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Godfrey
Birkshire stood by the second floor window watching the young man
making his way through the courtyard. His mind drifted back to
earlier days, to a time when he stood by the same window and
watched the same man as a young boy notching an arrow into the
English long bow that was taller than he was.

He remembered
how the small boy struggled and then managed to draw the string
back on the big bow and loose the arrow striking close to the
center of the target. Even then he knew that it would not be good
enough for the boy as he was a perfectionist.

It was an
unusual trait for a boy his age, but mastering the English long bow
was only one of his curious pastimes. It was proceeded by fencing
lessons, horseback riding, and shooting, even then Godfrey knew it
would be followed by others.

His mother had
died when he was two and through his growing years Godfrey was too
busy building a financial empire to give him much time and
attention. That job fell to the housekeeper, Mabel Carter. Godfrey
injected money in place of time spent with his son and the result
was the tall young man nearing his door…a man who got whatever he
wanted and had an insatiable appetite for more.

He was fighting
the urge to change his course of action, but he knew it must be
done. He had done wrong by the boy through the years but at the
time it was the only way he understood. He was now facing the
hardest thing he would ever have to do…correct that past error

Through the
years Mabel knew it too, but she found that it was easier to let it
pass than to risk losing her job…a job that she had come to love
with a family she had fallen in love with. In her eyes Chester was
not a bad boy, he was just raised in a way that led him to believe
the world and everything in it was his for the taking.

He was a gifted
boy who mastered every one of the things he tried, but once
mastered he moved on to the next thing. He had an unquenchable
thirst for knowledge and for learning, a thirst that was only
fulfilled by his continual quest for the unusual. That thirst was
fueled by the need for love and affection that most children had,
but he was not receiving.

He spent
several hours of book learning from a tutor each day, and at this
he was also gifted. His ability to retain the knowledge was
uncanny, but his impatience was a test for all who had to deal with
him.

He wanted to
master or learn…but he wanted it now. Things like Piano lessons did
not work for him because he had no patience with the time spent
doing the scales, he wanted to play the music now…and he carried
this attitude to everything he did.

Godfrey
Birkshire had amassed a fortune, but it did not come without costs
and he was looking at the major cost right now. He was seeing a
young man who as a boy had made no friends but had replaced the
lack of friends with continual projects. He had always understood
the problem, but he could not see the answer, so he continued to
feed the problem with money.

He envisioned
his son as a lawyer who would someday take over his business, but
as the years passed he saw his dream for his son crumbling before
his eyes. The boy went to law school but only attended half the
classes and he showed no interest in working in his father’s
business.

When not in
class his time was spent in the local taverns drinking, gambling
and chasing women, which was not unusual for a young man, but for
him it was a game which he pursued with his typical enthusiasm.

Mabel greeted
him at the door and after the usual hugs she directed him to the
room where his father was waiting. He was curious, because even
though he still lived in the house, the meetings with his father
had become fewer and fewer over the past couple of years. They were
generally sessions where he listened to his father telling him how
he expected him to one day take over the business, and he suspected
this session would be the same.

Hearing the
footsteps nearing the door Godfrey took the last drink from what
had been a full glass of whiskey…it was going to take every bit of
his strength to do what he had to do. He was not without love for
the young man, but it was love that he had not known how to express
through the years.

When Chester
entered there was not the same warm greeting that he had just had
with Mabel, instead it was the usual curt nod and handshake that he
had become used to.

“Have a seat
Son. We need to talk.”

He indicated a
chair, which Chester took, and then he sat down on the other side
of the large table opposite him. There were none of the normal
pleasantries that pass between a father and son as he sat for a
minute looking at the young man sitting across the table from
him.

“I’m glad you
came and I appreciate your promptness my boy. I have something I
have to talk to you about.”

Chester settled
back in his chair preparing himself for the usual lecture.

“As you know
through the years I have spoken to you about following in my
footsteps and eventually running the business. I now understand
that is something that you have no interest in doing and I can
accept that, but it is time that you did make up your mind what you
are going to do with your life.”

Chet leaned
forward now with more interest. This was something he was hearing
for the first time.

“Up until now I
have supported all your whims and your expensive behaviours, but
it’s now time for a change.”

He reached in
his coat pocket, took out an envelope and held it in his hands…then
he hesitated. For a moment he thought he did not have the courage
to continue with his plan, but as he looked at his son he knew he
must.

The silence was
almost deafening and the young man was not expecting what was about
to happen. His father slowly slid the envelope across the table
toward him keeping a grip on it as long as he could.

“There’s a
thousand dollars in this envelope, and it’s the last money you will
be getting from me.”

He
hesitated…the easy part was over but he knew he must continue.

“From now on
you will have to make your own way in life like I did. You are
welcome to spend the night, but it will be your last night under
this roof. I love you son and I hope someday you will understand
that.”

He rose
quickly, turned and left before he had a change of heart, leaving
his son sitting there looking at the envelope on the table in front
of him. He drew it toward him and sat there for a long time,
digesting what had just happened, before rising and heading for his
room.

In the hall he
met Mabel but he didn’t notice the tears that had wet her cheeks
again as she hurried by. He suspected that she knew what had just
happened as there was nothing in the household that she was not
privy to. What he didn’t know was that she didn’t really understand
or agree with the motivation behind Godfrey’s decision and that she
could not stop and talk to him without breaking down.

That night was
a restless night for the household and in the morning he packed a
few of his clothes and left without any further goodbyes. He was
hoping for a change of heart from his father but, although he had
always given him everything he ever asked for, he understood his
father well enough to know that when he made up his mind he would
not waver.

He went
directly to the Eastern Gentlemen’s Club, a very prestigious,
exclusive and expensive club for the wealthy in the New York area.
They offered the best of food and the best of drinks but mainly
they offered rooms to their members who wanted discretion. He had
spent many nights in one of the rooms there, usually in the company
of one of his many lady friends.

The life style
he was living was one that saw a steady stream of women coming and
going. He had the reputation of an eligible bachelor, a tall
handsome young man who had a huge amount of money hovering in his
background.

Some of the
women had eyes on the money behind the man, with the hopes that
they might live their lives in the comfort the money would bring,
others were ladies who were just interested in the whirlwind style
of life that would give them some of the same pleasures that he
enjoyed.

There were none
of them that meant any more to him than a passing fancy as they
were dropped from his life as fast as they came in. He had never
once considered settling down with any of them…in fact he had never
considered settling down.

Now as the days
dragged by he waited, keeping in the back of his mind that his
father might relent, but the cost of the room was eating into his
lowly endowment. He finally realized that it was not going to
happen and now he must face the reality of his new future and
decide on a different path.

This was going
through his mind as he hurried out the door and ran directly into a
girl knocking her to the ground on one knee and spilling her
parcels on the sidewalk. He immediately reached down and assisted
her up, and although she was dressed in a simple dress he noticed
that it flattered her well.

His thoughts of
starting off on a new path evaporated as he guided her to a nearby
outdoor sidewalk table and seated her in a chair. It all happened
so quickly it took her breath away and before she regained herself
he had ordered two cups of tea.

“Are you
alright? I’m terribly sorry, I’m afraid my mind was preoccupied, it
was clumsy of me please accept my apology.”

He was noticing
how plainly she was dressed, but how strikingly beautiful she
was.

“My name is
Chet Birkshire, perhaps we could go up to my room for a more
intimate apology.”

It took a
minute for what he said to sink in and a shocked look appeared on
her face.

“I know the
Birkshire name and let me tell you that money can’t buy good
manners and self-respect…and it certainly can’t buy me!”

She jumped up,
knocking the chair over and hurried off leaving him sitting with a
shocked look on his face. He was used to the positive reaction he
usually got at the mention of his name, it got him the best seats
in restaurants and theatre performances as well as the usual
acceptance of his offers to the ladies.

He sat and
slowly drank his cup of tea, thinking about what the girl had just
said. Maybe she was right, there were some things that money can’t
buy, and it was time that he struck out on his own to find that
out. An idea began to form in his mind, and it was a dilly.

He did not have
to prove that his father was wrong because all he had done was cut
off the money supply. He always said that he had confidence that
his son would grow up to be successful, all he had to do is to
prove it to himself, and he had no doubt of that. As he finished
his tea what had begun as an idea was now a plan.

He went back
into his room at the Gentleman’s Club where he collected his
belongings and checked out, then he made arrangements for train
passage west to where he could catch a river boat to go even
further west. The idea of travel to the west was not a new one to
him, but one that had laid dormant in his mind for some time.

He held no
grudge against his father and he knew he could not leave without at
least seeing him one more time. As a matter of fact he had nothing
but respect and admiration for his father, something for him that
passed as love.

He had another
person he wanted to see as well, a person who had been the closest
to him for the past twenty years. He never knew his mother, but he
always felt that Mabel Carter was as good a substitute as he could
ever have had.

The day before
his departure his goodbyes at the Berkshire estate were not tearful
ones, with the exception of Mabel, for that was not the way things
were in his upbringing. He was pleased when his father asked him to
spend the night, and it was a long evening of pleasant talk that he
had not spend for a long time.

His father
listened as he told him his plans to travel to the west, he was
concerned that there was nothing more concrete than travelling to
the west in his plan but he had set the whole thing in motion and
now he had to live with it.

He offered no
advice thinking that this would be another of the things he tackled
that he would master and then move to something else. The evening
ended with a hearty handshake and a gentle hug from his father
knowing that they would not see each other in the morning.

As he headed
for the train station he took his last look around the bustling
city that he grew to know so well. He would miss it but only as the
Chester Birkshire that he had been…now he had to learn all about
the new Chester Birkshire.
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He glanced out
the train window as the cities and towns grew smaller and further
apart. The train ride ended at the Mississippi River where he chose
to continue his journey on the river system. He had read about the
riverboats and wanted to experience them for himself, so this began
his new adventure.

There was a
steady flow of people heading for different parts of the west, some
seeking their riches in gold while others were looking for the
promise of a new life on the rich and plentifully land. Most of the
latter were people travelling with families in organized wagon
trains which required months and months of travel. Time that
Chester Birkshire and the thousands of others could not wait
for.

The riverboats
offered him a faster route in the direction he wanted to go and,
although he was a man without any definite destination, he wanted
to be there fast. He had never been on a riverboat and one of the
features he had read about was the ongoing poker game.

He had spent
many hours in dark and smoky rooms sitting around a poker table.
The fact that he had lots of money at his disposal did not hinder
his thirst for winning. Like all the things he did he wanted to be
the best and poker was no exception.

He began
sitting in on the ongoing poker games and by playing cautiously he
managed to win some money. It was money that he now needed, money
that he had not needed before, but now things were different.

It had taken
most of the money he had to pay for the trip and although he was
following a plan it was a plan that had no parameters. He was going
west and he had no idea what he was going to do when he got there
but he knew that playing poker on the riverboats was not going to
be his life.

After changing
boats a few times he was nearing their final destination of Omaha.
The river was running high from the melting of winter snow and
heavy rains further to the west, making the travelling slow and
arduous.

Fighting the
flooding current the caused the boat to lose speed and the captain
had to run even slower in order to evade the continual flow of
trees and debris that was being swept into the river by the
flooding.

Aside from the
danger of the hull being holed by one of the numerous deadheads
that were passing by on the swift current there was also the chance
of one getting into the paddlewheel which could leave them floating
down the river out of control at the mercy of the current.

They were only
a few miles short of their destination when, based on the
conditions, the captain decided to heave to into a quieter piece of
water and wait for the flood water to recede a bit. He had been in
this same situation before and knew that they might be there for a
matter of days, but it was the prudent thing to do.

He announced
that anyone who was on a deadline could disembark here and make
their way to the small town of Chisolm Falls and seek passage by
land to Omaha from there. There were a few takers and Chet was one
of them, as long as they were moving in a westward direction he was
happy but sitting still was something he did not have the patience
to do.

It was as the
captain had said, the town was only a half mile away and an easy
walk. When he arrived in Chisolm Falls he discovered it to be a
small seemingly sleepy little community. As he walked down the one
main street he spotted the mercantile store and thought he would
stop and outfit himself with some more appropriate western style
clothes.

He entered to
find a man, who he assumed was the owner, standing behind the
counter beside a young woman. She smiled pleasantly at him, but
before he could speak he heard someone come through the door behind
him. He saw her pleasant smile disappear and as he turned around to
see why he was almost bowled over by three men rushing past,
pushing him out of the way.

They continued
roughly on to the counter and stopped in front of the man and
frightened girl. When Chet regained his balance he was just close
enough to hear part of what they were saying and when one of them
pounded his fist on the counter the man opened his cash register
and handed them some money.

The three men
turned and headed back toward Chet and the one in front raised his
arm and brushed him out of the way again.

“Get out of the
way dude!”

They were gone
as fast as they arrived and Chet continued to the counter where the
man and girl were standing with stunned looks on their faces.

“What was that
all about?”

The man got a
sheepish look on his face.

“You best stay
out of this sonny.”

Chet looked
over to the frightened girl remembering her pleasant smile of a few
moments ago.

“It appears
that those men were extorting money from you…Why did you pay
them?”

The man started
to get on the defensive.

“You don’t know
what is going on here…those were the Sumpter brothers and they run
this town.”

Chet didn’t
like being pushed around by the three men, but that was not really
a crime. What he had just witnessed was a crime, so he
continued.

“Why don’t you
get your sheriff or the law here to stop them?”

The man stood
for a moment then pointed out the window.

“See that hill
up there…well our last three sheriffs are buried up there. All put
there by the Sumpter boys. We have no sheriff or law to turn
to.”

Chet stopped
talking and began to pick out some clothes, but as the time went on
the more he thought of the situation and the angrier he got. Then
he placed his purchases on the counter.

“How does
someone get the job of sheriff here?”

The man looked
at him like he didn’t really hear what he heard.

“Son, I’m going
to tell you again…leave it alone, I ain’t the only one in town who
has to pay those boys what they call the operating tax.”

Chet just stood
there staring at the man without speaking, until the man spoke
again.

“Okay, you have
to be approved by the mayor and a majority of the town
council.”

Chet stared at
the man for a minute longer.

“Get them.”

For the first
time the girl spoke.

“My Pa here is
the mayor, we only have two councilmen…I’ll go find one of
them.”

When the girl
was gone Chet pointed to several pistols that were hanging on the
wall behind the counter.

“Let me try
some of those for size.”

The man turned,
pulled three of the guns off the pegs and placed them on the
counter. Chet was just hefting the third one when the girl came
rushing back in with a man in tow.

“This here’s
Willy Denton.”

The man behind
the counter took over.

“Willy is one
of our council members.”

They turned to
Willy.

“Willy, this
man wants to know about the job as sheriff.”

Willy’s jaw
dropped as he looked at the young man standing in front of him
dressed in eastern clothes, and for a moment he couldn’t speak.

“Are you
insane? Boy, you look like you just came from the east and the men
you are thinking of going up against are killers.

Chet turned
directly to Willy.

“It appears
that those men have you buffaloed too. Do you want to stop what is
going on here or not?”

Willy shook his
head in disbelief.

“They killed
our last three sheriffs…oh, by all the rules of law they were fair
fights, but they goaded each of them into drawing against Clem who
is unbeatable.”

He looked
awkwardly down at the floor.

“At first we
objected to paying their ‘operating tax’. It was Ben Cassidy, our
blacksmith, who took a stand and refused to pay…we found him
hanging naked over his forge with burn marks from a hot iron all
over his body. They don’t care who you are or where you came from,
if you try and stand up to them they will kill you.”

When Chet
didn’t answer Willy shrugged his shoulders.

“Well boy, you
have been told…it’s your funeral.”

Chet picked up
the first gun he tested.

“I’ll take this
one…”

He pointed
behind the counter.

“…and that
holster there. Do you have a jail in town?”

Willy had
settled down a bit now.

“Yes, just down
the street.”

Chet nodded and
turned to Willy.

“I suppose you
got a sheriff’s badge down there. Let’s you and me take a walk down
there and have a look see.”

Chet bundled
the clothes, the gun and the holster up in a sack and they headed
out the door. Willy never spoke a word as they walked quickly down
the street…Chet figured he was hoping the Sumpter brothers didn’t
see them. As they stepped into the small office Willy pulled open a
drawer on the desk, drew out a badge and handed it to Chet.

“Good luck boy,
you are going to need it.”

He started for
the door and Chet called to him.

“Aren’t you
going to swear me in?”

Willy stopped
at the door and turned around.

“Hold up your
right hand…do you swear to uphold the law?”

He waited for
the ‘I do’ and headed for the door again, only to turn one more
time.

“What’s your
name?”

Chet smiled,
thinking that should have been one of the first things they
asked.

“Chet
Birk…”

He stopped not
wanting to give the Birkshire name in case it was known this far
west, and Willy continued.

“Okay, good
luck Birk, I hope I don’t have to put that on a grave stone.”

He could see
that Willy was anxious to leave, but he stopped him one more
time.

“Where do you
suppose I would find the Sumpter boys?”

Willy spoke
over his shoulder.

“This time of
the evening they would probably be in the saloon.”

Then he was
gone. Chet thought about the name Birk and figured it would work
for now. He smiled at the thought of the men he had read about who
headed west and had changed their name so no one would find them,
and he was changing his name so he could find himself.

He thought
about changing his clothes, but the thought came to him that being
dressed like a dude from the east might give him a better chance of
getting the edge on the brothers. He pinned on the badge and
strapped on his
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