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“The old wheel turns, and the same spoke comes up. It’s all been done before, and will be again.”

– The Valley of Fear, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
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The Shotgun Killing
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The lone stranger in the dirty gray topcoat had murder on his mind. It had festered there fifteen years, poisoning his very soul. He didn’t think of it as murder. He thought of it as retribution.

Tonight was the night! His triumph was close!

He stopped a spell in Holladay Street, sometimes called The Row and the heart of the red-light district with every house on it a fancy house. But its attractions didn’t keep him long despite his lengthy, forced abstinence from the pleasures of female company.

“My, my, mister – that was fast.”

Not that it mattered, but the girl at Hattie Soames’s place felt she’d short-changed him. For the sake of propriety and strict relevance, most of the unfortunate’s other thoughts can be left unreported. But when her glowering visitor was quickly gone, heading off into the early night, leaving her to shrug and wonder, she wished he could have been ... well, less ripe. She was also to remember later the fearsome gun he’d carried with him in lieu of baggage.

The man strode south-east, crossing Larimer, Lawrence, and several other streets till he came to Broadway and the beginnings of the subdivision already called Capitol Hill.

Full dark had come early that night in Denver with black thunderheads building and blotting out the spangle of stardrift over the great new stone mansions erected here and there for the swells.

The burgeoning city sat isolated more than six hundred miles from any counterpart and an exact mile above sea level. In this section, in the light of a fine day, any visitor might have caught his breath at the bold foothills and towering 14,000-feet peaks of the Rocky Mountains to the west; the barren sprawl of never-ending high desert terrain to the east.

But tonight there was no such sightseer to view the grandeur – only the burly fellow who pressed on with a mite unsteady gait against a mounting wind along the open streets.

His attire was out of place for a neighborhood which favored well-pressed suits of imported worsted, black silk top hats, and boots of polished cordovan leather. He wore his dirty old coat over a grimy red shirt and canvas work pants, had scuffed, clay-stained boots, and a sweat-stained hat with dark tufts of unruly hair poking from under the band. He reeked of cheap liquor and, as the bride of the multitudes had noted, the unwashed parts of his body.

He also carried a 12-gauge, double-barreled shotgun loaded with buckshot.

It was a genuine, patented Greener – the Treble Wedge-Fast Hammerless Gun, also known as the Facile Princeps. The carrier knew no Latin but he understood this translated as “easily the first” and that it was descriptive of the most murderous weapon he could have. The gun was cocked by the dropping of the barrels.

His restless, mean eyes surveyed the dotted, multi-story piles of the new rich with resentment.

Eventually, he halted before a castle-like, Romanesque residence that stood well apart from the next nearest residence, clad with smooth brown sandstone. Its silhouette was festooned with turrets and towers and liberally punctuated with glazed windows where bright lamps leaked their light around the edges of thick drapes.

Since Colorado’s early gold rush days had been succeeded by the territory’s statehood in 1876 and the silver age had dawned, several imposing residences had been erected in this quarter, close to the ten acres donated by a city father for a state capitol building. Henry C. Brown, twentysome years previously a mere carpenter from Ohio, was growing ever-richer from the development of surrounding real estate. Prime sites were selling to mining entrepreneurs, merchants, and other bigshots who wanted handsome homes nearby the state’s future headquarters.

From within the elaborate mansion approached by the late-night shotgun-toter could be heard the melodious notes of a well-tuned piano, played adagio. A woman’s voice sang softly, meltingly sweet.

“Beautiful dreamer, wake unto me,

Starlight and dewdrops are waiting for thee;

Sounds of the rude world heard in the day,

Lull’d by the moonlight have all pass’d away!”

The prowler scowled and bit back the bitter oath that took shape on his lips. Reason prevailed. Vengeance close to being his, it would be foolish now to spoil the victory. He shook the fearsome shotgun in lieu of a shouted denial of the sentimental song.

He entered the house’s grounds and worked his way around to the closed and latched screen door of the darkened kitchen.

The shotgun was carefully propped beside the door. He got to work forcing the latches and locks, reflecting the while on what he’d been told by a crooked gunsmith who’d been a fellow prisoner in the penitentiary.

Greener scatterguns had performed best at recent gun trials in London and Chicago. The company advertised that its guns would shoot a closer pattern than any other manufacturer’s. A Greener 12-gauge was warranted to shoot an average pattern of 210 when others could average only 127. Shot patterns showed how widely the pellets were dispersed at a given distance once they were released.

Not being a whiz at mental arithmetic, the man forcing an entry to the hilltop mansion reckoned 210 sounded twice as damaging as 127. That would be bloody good....

With a grunt of satisfaction he pushed back the kitchen door, took up his weapon and vanished into the deeper shadows of the interior.

*      *      *
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The sounds of the unseen singer and the piano-playing drifted louder through the open door:

“Beautiful dreamer, queen of my song,

List while I woo thee with soft melody;

Gone are the cares of life’s busy throng,

Beautiful dreamer, awake unto me!

Beautiful dreamer, awake–”

The song abruptly ended in a startled woman’s scream and a man’s alarmed and angry protest. This was followed by the muffled sounds of struggle and toppled furniture. Then came the boom of a shotgun, muffled by the stone of the house’s solid walls. It could have been mistaken for a first clap of approaching thunder.

Had anyone been passing close, they would have heard a man cry, “He’s done for! Oh, Christ, what a thing to happen!”

The woman who’d sung sobbed once or twice before quickly falling silent. Frantic activity ensued; urgent conversation and rapid footsteps went through the house and up and down stairs.

But long minutes elapsed – a full fifteen of them – before the alien figure in tattered coat and sweat-stained hat emerged from back of the house and hurried away, swinging the Greener scattergun, coat-tails flapping in the wind and the first big spots of rain.

*        *        *
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Women had worried about their menfolk since time immemorial: fathers, brothers, husbands, sons. In Joshua Dillard’s experience as a Pinkerton Detective Agency operative and later a general troubleshooter on his own account, their concern was often unnecessary.

Joshua’s territory comprised the Frontier West, which was the kind of place that attracted the bold and self-sufficient man and quickly gave he who was neither the message that he was best advised to light out, promptly and headlong, for safer haunts.

But Joshua did not turn a blind eye to the brief letter he received from Flora Bennett. Miss Bennett wanted to meet with him to discuss her brother at the sumptuous downtown hotel where she was a guest.

Joshua had several good reasons to accept the invitation.

The brother, Ryan Bennett, was already dead. His demise some six months previous, the victim of a gruesome shotgun murder, had been reported by all four Denver newspapers in avid, scandalized detail.

Rye Bennett had shared Joshua’s “ex-Pink” background, though it had been in another part of the country and his later life had led him to a very different, very prosperous scene at complete variance with Joshua’s own, habitually impoverished circumstances.

Flora Bennett had told him in her letter that she’d known Joshua’s wife before his marriage to her ... and so, Joshua was inevitably reminded, before the never-to-be-forgotten incident in San Antonio, Texas. On a day of gunsmoke and blood, an outlaw gang had blown away the light of his life, robbing him of wife and happiness, sowing the seed of a hatred of crime that made him capable of killing owlhoots and villains without compunction – a justice-seeker, in fact, all too implacable and unsubtle for the reasoning Pinkertons.

Lastly, Joshua was down on his financial luck, as usual, and already in Denver after attending the wedding of Emily Greatheart, a grateful young woman he’d once rescued from the brink of death in Arizona. His client in that case had been Emily’s crippled father who’d clung on to life in Denver only until he’d known she was safe. Though the chain of events had brought Joshua no monetary reward, he now counted plucky Emily as a friend and had been pleased by the chance to check her life was back on an even keel.

Of course, Flora Bennett might be a whimpering, simpering fool with a bee in her bonnet, but she did write a brisk, business-like, no-nonsense letter which piqued his curiosity. Thus, after some reflective consideration of the tears and regrets of his life and fate’s crazy games, Joshua hied himself to the hotel’s marble-floored and dignified halls at the appointed time.

The smell of money was tantalizing and everywhere. He was shown into a private lounge that went under the name of the Grand Salon.

The woman waiting for him rose from a Windsor armchair with a high comb back and a red velvet cushion on the seat. The chair, Joshua noted, was one of a pair set either side of a small table under a crystal chandelier suspended from an ornamentally plastered ceiling.

At this hour of the early afternoon, city society was about its business, even if that was only a garden party for the local bigwigs. Flora Bennett was the Grand Salon’s only occupant. She was of more than medium height and looked every inch a thoroughbred, a woman to make a man’s mouth dry and his blood pump faster.

She favored him with a gracious smile. “Please be seated, Mr Dillard. I’m glad you could come.”

Her features and her voice had that fine-drawnness which is supposed to indicate breeding. She was fashionably attired in an expensive, closely fitting gown of pearl-gray silk that molded itself to her statuesque figure.

As they set, Joshua had the impression her blue-gray eyes were calmly appraising him and that he met with her approval.

Gossip had it that being a mining millionaire’s maiden sister, Flora Bennett, though a handsome and exciting woman, was a mite forbidding to the average, uncultured western male. Her gaze could be cold and her tongue sharp with suspicion, they said. Maybe this accounted for her continued spinsterhood at age 28 despite her classical beauty.

Joshua was never a man to be intimidated and was encouraged by the smile. He struggled with the popular notion that Flora Bennett was frigid. He figured she would respond with appropriate warmth to the right person, at the right time, and in the right place. Though mere diversion, the line of thought was interesting....

He left it to Flora to open the discussion.

“You’ve probably read the broad details of what happened in the popular scandal sheets,” she said, “but I’ll start at the beginning.”

Joshua nodded. “If you feel up to it.”

“I do. I was deeply affected by Ryan’s murder, but I learned early in life, at the time of my mother’s death, that I had to control my emotions and do my weeping in private. Both my parents are now long departed and my attachment to my brother remained strong throughout his career with Mr Allan Pinkerton’s detective firm, his subsequent business successes, and his marriage to Jennie Kelley.”

Joshua clasped his hands together on the table before him, studied them but said nothing.

“Six months past, my brother’s head was blown apart by a blast from a shotgun in the presence of his wife and Joseph Darcy, his private secretary. Mr Darcy was Rye and Jennie’s good friend as well as an employee. He was playing the piano accompaniment and Jennie was singing a light air for their mutual entertainment when an intruder broke into the house, burst upon them, and shot Rye dead.”

“All of which was quite unexpected and shocking, of course,” Joshua murmured.

“Well, no,” Flora said bleakly. “My brother had made enemies during his time with the Pinkertons, as I know you did yourself with equally dire results. Also, it was my brother’s favorite piece of advice always to expect the unexpected.”

“So what happened?”

Flora shrugged. “I’m not at all sure Rye was assassinated by some old enemy. The incontrovertible facts are that he was killed in his own home and that the felon made good his escape. Newspaper speculation drew the inference an armed robbery had gone wrong. The harrowing account has been recorded of how Jennie and Mr Darcy tried to help Rye, although the extent of his injuries suggests to me they would have been instantly fatal.”

“It must have been dreadful for them,” Joshua said.

“I hurried to Denver and was in time for the funeral and the interment at Riverside Cemetery,” Flora went on, hastening to her own experience of the tragedy.

“Rye was well connected, as I’m sure you know. He was a prominent mines investor, merchant, and clubman. His friends included Mr Herman Beckurts, editor and owner of the Denver Tribune, and Bishop John Spalding, of the Episcopal Church, who were among the cemetery association’s original twenty stockholders.”

Joshua silently noted that Flora might be something of a snob, but he would also have to agree that Ryan Bennett had an impressive last resting-place.

Riverside was one hundred sixty acres of land on the east bank of the South Platte River about four miles downstream from the business district. A credit to the city, it was no Boot Hill and could claim the distinction of being the most beautifully landscaped and appointed cemetery in the Rocky Mountain West.

“The occasion must have been a terrible ordeal for you,” he said, all sympathy.

But she spurned his somber tone.

“I hated it! The worst part was the smell. They kept the coffin lid closed, naturally in view of the horrific damage said to have been wreaked by the shotgun, but someone, I presume the undertaker, must have drenched my poor brother’s body with perfume. That beautiful maplewood coffin reeked of cheap pomade.”

Joshua observed how the unimportant affront seemed to revolve around what she considered tawdry. Cheap. Again, the offense she’d taken suggested snobbishness to him. It was time to nudge the conversation toward more significant matters.

“From what you wrote me,” Joshua said, “I understand you have newer and deeper concerns.”

Her educated voice grew icier.

“Yes, Mr Dillard, I wanted to bring you in because the theories about my brother’s death and what has happened since demand further investigation!”

Joshua’s eyebrows arched.

“What has happened since....” he repeated, prompting.
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Joshua’s Questions
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A flash of annoyance came to Flora Bennett’s eyes. One moment she was sitting quite composed, her tilted chin denoting she was calmly resolute and incapable of a covetous thought or lapse from good taste. Then came an abrupt transformation in which her expression became hard and she articulated her real grievance.

“My loss of a brother did not elicit the same public response as the widow’s. Mrs Bennett – Jennie – was showered with Denver society’s sympathy. I was ignored and the disappearance of a will which I knew gave me a considerable share of Rye’s estate was set aside by a lawyer completely under the thumb of Rye’s secretary, Joseph Darcy. I’d forgotten my brother’s favorite saying.”

“Ah....” Joshua said, thinking he began to understand. “Always expect the unexpected. A  bequest is involved and it was – uh – misplaced.”

“To say the least.”

“There’s more?”

“Indeed there is, Mr Dillard. Jennie soon tired of being the center of popular sentimental attention. She retired from public life. She retained Mr Darcy as her sole spokesman and adviser, sold up the house on Capitol Hill in disgraceful haste, and quit the city. As though she was running away....”

“Well, maybe she was,” Joshua said, being reasonable. “After all, the horrific tragedy–”

Flora scoffed. “She decamped to Silverville where Rye had held interests in the mines and other property. Do you know Silverville?”

“Passed through it once – typical, small, rough mining settlement.”

“Exactly. I haven’t
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