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Chapter 1
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Billy Newburg
was on the run…he was not confused about why he was running, but he
was confused about who he was. He had lived under the domination of
Frank Newburg for as long as he could remember and he knew he would
never go back to that life. For him, domination was a kinder word
than tyranny, and he and his mother’s existence was totally
controlled by the tyrannical actions of Frank Newburg.

The Newburg farm
was on rich delta land along the Mississippi River, and it was the
kind of soil that would grow any seed dropped on it, but Frank
Newburg wasn’t much of a farmer. Since his four sisters had married
and moved away when his father died the farm was left to
him.

He knew how to
grow the crops but fell down on the marketing of those crops, even
with a war raging and the demand for fresh vegetables and grains at
a peak his farm was failing. He was finding half of his crops left
rotting in the field while most of the small farms around were
managing quite well.

Frank suffered
from what the doctors referred to as a ‘club foot’ that gave him a
considerable limp and made him self-conscious around people. When
the war came, like many of his neighbors, he tried to enlist in the
Northern Army but he was turned down.

He was bitter
enough that he tried for the same enlistment in the Confederate
Army but neither side wanted a man who could not keep up with the
others while marching. He bitterly returned home and like many men
facing failure he turned to the bottle for solace, but all that
drinking did was worsen the problem.

Mildred Newburg
could read her husband like a book and just one look at him
arriving home told her what she was in for. On those nights she
sent Billy to his room where he learned the consequence of that
drinking as he listened to the ranting, cursing, and berating of
his mother by a man he grew to despise.

There was
nothing he could do, even if he did go running out of the room, at
ten years old he was too small to protect his mother. This was
something that wore away at him and he vowed that someday he would
kill the man on the other side of the door. He knew that wanting to
kill his father was a sinful thought, but it was a thought that
would not go away.

It was on a
night just two months after his tenth birthday that he heard his
mother trying to defend herself and when it finally went quiet he
fell into a restless sleep. When he came out in the morning his
mother was not in her usual position busily getting
breakfast.

When he went
into her room he knew she was hurt, aside from the big bruise on
her face he saw that she was still wearing her dress. She opened
her eyes as he stood by the bed and she reached weakly and took his
hand.

She had endured
beatings from Frank before but this time she knew that something
had happened inside and she felt her life slowly draining away.
That day he waited on her as best he could, with no help from Frank
Newburg, and in the evening when she called him to her side he
understood what was happening.

Although he was
an only child his mother did not coddle or baby him, instead, she
treated him like a small adult. He always felt that she knew that
someday she would be lying on her deathbed, but he had no idea that
what she told him that day would change his life
forever.

She held his
hand in her feeble hand and spoke in almost a whisper.

“Son, you listen carefully to what I have to say. Your name is
Billy, but it is not Newburg it is William Kendall after your real
father William Kendall. When you were about a year old your father
was killed in a bank holdup and not long after that I met and
married Frank. Frank is not your father.”

She held as
tightly to his hand as she could as she weakly
continued.

“Your father was a kind and gentle man, a man that you would
have been proud of and now you must do what I am going to tell you
without question…do you understand?”

He knew her time
was near and he gripped her hand fighting back the tears so that he
would not upset her.

“Yes
Ma, I understand and I will do whatever you say.”

She took a deep
sigh and continued.

“It
will soon be my time and when that happens you must go to your room
and gather as many clothes as you can and then you must run, and
run far away from here.”

He knew that
Frank disliked him, he felt that he even hated him, but he never
understood why. He only figured it was because he was just a mean
and hateful man and that hate and meanness was magnified when he
drank.

She waited,
hoping what she was saying was sinking in.

“You
will not be safe here alone with him. He will make your life a
living hell…oh, sober he may not harm you, but when he is drinking
you may not be safe. Tell me you understand son.”

That part was
clear enough to him but he was still trying to digest the part
about his real father. For a fleeting moment, he wondered if his
mother was just making that up so it would give him the incentive
to run like she said, but the look on her face as she described
William Kendall was what convinced him.

He squeezed her
hand and leaned over close to her face.

“I
understand Ma, and I will do as you say.”

He was much
older than his years and he truly did understand, and when she
asked him to go and get her a drink of water he willingly obeyed.
On his return with the water, he saw that she would no longer need
the water and that the cool well water would never again cross her
lips.

He sat beside
her for a minute until he was certain she was gone and then as if
stuck with a hatpin he jumped up and headed for his room, and when
he had some clothes crammed into a gunny sack he headed for the
door.

He was about to
go out when he saw the man he had known as his father coming into
the yard. He turned quickly, ran through the kitchen and out the
back door, then he did as his mother had asked…he ran.

He didn’t know
where to run but he headed down the road toward Benton’s Ferry.
This was the only town he ever knew and as he ran down the one
muddy street he saw something that brought him to a skidding
stop.

The rundown
Newburg farm was not far from the river and whenever he got a
chance he went to the river and watched the riverboats traveling up
and down and dreamed about what it would be like traveling on one
of them…and now the boat tied up to the dock was calling
him.

Just as he
started to move a hand grasped his shoulder.

“Billy Newburg, what are you doing running around the streets
alone?”

He looked up
into the face of Silas Winter, the storekeeper, and his mind raced
for an answer.

“Hi
Mister Winter, Ma will be along shortly with an order for you to
fill. I’m just on my way down to see the boat.”

He marveled at
how quickly the lie came to him as the hand released from his
shoulder.

“Be
careful down on the dock, they are busy loading right
now.”

The storekeeper
turned and left him standing there. He wanted to run the rest of
the way but he had already seen that running attracted attention so
he sauntered along trying not to attract any further
attention.

As he stood on
the dock and looked up at the big boat he realized he had no money
but he was determined that when that boat pulled out he would be
aboard it. He watched as six young men, a couple not much older
than him, touted bag after bag of turnips aboard the
boat.

On the next trip
they made he grabbed one of the heavy bags and fell in behind them
and when he dropped his bag on the deck with the others he quickly
slipped between two of the bales of cotton that had just been
loaded on the rear deck. He squeezed as tightly as he could into a
spot just large enough for his small body, and waited. He was
determined to stay in his hiding position as long as he could and
get as far away as he could, so when the paddlewheel behind him
began to churn up the muddy river water he breathed a sigh of
relief.

He watched out
between the bales as the boat rounded a corner and the dock
disappeared. Now all he had to do was to wait, and for the first
time, he had a chance to think about all that had just happened. He
was saying the name William Kendall over and over in his mind and
he was beginning to like it.

As he was
wondering what his real father would have looked like his thoughts
were jolted back as he was roughly dragged from his hiding
place.

“Come out of there you young whelp!”

The man who had
grabbed him now had him by the scruff of the neck and the seat of
the pants and was heading for the railing. He prepared himself for
he knew he was about to go over the rail into the river. He knew
how to swim but the big churning wheel worried him. Just as they
got to the rail a yell from the upper deck stopped the man in his
tracks.

“Hold it Stenson! Bring that lad up here.”

The man stopped
in his tracks, and put him down, but didn’t let go of his shirt as
he hustled him up the steps to the man who yelled. There he roughly
pushed him in front of a tall, stately man standing with his hands
folded behind his back.

“Here he is Captain, he’s all yours.”

As the deckhand
turned and headed back to his work Billy felt a hand fall on his
shoulder with a firm grip.

“Who
are you boy? What are you doing stowing away on my
boat?”

Billy’s eyes
scanned up at the man whose height seemed to go on forever, but he
remained silent. For now, his real name, the name he had just
practiced over and over, slipped from his mind and he knew if he
spoke his name he would be returned to Frank Newburg.

“Not
going to talk eh? Well on this boat you pay your way or get thrown
overboard.”

As he talked he
guided Billy toward the rail.

“Still not going to talk. Maybe a swim back to your folks is
what you need.”

He lifted Billy
toward the rail.

“No,
I got no folks!”

The Captain
stopped in midair and sat him down on the deck again.

“So
what is your name then…What are you doing sneaking around my deck
like a little coyote? I think I will call you Coyote because you
sneak around like one.”

For the first
time Billy relaxed, he felt now that the Captain was not going to
throw him overboard, but he still didn’t tell him his
name.

“You
can call me Coyote if it will get me passage up the
river.”

The Captain
laughed.

“Nobody rides on my boat for free, the only reason I don’t
throw you overboard is that you look too puny to make it to shore.
You’ll work for your passage and I’ll put you off at our next
stop.”

Being a smaller
boat The Northern Star stopped at a lot of the smaller towns where
the big boats could not get in and the next scheduled stop was a
few days further up the river. The Captain stepped back and looked
him up and down for the first time.

“Have you got any better clothes or is that all you
have?”

Now that he was
sure he was not going to be thrown overboard or sent back he
relaxed a bit and he pointed to the back of the boat.

“I
got some more clothes stashed back there, and some are a little
better.”

The Captain
pointed up toward the front of the boat.

“Get
them and come to the wheelhouse…that’s the wheelhouse up
there.”

Captain Homer
Meyer had been plying his ship, the Northern Star, up and down the
Mississippi River for over twenty years. While many of the other
boats stopped for their own safety during the war he continued to
operate sometimes carrying Union soldiers and freight and other
times carrying Confederates.

He had taken no
sides in the war, the world outside the confines of the Northern
Star was of little interest to him. His passion was sailing the
river and his love for the boat beneath his feet. It wasn’t that he
didn’t know what was happening in the world around him it was just
that he didn’t care too much…unless it affected The Northern
Star.

When Billy
arrived at the wheelhouse the Captain dug through the sack of
clothes and pulled out some that he thought would be
appropriate.

“Put
these on Little Coyote, your job will be cabin boy and you will
attend to the needs and desires of the passengers in a courteous
and cheerful manner. Is that clear?”

Billy smiled at
the use of the name the Captain had given him.

“Yes
Captain, you want me to wait on the passengers and smile while I’m
doing it.”

The Captain
smiled at his short recap.

“And
call me Captain Meyer from now on.”

They were just
finishing when another man came in and the Captain introduced
him.

“This is Benjamin Courtney my first mate…Ben this is our new
cabin boy, Little Coyote, see that he learns his cabin boy duty
quickly.”

While Ben was
leading the boy off he explained that the Captain was a gruff man
on the exterior but inside he was a kind and caring man. It was
something that Billy Kendall would learn over the next few years.
He wasn’t dropped off at the next landing and for some time it was
always going to be the next landing. For the first three months
every time, they docked he wondered if this was going to be the
spot where the captain dropped him off, until over time there was
no further mention of it.

He had no way of
knowing that Captain Meyer’s mind was battling with itself over the
same question. He knew that the right and legal thing to do was to
try and see that the boy got back to his home, but on the other
hand, he was becoming fond of him, and from the little he had
picked out of the boy being sent home would not be a pleasant
thing.

On their next
stop at Benton’s Landing, he made sure he was nowhere to be seen
but he did see the storekeeper Silas Winter board the boat and
disappear in the wheelhouse. His heart dropped because he was sure
he had been discovered. When the storekeeper left there was nothing
said about his visit until they were underway again, and he was
called into the wheelhouse.

“Well, young Billy Newburg your worries are over. Silas
Winter, the storekeeper, just told me the whole story. I’m not sure
how he knew you were here but he assured me that there would be
nothing said about it. He told me about seeing bruises on your
mother from time to time and although she always excused it away he
knew the cause of them.”

Children had run
away from home from the beginning of time but usually, when the
dust settled, they happily went back to the bosom of their
family…but this was not going to be the case with Little Coyote.
After weighing all the facts he could, he made a decision that
would alter all their lives and the life of the cabin boy became
permanent.

After the fear
of being discovered and returned was removed the newly named
‘Little Coyote’ became a changed person. He dived into his job as
cabin boy with a new pride and vigor and the captain was pleased to
see the change in him.

Because of his
nature, the indoctrination into the job of cabin boy came easy. A
smile always came easy to his face and attending to the requests of
the passengers became his foremost duty. He saved the tips that he
received and, along with the fact that he had free room and meals
on the boat he began to amass a tidy sum. For him, life on the
river was good and he soon began to understand why Captain Meyer
loved it so well.

The river had a
way of soothing his soul and even in the roughest weather, it had a
calming effect. The old Northern Star was long past growing on him
and he was taking on a love for her that almost rivaled that of
Captain Meyer.

It was three
years before he told the Captain his whole story, including his
intention of going back and killing Frank Newburg. The Captain had
seen the determination in his eyes and every time they docked at
Benton’s Ferry he would make sure that Billy had extra duties to
keep him on board.

Captain Meyer
was a true man of the river and never seemed to have enough time
for marriage or children and having young Coyote Kendall was the
closest thing he ever had to a family. Coyote never really
understood how deep the feelings for him ran in the man he now
called Captain Homer. He knew he was respected as a good and loyal
worker, but it wasn’t until he was struck by one of the passengers
that he learned how the Captain really felt about him.

He had been
serving drinks to a man and his wife in their cabin in his usual
friendly manner when the boat struck a floating log and lurched
enough causing him to spill a small bit of the drink on the lady’s
dress.

Beauregard
Butler was an arrogant man and Coyote had served many men like him,
but his sudden burst of anger took him by surprise. He jumped up
and punched him knocking him backward out the door. Ben saw him as
he landed on his back and hurried to lift him up. He was stunned,
but had never lost consciousness, so Ben helped him up to the
wheelhouse.

When the Captain
saw the blood running down his cheek he had assumed he had fallen
or been injured somehow, but when he was told what had happened he
was furious.

“Ben, fix him up…I’ll be right back.”

Coyote watched
as the big man stomped out the door. When he reached the cabin he
pushed the door that had been closed open and grabbed the man who
had landed the blow. Before he knew what was happening he was
headed over the rail toward the water with a booming voice
following him.

“Nobody abuses any of my crew.”

He returned to
the cabin where a woman was still sitting stunned by the speed of
it all.

“Don’t worry Madam, your man is making it to shore all right
and we will be docking just up ahead where I will drop you
off.”

He doffed his
hat and headed back for the wheelhouse. Ben who had been steering
in his absence hadn’t had time to properly clean the blood off his
face so the Captain sat down in a chair next to him and began to
gently wipe his face.

The tenderness
of that wiping reminded him of the gentle touch that his mother had
and tears began to run down his cheeks. The Captain gently whipped
the tears too and at that moment the bond that was building between
them came to a head. The Captain wrapped his arms around him and
carried him over to a cot and laid him carefully down.

“Don’t worry Little Coyote, you will always be safe aboard The
Northern Star.”

For the first
time since his mother died Coyote Kendall truly felt that he had a
home with someone who loved him.
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When Billy was
seventeen years old he was long and lanky standing just an inch or
two over six feet. The Captain and crew had dropped the ‘Little’
off his name and he was now just Coyote to them all, and that
suited him just fine.

He had taken a
stint at almost all the jobs on the Northern Star because Captain
Meyer was a believer that a man should know every working part of
the boat. He had even been given the wheel in the wheelhouse, under
the Captain’s supervision of course, and he was learning the quirks
of the ever-changing river.

It had been in
the back of the Captain’s mind that someday he might take over the
Northern Star but he was foreseeing a different future for the boy
as much larger and faster boats capable of carrying many more
passengers and freight were cutting into his profits.

He understood
that even further over the horizon the railroads would eventually
take most of the river trade, so it was with regret that he began
to see the future of his beloved boat as being pretty
dismal.

When he saw
Coyote with a pistol he grew concerned. He had bought it off a
passenger who needed the money for a poker game and he knew that
the boy had never wavered in the idea of killing Frank Newburg, if
anything it had become a stronger undertaking in his
mind.

Now that he had
the means of doing that killing his concern heightened. He watched
as Coyote practiced for hours shooting off the back of the moving
boat and going ashore to practice whenever he had a chance. The
Captain tried to educate him on the use of firearms as much as he
could, knowing that he was not about to give up the gun, and to his
delight, he spent many hours with the captain talking about the use
and handling of all kinds of weapons.

It seemed the
Captain had a very exciting youth before he settled on the river
and he instructed him on fighting with many different weapons
although Coyote could not envision ever having the need to use a
sword or knife in a fight.

Captain Meyer
was a man who was prepared for any event, good or bad, and insisted
that he be proficient in all methods of self-defence in case the
occasion arose. He also spent ten years worrying about Coyote’s
obsession with killing Frank Newburg. Being a religious man he knew
the bible quite well and quoted verses that he thought might help,
he even
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