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The Starlight Robbery

June 1877

Blake Devlin, age twenty-two, made his living from daytime robberies—stagecoaches, lonely travelers, town stores, and banks. He and his two partners, Harv Belson and Trip Whitby, enjoyed their renegade lives in the open air, relieving any tedium with trips into towns where they were, they hoped, unknown, as well as occasionally making the longer jaunt into Mexico after they’d had a particularly remunerative outing. All three were great admirers of señoritas.

Today, they targeted the bank in a small town called Starlight. The original settlers were amazed at how few clouds ever lingered overhead, and the spectacle of the seemingly limitless night skies led to the town’s christening. Devlin had learned to conduct his bank robberies near closing time when the bankers’ day wound down, and their attention wandered to their plans for the evening.

Devlin and his small crew rode into town from different directions and hitched their horses in front of the bank. Then they went their separate ways, keeping low profiles, intending to regroup in front of the bank at a prearranged time. Devlin always got a charge out of sauntering toward the bank and seeing Belson and Whitby pop into view. They’d gotten their robbery routine down to under five minutes. Whitby locked the bank door, then handled whatever guard the bank employed. Belson ordered the tellers to pack up the money, while Devlin dealt with the man in charge and his access to the vault. The spoils were stuffed into canvas bags, and the three men were out the door, on horseback, speeding away from town, looking forward to a leisurely month or two ahead of them.

On this June day, 1877, Devlin smiled as he approached the bank, and Belson and Whitby appeared on opposite sides of the street, walking toward him. He adjusted his pace, and when the three men came together before the bank entrance, he asked, “Ready?” The other two men nodded, and they entered the bank.

Things went as planned, and within five minutes each man clutched a canvas sack filled with money. Whitby flipped the lock on the bank door, and they rushed out onto the plank walkway running the length of the main street.

Carla Brandon, twenty-one years old and the hired nanny to the Pomfret family’s two young children, stepped onto the sidewalk outside of Wallace’s Dry Goods, three storefronts down from the bank, a bundle in her right hand, a small child’s hand in her left. She stopped in alarm when three masked men dashed from the bank and rushed toward her. She backed against the outer wall of the store, pushing the young girl behind her, and stared in amazement as the two men leading the charge mounted their horses. The third man, Blake Devlin, whose horse stood ten feet from her, glanced her way and froze. Carla’s jaw dropped. Their eyes locked. Even with the mask covering his nose and mouth, she recognized him. And she noted the canvas bag he carried.

Sheriff Ben Waters stepped from his office directly across from the bank. He’d finished some paperwork, a task he never enjoyed, and decided on a breath of fresh air. He saw two men riding like the devil out of town. When bank president Lawrence Trent rushed out of the bank, the gazes of the sheriff and banker met. Trent’s attention went from the two men racing away to the third robber, who only now had managed to hoist one foot into a stirrup of his saddle.

Trent shouted, “Ben, they robbed the bank. He’s one of them.”

Sheriff Waters drew his revolver and ran forward as Blake Devlin rose up in the saddle, a clear target. Before Devlin could turn his horse and begin his escape, the sheriff fired twice and Devlin spun sideways from his mount, which went careening down the dirt street without him.

Sheriff Waters and banker Trent converged on the fallen man, Waters still pointing his gun at the fallen thief. Though blood leaked from his right thigh and left shoulder, Devlin posed no threat. Waters removed Devlin’s still holstered gun and pulled down the bandana covering the man’s face.

“Stay inside,” Carla ordered the child. “Go look over the candy, and I’ll buy the one you like best.”

“Really? Wow!” The child scuttled inside the store.

As Carla took one step into the street toward the three men, she heard the sheriff tell Trent, “I think this belongs to you.” He handed him the money sack. “Stay back, Miss Carla; stay on the sidewalk.”

Carla stared hard at the wounded man, who lay gritting his teeth against the pain. His head turned toward her, and their eyes met again. There could be no doubt. It was Blake Devlin. Somehow the situation did not surprise her.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


The Town of Iron Spur

Four Years Earlier

1873

Blake Devlin, eighteen years old, crept toward the back of the family store where he knew his father was waiting on old Mr. Chapman. He paused at the corner of the building and eased his gaze past the wall. He took a deep, settling breath, then leapt into the open, whipped his gun from its holster, and fired six times. He twirled the six-shooter around his trigger finger once and slid it home. Four out of the six went flying. Blake smiled. Only two of the empty bottles he’d set on the top rung of the fence lived to tell the tale. His father burst through the back door of the store.

“I might’ve known,” he snapped. “What in blazes is wrong with you? You almost gave Mr. Chapman a heart attack. People come into my store to buy food and things, not to be scared out of their wits. How many times do I have to tell you...?” He paused and shook his head in despair. “You won’t stop, will you?”

“Practice makes perfect,” Blake answered, grinning. He knew by then his father’s bite never matched his bark. “Four out of six. Rapid fire, too. No time to really aim.”

Mr. Devlin noticed the two surviving bottles. “Go on. Let me see you take them down.”

The moment those words were out of his mouth, Blake drew and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.

“It might be wise for you to reload your gun after emptying it,” his father said, laughing.

“I know. I know. Wait, don’t go.”

“Mr. Chapman’s probably recovered by now. I need to tend to him.”

Blake opened the loading gate and reloaded his six-shooter.

“Watch, Dad.” He faced his father, then spun toward the fence, drew, and sent two bullets at the two bottles. The fence rail stood empty.

“Very nice,” his father complimented, “but not practical for any job I’d ever want you to do.”

“You never know.”

“Yes, I do know. Clean up the broken glass and get back inside with me. I got plenty of things to keep you busy. Do it quick.” Mr. Devlin went back inside.

When the door closed behind his father, Blake faced the fence. He dangled his right arm, his hand near his holster. He drew and made six popping sounds with his lips. “Got every one.” After twirling his gun home, he went to clean up the broken glass.

As he combed through the dirt and grass around the fence, he replayed his previous night’s conversation with his father.

“You’ll be nineteen next month, son. Big difference between eighteen and nineteen.”

“What difference? One year. One day, really. What do you mean?”

“I mean, let’s you and me look at eighteen as your last year of... well, I can’t rightly call it childhood, can I?”

His father smiled and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. Blake didn’t like it when his father did this. It made him feel like... well, a child.

“Let’s call it the final year, now the final month, before you can truly be labeled a man. Eighteen to nineteen I consider the dividing line. You gotta pick your future from that point on, and I gotta let you go... go and find your own way.”

“What do you mean let me go?”

“Don’t get in an uproar. You’re always welcome here. I ain’t throwing you out, you numbskull.” Mr. Devlin chuckled.

“I mean you gotta choose a path and start walkin’ down it. You understand?”

“Yeah, yeah. You told me before. I figure I know what you’re talking about.”

“Good.” After a moment of quiet, Mr. Devlin continued. “Any thoughts along that line? I get the feeling storekeeping ain’t exactly your dream life.”

“It’s all right... for now. No, no. No particular plans. I’ll give it plenty of thought, though. I promise.”

“You do that.”

Blake looked over the ground one last time and spotted no glass shards sparkling in the sunlight. He hadn’t been entirely honest with his father the night before. He’d already given his future loads of thought, and he had plans. Big plans. Plans he couldn’t share with anyone, least of all his father. He hadn’t been practicing with his six-gun these past three years for fun. Well, maybe it was for fun; but nothing like the fun he planned to have when he set out on his own. His father got one thing right, though. Storekeeping would not be his future. That his mother had hung around as long as she did before packing up and heading East surprised him as he looked back on it from his near adulthood. It had been only him and his dad since he was thirteen. Before too much time passed, though, he’d be gone too, and his father would be alone. Blake drew a deep sigh, knowing it couldn’t be helped. Sorry, Pa, but that’s the way it will have to be.

* * *
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“You gotta choose a path and start walkin’ down it.” Those were his father’s exact words. Blake took comfort from his father’s advice, although his father had no idea what this encouragement would lead to. He loved his father, but not long after his mother left them, a cold, hard nugget of selfishness formed and grew inside of him, like a grain of sand inside an oyster. Everyone would agree, the grain of sand ultimately became something beautiful. Only in Blake’s mind, though, could there be anything beautiful about what grew inside of him year after year. His father would be fine when he left him and the store behind, Blake told himself. When he repeated the words his father had spoken to him, he added this assurance to them. His father would be fine when he broke away and left; his father would be fine carrying on with life as it had always been.

As Blake lay in bed that night, he went over the plan he’d concocted, and it thrilled him. Three weeks earlier his father had sent him to make a deposit at the Iron Spur town bank. Only forty dollars, but it had taken his father weeks to accumulate it, two months of hard work and endless hours of attention to his general store, not to mention the work Blake himself had contributed. Moments after he entered the bank to make the deposit, three masked men burst through the door. Only he and old Mrs. Gravelman were inside along with the employees. His father’s money in his pocket, Blake obeyed the robbers’ order to stand still. Blake watched, fascinated, as the men, their guns drawn, went behind the counter and scooped up whatever money they could lay their hands on. In no more than two minutes, they were out the door, racing out of town. Mrs. Gravelman leaned on the counter in tears. Two tellers ran from the bank toward the sheriff’s office. When Sheriff Davis arrived, Blake assured him he was fine.

The sheriff asked everyone in the bank whether they could identify the thieves. No one could, so the sheriff spent the next half hour gathering a posse of eight men and setting out after the robbers. Blake had never seen anything as exciting as what he’d witnessed. Masked men. Mrs. Gravelman crying. The sheriff rushing in. The questioning. The posse hightailing it after the bad men.

His father locked the store and hurried to the bank when news of the robbery reached him. Blake had just left the bank when he saw his father running toward him.

“What happened, son? Are you hurt? Are you okay?”

“Take it easy, Dad. The bank was robbed. I was robbed. The money’s gone.”

“They took our forty dollars?”

“He pointed a gun at me, Dad. I figured I better do what he said.”

“Yes, yes. You were right to do what you did.” Blake noted the disappointment in his father’s face. “All that work,” his father muttered. “Well, let’s get back to the store. The sheriff will do his best to get our money back.”

Together, they walked the plank sidewalk, Blake occasionally rubbing his fingers across the slight bump in his right-hand pocket—the forty dollars which had suddenly become his. He lay awake for hours that night, thinking about what his father had said about his future. He had a plan prepared, a test, actually. When he could finally wait no longer, he swung his feet from the bed, stood, and moved to the window. He opened it to its full height and looked out. The silence, the starry sky, and the faint moonlight excited him. He felt like the only man on earth. He climbed through the open window, walked slowly along the back of his father’s store to the alley, then approached the main street. The saloon had shut down for the night. Not a single light shone anywhere on the main street. The bank stood a dozen storefronts away.

Blake returned to the rear of the buildings and slipped silently through the dark until he reached the bank, where he tested the back door. It was locked, as he knew it would be, but he hadn’t come to steal anything. Not this time. The short expedition from his bedroom through the quiet blackness of the sleeping town and finding his way to the bank without opposition had been enough for now. The dark world filled him with a strange but pleasurable sense of anticipation. This pleased him. It made him want to cross the barrier his father had described—the barrier between eighteen years old and nineteen, between a boy and a man.

Back in his own bed, he found it impossible to fall asleep. He thought of his mother, now in some eastern city, Boston when last he heard. Her unhappiness at their life in the store and in the West itself, the everlasting arguing, complaints about having nothing to do and nowhere to go. He knew she stuck it out as long as she could because of him, but he wasn’t going to rot behind the counter of a store. He wasn’t going to turn into his father. He wasn’t going to marry some woman who would end up bored to tears two weeks after the honeymoon ended. No, no, no. He would not take any steps down that road. He’d follow the path he’d stepped onto tonight with his father’s forty dollars under his pillow. Tonight was the tiniest taste of the thrills ahead. The next time out, he’d cross the barrier and act like a man. A real man. He’d take those first steps his father had said he needed to take, and he would not turn back.
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“What’s with all these walks and rides you been taking?” Blake’s father asked him. Blake stood on a ladder, rearranging goods on a top shelf according to his father’s specifications.

“I need air once in a while, don’t I?” Blake snapped. Why was his father so snoopy lately, with so many questions? Where are you going? Why are you going? These blatant intrusions into his behavior had him near a breaking point. It wasn’t only his father’s questions wearing him down. He’d begun to doubt his own ability to stick to his plan—to successfully take the road which supposedly opens up to a newly christened man of nineteen once he’s made his choice about his future. Blake rode as often as he could, simply to improve his horsemanship. He’d soon need to ride hard and fast, and Ranger, the horse his father had presented to him on his sixteenth birthday, was as fast as any horse in Iron Spur. His walks were more for reconnaissance than pleasant strolls in the fresh Texas air. As he passed each store in the business section of the main street, he imagined himself creeping inside in the dead of night through a broken back window, locating whatever cash lay about, and making off with it. But he wasn’t stupid. No one left piles of cash out overnight. He’d have to find the cash, quietly open whatever held it, steal the money, and be gone. Even at the tender age of eighteen, Blake knew the dream would not match reality. So as often as he could slip away from his father, he paced the main street, planning, looking, thinking. He would not be so dense as to go into something blind. He would never be able to live with himself if he committed a failure so immense as to end his career the moment it began. But as yet, no sure way to begin offered itself. He couldn’t very well confront one of the store owners and demand money. He’d lived in Iron Spur his whole life.

Everyone knew him. And covering his face with a mask seemed silly. No matter what he did to himself, he’d be recognized. But he had to come to a decision soon or his insides would be eaten alive.

His father’s store stayed closed on Sundays, and his father always marched him off to the small, wooden church on the edge of town supervised by Reverend Francis Dobson. The reverend had been at the church for as long as Blake could remember. He was a tall, spare man dressed always in black, save for a white shirt and collar. It always seemed to Blake that Reverend Francis had the easiest job in town, on duty one day a week and for only an hour, maybe two, during the day. Say some prayers. Read a little from the Good Book. Stand by the church door to smile and shake hands as people left. Blake knew he was occasionally summoned to a home where sickness had fallen. The reverend spoke at the occasional funeral, repeating, to Blake’s memory, the same thing each time. “The deceased,” always “the deceased,” was a good man or woman, cherished by his or her family, who would be missed by everyone. Even Rancid Thompson, the town derelict and drunk, who had no family and was universally despised rather than pitied, got the same speech when he passed on. Then twelve years old, Blake asked his father about Rancid when they got home from the sparsely attended burial. His father spouted a couple of things that could have come straight from Reverend Francis’s mouth, and Blake never asked a similar question again.

Other than his one hour a week and the rare times he spoke at funerals or made home visits, Reverend Francis called his time his own. On Sunday, he passed a basket through the congregants and took as his own whatever filled the basket. The town had built the church some twenty years earlier along with a small house a few steps from it. Blake wondered why his father hadn’t become a preacher and lived a much easier life than storekeeper, but he knew better than to ask about it or bring up the easy life he assumed the reverend lived.

Today’s Sunday gathering was typical. Congregants filled two-thirds of the church seats. Reverend Francis spoke and read—nothing he hadn’t spoken or read before. Then it was time for the collection.

Blake followed the progress of the basket as people dropped coins and paper money into it. The gentleman who oversaw the basket through the pews placed the proceeds on a table to the left of the pulpit. Blake kept his eye on it. When the service ended, people made their lazy way into the central aisle and began to chatter and meander toward the double doors leading outside. Blake watched Reverend Francis retrieve the basket and carry it into the small room in the rear of the church. The reverend, as usual, reappeared from the church and stationed himself near the front doors to shake hands, gossip, and say goodbye to the worshipers.

Blake lingered, wondering what the reverend did with his Sunday earnings. Where did he store it? He recalled seeing Reverend Francis enter the bank occasionally. Feeling like he’d had an inspiration, Blake paused for a moment. The bank didn’t open on Sunday. Not until Monday morning could the money move from the church to the bank.

Blake believed he’d been given a sign, in church no less, pointing directly to the road he’d been searching for. The same doubts arose, though, and he wondered whether he was ready to set out upon it. All day he avoided his father, who generally took a long walk around town to see what he’d missed, being restricted to his store during the week. When his father came home, Blake avoided him. His father spoke little to him, their conversations lately centering around Blake’s responsibilities to the store and little else. Not a pleasant topic for either of them. Blake spent this Sunday in a fantasy of seeing himself slip into the reverend’s office to get the collection money; slip out again and bury the money somewhere only he would know about; then observe the great hubbub which would surely ensue when the reverend discovered his loss, a commotion he himself would be only an amused spectator to; and finally, when enough time had gone by and people stopped talking about the robbery, he’d take the money and off he’d go. But where? Blake didn’t know and didn’t much care. Making off with the church money would give him the confidence to do... to do anything he put his mind to.

The next morning, he slipped from the store for an hour and lingered on the main street, in alleys and behind buildings. At roughly ten o’clock, he watched Reverend Francis leave the back room of his church, carrying a tattered canvas bag. The reverend walked briskly to the bank and went inside. Ten minutes later, he exited, the canvas bag folded neatly under his arm.

Blake’s imagination lit up. Next Sunday, sometime between Reverend Francis’s stashing the money in the back room of the church after the service and the next morning when he went to get it, he promised himself he’d have the collection money buried and waiting for the day he could retrieve it. The road ahead had straightened, and he was ready to travel.
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On the Way to Iron Spur

1873

Delirious with joy, Carla Brandon, age seventeen, hugged her father.

“Is it true, Pa? Is it really true?”

“Let go of me, girl. I said it, didn’t I? We’re moving off this miserable, broken-down farm and heading to a town called Iron Spur. I found someone who would take this place...” Here, Joseph Brandon waved a disdainful hand toward his property. “...off my hands for a decent sum. What he ever expects to make out of it, I can’t imagine. I certainly never could.”

“You did fine, Pa. We lived. We’re healthy. But, oh, I’m so excited.”

Carla had good reason to be excited. Her entire seventeen years had been spent in the exact spot which had drawn her father’s disdain. She’d never met anyone new outside of storekeepers the few times she’d accompanied her father on the seven-mile wagon ride to Sandiford, the most dilapidated excuse for a town she could imagine, but the nearest to their farm. She would always buy the latest newspaper first thing and read it over and over, imagining a world where there were trains, stores, pretty dresses, and people her own age. Or even one person her own age. She’d seen a few teenagers in Sandiford, but her father always hustled her along, eager to get back to his farm, no matter how much he hated the place.

But now, now! Iron Spur. Not an attractive name by any means, but according to her father, a town of considerable size, maybe seven or eight hundred people. He promised her it had a line of stores and, since they were going to live right inside the town, she’d have ready access to them.

“What will you do there, Pa? You’ll have to get a job, won’t you?”

Her father sighed. “I sure will. And so will you. You’ll be eighteen in two months. Time to help out.”

“Pa!” Carla burst out. “Haven’t I always helped out? You know I have. That’s a terrible thing to say to me, Pa.”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. You know what I mean. Money-wise. Help out money-wise. There won’t be no more farm chores. Those noisy chickens can feed themselves, and we’ll buy whatever eggs we need, not fight with the hens over them. And the dang rooster won’t be crowing at dawn when all’s we want to do is sleep.”

Carla laughed. “Oh, Pa, I’m so excited. When do we leave?”

“Today’s Tuesday. Tomorrow, we leave for Sandiford to meet the man giving me money for this place. Mr. Morton, his name is.”

“Oh, Pa. We’re going in the wagon?”

“Of course we’re going in the wagon, and we go with everything we can take. So, pack up, girl. You leave anything important behind, it’s gone forever.”

Carla lowered her voice. “Mom would have thought we were crazy, leaving the farm.”

“Your mom, yeah.” A pall descended over the conversation.

Dora Brandon had brought her husband to the farm he now despised directly from the altar, and for the years she lived after their marriage, the farm prospered. Her husband never knew where she got her energy, running things and dealing with a young child for the seven years before she passed. Tending to farm chores, making decisions about what to plant, how much seed to put into the ground, and where to plant it. She seemed a miracle worker to her husband. When she died, the next ten years brought a slow, unstoppable slide into despair and disdain. Finally, though, he’d taken all he could and given all he had. Whatever job he found in Iron Spur would have to suit him. But the chores would be gone, as would the constant reminders, after ten years, of his wife’s magical ability to make this rotten farm a home, and a happy one.

“We’ll be fine, sweetheart,” her father said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I know we will.”

“So do I, Pa,” she assured him, bending near to peck his cheek. Seven or eight hundred people. Imagine. Some of them would have to be her own age, and some people her age would have to be boys. It was something she really looked forward to.

* * *
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“Rosie seems to be struggling, Pa,” Carla pointed out, and not for the first time.

“She’d better make it all the way to Iron Spur, or we walk and arrive with only the clothes on our backs.”

“There’s some water. See? Over there. Can’t we let Rosie rest a while?” Carla could not remember a time when Rosie wasn’t a part of things. She learned to ride on Rosie. Rosie’d made the trip into Sandiford so many times for them. Carla had a question in her mind, but until now she’d been afraid to ask. “Pa, what happens to Rosie when we get to Iron Spur?”

“We’ll be living in town, so we won’t have much need for her.”

“Need?”

Mr. Brandon had stopped the wagon near the water Carla had pointed out.

“Lemme get her unhitched so’s she can rest a while.”

“Pa, Rosie’s not about needing her. What’s going to happen to her?”

“Carla, honey, we’ll sell Rosie to the livery stable or to some nice family who can use her.”

“Need? Use?” A series of sniffs from his daughter caught Brandon’s attention.

“It’s how it has to be, honey.”

“I hope she runs away as soon as we get the wagon unloaded.”

“Don’t be dramatic, sweetheart. Rosie will be fine. I’ll try hard to sell her to someone from the town, and you can go visit her. I’ll make it a point of the selling.”

Carla quieted. She knew her father’s offer would have to do.

An hour later, they were on their way, Rosie having munched prairie grass all the while and filled up on water.

“How much farther?” Carla asked as they set out.

“No way to get there before dark, honey. We’ll be sleeping under the Texas stars tonight.”

“I don’t mind. Neither will Rosie.”

Brandon gave a short laugh and onward they plodded.

* * *
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Carla and her father reached Iron Spur a little after eleven the next morning. As her father guided their wagon down the main street, Carla glanced right and left, happily amazed. Two restaurants, a dress shop, a general store, a farm goods and seed store, and they’d only traveled halfway through town. A fair number of people walked the street as they rolled slowly along. Her father pulled Rosie to a halt in front of the sheriff’s office.

“Why are we stopping, Pa?” Carla asked. “Do we have a place to stay you didn’t tell me about?” She smiled at her father, her eyes dancing with excitement.

“I figure to introduce myself to the sheriff and ask his advice. We need what you just said. A place to stay. He’s likely to know of one if anybody does. You want me walking up to every person I see and ask for help?”

“Course not, Pa. Don’t be silly.” Carla climbed down to the hard-packed dirt and circled the wagon, scratching Rosie between the ears as she passed her. She caught up
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