please, God, let someone come along to help me.” Then a little voice whispered in her ear. “God helps those who help themselves.”

It was impossible to see out through the isinglass on the side curtains. April worked the lever that wiped water from the windshield. During the second or so that the glass was clear, all she could see was the muddy road ahead and a fence that ran along the side. The last time she stopped she had estimated that she was about ten miles from Fertile. Surely she had come five miles since then.

She had walked five miles many times and could do so again. The watch that hung from a gold chain around her neck said three o’clock. She had two choices. She could sit here for the rest of the day and let night come, or she could get out of the car and walk to Fertile. The days were getting shorter this time of year, and if she didn’t want to be stranded out here in the dark, she had to get along.

April removed her shoes and stockings, took her valuables out of the suitcase on the seat beside her and put them in the pockets of the old coat she decided to wear. She tied her shoelaces and hung her shoes around her neck, opened her umbrella and stepped out into the driving rain.

Cold, soft mud covered her feet to her ankles. Standing beside the car, she adjusted the umbrella and gave the auto an affectionate pat.

“You’ve been a good girl, Daisy. You brought me this far without a single complaint. I hate to leave you, but I have no choice.”

She had inherited the 1925 Model T Runabout when her grandfather died. It had served her well during her last year of nursing school and during the two years her grandmother lived following his death.

Despite the heavy downpour, only a trickle of water had seeped in around the side curtains. The top was as good as the day her grandfather replaced it shortly after he had brought the shiny new car home. Hortense, her grandmother’s pet goat, had climbed on the top of it, and her sharp hooves had gone through the roof. She had hung there, suspended, until April’s angry grandfather, threatening to kill her, had pulled her out. The car had been kept in the shed with the doors closed after that.

“I’ll be back for you, Daisy.”

April started up the road. She had gone only ten steps when her feet slipped out from under her and she fell back in a sea of mud.

“Dammit!” The hand not holding the umbrella had instinctively gone out to break her fall and was now covered with mud to her elbow. She had to use it to tip her straw hat back out of her eyes so that she could see. “Damn, damn, dammit to hell!” she swore. Sorry, Grandma, you said not to cuss unless I just had to. Well, this is enough to make a preacher cuss.

Rain hit her in the face as she tried to scramble to her feet only to fall back again. Finally she had to turn over on her knees and put her hand down in that soupy dark mess to push herself up. When she was back on her feet, she righted the umbrella to shield her head and shoulders from the rain and trudged on down the muddy road.

If she’d had the sense of a goose, she thought now, she would have stopped when she saw that it was going to rain. But how did she know that it had probably been raining here for hours and that she was heading into it? Her skirt was wet and wrapped around her legs, making it difficult to walk. She reached down and pulled it and the coat up past her knees. There surely wasn’t anyone around to see her legs except maybe a cow or two in the fenced pasture.

After a while she found her breath coming hard and her heart beating fast from the exertion. It was tiring pulling her feet out of the sucking mud. The rain had settled into a steady downpour. She stopped to rest, and when she looked back, she couldn’t see her car. Her entire world was a ten-foot radius around her.

When she came to a place where water ran over the road, she stopped and stood first on one foot and then the other. He

who hesitates is lost. The thought came and went as she lifted her skirt and coat up past her knees, and stepped into the muddy water again. When it reached midcalf, she took careful steps, feeling her way, until she knew that was as deep as it was going to get. As she walked out of the water, she let the wet garments drop around her cold legs.

With her head bent April plodded on down the middle of the road. Rain beat against the umbrella. Thunder rolled overhead. If she hadn’t been so wet and miserable when she thought about Elbert Prescott, the pharmacist back in Independence with whom she had kept company for a while, she would have giggled.

Short, plump, persnickety Elbert, who wouldn’t be seen without his starched shirt and bow tie, would be horrified to see her wet and covered with mud. If not for his snooty mother’s objection, Elbert would have asked her to marry him. Of course, she wouldn’t have accepted; but it would have been nice to have been asked, considering the Prescotts were supposed to be the upper echelon of Independence society.

April felt just a little guilty that she had led Elbert on a bit. It had been a balm to her ego to have the most eligible man in town pay attention to her. She had been a source of gossip during her school years because she and her mother had come back to town to live with her grandparents and had been silent about her father. Many thought she had been born out of wedlock; but she knew differently, and so had her grandparents.

She was beginning to despair of reaching town before dark when the rain slackened a bit and she spotted a small house and a lean-to shed set in the middle of a pasture. A burst of hope rose like a bubble in her heart. She would go there and ask for help. She wasn’t able to find a break in the fence or a lane leading to the house. To get there, she would have to go over or under two strands of barbed wire. Without her shoes, she couldn’t go over. She lowered the umbrella, removed her hat, lay on her back and scooted under the barbed strands.

After getting to her feet, she raised the umbrella again and trudged toward the house. Walking was much easier on the sod even though it was soaking wet. She thought briefly about trying to improve her appearance before she knocked on the door, but that thought fled when out of the corner of her eye she saw a large animal with horns! The beast stood perfectly still looking at her. She hurried toward the house, turning her head frequently to keep watch on the animal.

Thinking to use the umbrella to ward off the beast if it attacked, she lowered it and held it at the ready. The rain streamed down her face and filled her eyes. She blinked rapidly to keep them clear. When she was within a dozen yards of the house, the animal pawed the earth and started toward her.

“Stay back,” she warned. “Stay back or I’ll whack you!” The bull, blowing steam from its nostrils, came on the run. “Get away ...or... I’ll hurt you.” Panic made her voice loud and shrill. She raced for the porch of the small house, praying the door wouldn’t be locked. When she jumped up onto the porch, a man stood in the doorway.

“Don’t you dare hurt my bull! I’ve got every cent to my name tied up in that animal.”

April turned back with the umbrella raised to see that the bull had stopped and stood looking at her. Afraid to turn her back on him, she backed toward the door. The man reached around and tried to take the umbrella out of her hand, but she held on to it.

“How were you going to hurt Rolling Thunder with an umbrella?”

“I was going to poke him in the eye.”

The man eyed the metal tip. “That would have done it. I reckon the loss of an eye wouldn’t have kept him from doing what I bought him for.”

With the danger past, April looked up into the face of the tall man. He had laughing blue eyes and a head of sandy hair almost the same color as hers. He was grinning like a jackass eating strawberries!

“I’m stuck down on the road.”

“No, you’re not. You’re standing on my porch.”

“My car is stuck down on that poor excuse for a road.” “Oh, why didn’t you say so?” Then, “You tried to drive a car down that road?”

“Evidently, or I’d not be stuck,” she said irritably.

“You got a little wet, too, didn’t you? And a little muddy.” “You’re very observant.”

“Hmmm . . . one of my better traits.” He tilted his head to look at her bare, muddy feet. “You’ll have to wash your feet before I can let you walk on my Persian carpet.”

“Maybe I don’t want to come in.”

“Sure you do. I’ve got a kettle full of beef stew. Smell it? Besides that, I don’t think Rolling Thunder likes you.”

“Is your wife here?”

“Which one?” His brows drew together in question. “Listen, mister, call off your bull, and I’ll get on back down to the road.” She stepped to the edge of the porch and unfolded the umbrella.

“Ah . . . shoot! Can’t you take a joke? It’s been boring as hell here all day.”

“I’m in no mood for jokes. Amuse yourself with Rolling Thunder, not me.”

“Wrong gender, ma’am.”

“Oh!” With one eye on the bull April stepped off the porch.

“Come back now.” The man grabbed her arm. “I’ll behave. My name is Joe Jones. I don’t have a wife.”

“I can certainly understand why.” April shrugged off his hand and turned. “Jones? Do you have brothers?”

“Yes, and three sisters.”

“Your brothers’ names?”

“Jason and Jack, and little Jacob.”

“What does Jack do?”

“He’s helping Pa farm right now.”

“Does he do something else?”

“Plays baseball sometimes.”

“Dr. Forbes told me about Jack Jones being an exceptional ballplayer. He said the Jones family were a decent, well-respected family.” She gave him an exasperated look. “Was he wrong?”

“Doc was right. We’re pillars of the community. Are you the nurse he’s been expecting?”

“April Asbury, R.N.”

“Well, you sure don’t look like an R.N. or a P.N. or any other kind of N. You look like a half-drowned little kitty cat right now. Come in. I promise not to pounce on you.”

Holding on to the porch post, April held first one foot and then the other beneath the stream of water pouring off the roof.

“I’d hate to ruin your Persian carpet.” Not until her feet were free of mud did she step inside onto the wide plank floor.

Joe lit a lamp, and April could see that the one room had a cookstove, a bed, dresser, table and chairs.

“I’m warming up the pot of stew my sister sent over. You’d better get out of those wet clothes.”

“Yeah, sure.” April looked at him with lifted brows. He seemed to fill the small room. She felt crowded.

“I’ll go out on the porch if you insist, but I’d rather stay.” “It won’t be necessary for you to make the sacrifice. I don’t have any dry clothes to put on.”

“I’ll lend you some of mine until yours dry. Now, don’t get all starchy on me. I’ll go out on the porch. I can’t have Doc’s new nurse getting sick on my account. He’d be sure to find that I had TB or cancer or something just to pay me back.” Joe opened a drawer and pulled out a pair of worn work pants, a flannel shirt and a pair of socks. He tossed them on the bed. “I promise not to peek,” he said as he went out the door and shut it behind him.

April had to smile in spite of herself. She didn’t feel one bit threatened even if he was big as a horse. Dr. Forbes had amused her with stories about the people in Fertile. Joe and Jack Jones belonged to the Jones family who lived on the edge of town. During the summer months they had baseball games in a pasture beside their house and dances in the yard between the house and the barn.

“The boys, Joe and Jack, can spin some of the wildest yarns you ever heard.” She had no trouble believing that now. Dr. Forbes had told her about Julie Jones, who raised her siblings after her mother had died. She had married a neighbor and taken the younger children with her. The children’s father had married the sister of the Methodist preacher, and they’d had one child.

April wondered while she was getting out of her wet clothes why Joe Jones hadn’t married. He was certainly old enough. The flirt! She rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and the pant legs, cinched the waist with her belt and put on her shoes, which she had kept dry beneath her coat. She looked at herself in the small mirror over the washbasin. She was as bedraggled as a wet hen, yet Joe Jones had still flirted with her. She bet that he’d flirt with a stump. Some men were like that. She ran her fingers through her hair and opened the door.

“Well, now, that’s better. I was getting worried that Doc had pulled a fast one.”

“What do you mean, a fast one?”

“He said the easiest way to build a practice was to get a pretty nurse. He’s bragging that his new nurse will cause every single man within fifty miles to suddenly get sick. I had my doubts when you stumbled in here. But now . . .” He circled around her, his eyes going up and down as if he were judging a horse or a cow. “Hmmm . . .” Her dark blond hair was full of colors, curling wildly around her face and making an unruly fall down to her shoulders. “Pretty brown eyes,” he murmured. “And a kissable mouth. Tall, too. I don’t like to bend way over to kiss a woman.” He stroked his chin. “Doc did just fine for an old . . . goat.”

“Mr. Jones, Dr. Forbes isn’t an old goat! And if you should be foolish enough to get fresh with me, be aware that I carry a large hatpin, and I know how to use it when I meet up with a masher who isn’t smart enough to keep his hands to himself.”

“Ouch! Masher, huh?”

“Yes, masher. Now, where can I hang my wet clothes?” “Toss them on the line over the stove. When the rain lets up, I’ll take you over to my pa’s place, and in the morning I’ll go down and pull your car out of the mudhole.”

“I would appreciate that. And, of course, I’ll pay you for the trouble.”

“How much?” He was laughing at her. His expression was rich with the droll humor of a natural-born flirt. His eyes, beneath heavy straight brows, were so blue, so bright and vivid with laughter that they fascinated her. They were twinkling stars in his sun-browned face. There was a fine etching of spider wrinkles around his mouth. He was a good-looking man, probably well aware of it. Watching him set out bowls and spoons on the table, she judged him to be between twenty-five and thirty.

“How far did you drive today, Miss R.N.?”

“Asbury. April Asbury. I drove from Kearney. I stopped to visit a distant cousin.”

“By jinks damn! I’m dining with a relative of Jesse James. They say everyone in Kearney is related to him in one way or the other.”

“Sorry to disappoint you. My cousin moved there from Independence a few years ago.”

“Naw?” He looked crestfallen. “Shoot! If you were related to the outlaw, it would have raised my standing at the pool hall. I might have gotten a few free games after spinning the yarn about the cousin of Jesse James spending the night at my house.”

“You mean that would create excitement—”

“Sure. If you’ve seen the uncle of Charles Lindbergh, you’re a celebrity in town.”

In spite of herself, April laughed. “Do you ever get off-stage, Mr. Jones?”

“Not when I’m having fun, Miss Asbury.” He grinned at her and nodded for her to sit down. “My sister Julie is like a mother hen.” Joe stirred the stew heating on the stove. “Even though most of us are grown up now, she still mothers us.”

“Most of you?”

“Our baby sister, Joy, just turned sixteen. She’s a handful, but no more than our other sister, Jill, was at that age. Jill’s married to my best friend, Thad Taylor. We own adjoining tracts of land and farm together.” Joe ladled stew into a bowl and placed it in front of April. “If I’d known I was going to entertain a lady tonight, I’d have shaved.”

Inhaling the aroma from the stew, April suddenly realized that she was hungry.

“I hate to leave Daisy down there on the road all night.” “Hell and damnation, woman!” Joe dropped his spoon on the table. “You didn’t tell me there was another woman—”

“You didn’t ask me.” April enjoyed watching him jump up from the table and pull out a slicker and mud boots.

“Does she have an umbrella?”

“No. An umbrella wouldn’t cover her.”

“Well, hell. I don’t have another slicker.”

“She doesn’t need one. This stew is delicious. I must get the recipe from your sister. You should eat yours before it gets cold.”

“I can’t sit here and eat when a woman’s sitting down there on the road. She’s probably scared to death.”

“She isn’t a woman.”

“What is she? A kid? My God but you’re a cold one.” “Let’s see . . . 1925. That would make her about nine years old.”

“You left a nine-year-old kid down there in the car by herself? I can’t believe anyone would be so stupid. My God! What was Doc thinking of when he hired you?”

“He was thinking that he had gotten the best nurse to come out of St. Luke’s Nursing School.”

“A nurse is supposed to have a little horse sense! Who is with her?”

“Nobody, unless someone came along.”

“Don’t eat all the stew. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” “Daisy will be all right until morning. If I couldn’t drive her out of that mudhole, you sure can’t.”

Joe turned at the door. His eyes honed in on her and narrowed. She lifted her brows in a silent reply and raised her empty bowl at the same time.

“May I have some more of your sister’s delicious stew . . . please?”

“There’s not a woman or a kid down there? Daisy ...is your car?”

“The sweetest little Ford Runabout you ever did see. I’m crazy about her.”

“I ought to strangle you.” He began taking off his slicker and kicking out of his mud boots.

“But you won’t. The Jones family are pillars of the community. You told me so yourself.”

“Well, I lied. The Joneses are blood brothers to Al Capone.” He bared his teeth. “We’re also cousins to Pretty Boy Floyd and Bugs Moran. My great-great-great-grandpappy was Benedict Arnold’s best friend.”

“Hmmm. That does change things. You are a bad lot. I’ve not known Dr. Forbes to make such a mistake in judgment. It makes me seriously doubt his medical ability.”

“You think you’re pretty smart, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do. I’ve been told that my intelligence is above average. Let this be a lesson to you, Mr. Jones. Know the facts before you jump to conclusions.”

“You think you’re pretty smart, don’t you?” he said again, enjoying bantering with her.

“I don’t even have to think about it.”

“Well, think about this—I’ve got one horse. I can let you ride with me, or I can make you walk along behind carrying a load like an Indian squaw.”

“I’m not worried. The Joneses would not want their reputation tarnished by such a dastardly deed. I must ask your sister for the recipe for this stew.”

“You wouldn’t want the recipe if you knew what was in it,” he growled. “Worms, grasshoppers—”

“Oh, I love worms. Have you ever had them dipped in chocolate?”

Joe lifted his eyes to her smiling face and couldn’t look away.

By damn! She was something else.



End of sample
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