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  Chapter one
Trails of Trouble

Somewhere outside Amarillo, Texas


I’m telling you, Sheriff, he’s his own worst enemy. You must do something about it.” 
Darius Royal, the deputy, watched Sheriff Caleb Grange listen intently as the woman spoke without pause for the last fifteen minutes. His brow furrowed and mouth pressed into a thin line. He rubbed his index finger over the stubble on his chin, studying her carefully.
Darius knew he wouldn’t have known what to say if she were talking to him. This was one reason he preferred being a deputy and not a sheriff. He could deal with men, gunmen, Indians, Mexicans, but women were another breed of humanity he hadn’t learned to handle.
“Mrs. Baxter,” Caleb said, “your husband is a grown man who is living in a free country, and as long as he isn’t hurting anyone, there isn’t anything I can do.”
“I knew that was your attitude, but I had hoped I was wrong.” She stood up straight, her head held high, her nose lifted as she clutched the small shopping basket in front of her. “I would hope that if he got himself in a situation, you would at least lock him up where he wouldn’t get himself killed. There are rough men coming into this town who would gladly take advantage of him.”
Caleb Grange moaned as he ran his hands through his hair.
The door swung open, and Mr. Baxter walked in.
“Penny, damn it. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”
“I had business with the sheriff,” she said.
“I’m sorry, Sheriff,” Donald Baxter said. He noticed Darius sitting in the corner. “Deputy.” He turned back to Caleb. “I hope she hasn’t caused you too much trouble.”
“No, Don, she’s just worried about you, but I told her—”
“He told me he would put you in jail if you got to drinking too much, Donald Baxter, and I won’t get you out until you promise me you’ll stop drinking.”
If I had to listen to her all day, I’d be drinking too.
“Let’s go,” Donald said. “I need to get back to the farm.”
He took her arm and hauled her out the door. She had one hand on her hat, the other holding tight to her basket. There was some squabbling outside between the two, and Darius saw through the window, Mrs. Baxter moving on without him. The door opened and Donald Baxter stepped back into the office.
“Sheriff, I’m really sorry about that,” he said.
“It’s no problem, Don. She cares about you is all.”
Donald nodded, then looked out the window, watching her get into the buggy.
“I have to make this short, but when I was just in the saloon, Clyde and Oren Peacock were in there, getting drunk and making plans to rob the bank.”
“Are you serious? I wouldn’t think the two were smart enough,” Caleb said.
“Obviously not if they are in the saloon talking about it,” Darius piped in.
“You know Oren, he’s out of his mind, especially when he’s drinking,” Don said. “Maybe nothing will happen, maybe they were just running their mouths, but I wanted to mention it. I got to get Penny out of town just in case. I don’t want to get in the middle of it, but I wanted to warn you.”
“Thanks, Don.”
The man rushed out the door.
Darius watched him hurriedly get into his buggy with his wife and ride out of town. Penny Baxter was harping in his ear as he looked toward the saloon and hurried his horses toward their farm.
Darius looked over at the saloon. It seemed quiet. He couldn’t see the bank from the jail. It was on the same side of the street and down on the corner.
“Sheriff, Sheriff,” a short stocky man in a dirty brown coat came tumbling into the sheriff’s office. “Sheriff, the Peacock boys are holding up the bank!” Dexter Crow leaned on the desk and tried to catch his breath.
After loading his guns, Darius slipped them into their holsters and grabbed a rifle from the gun rack on the wall. He then turned to the sheriff, waiting for orders.
Caleb Grange stood up and nodded at Darius while he loaded his pistol. “Come on, Darius, let’s see what we can do to help.”
The two lawmen approached the bank as Clyde and Oren backed out onto the street, each with a bag of money. They made a run for their horses.
“Stop there, Clyde,” Caleb said. “You go any further, and I’ll have to shoot you.”
Oren shot toward them, Vance returning fire.
Darius had come around the back of the bank so he could approach the men from behind. Oren was behind his horse fiddling with his saddlebags. When he lifted his gun to shoot at Caleb again, Darius pressed the barrel of the Winchester into his back.
“Drop it now,” he said.
He and Clyde dropped the bags of money and held up their hands.
“You know our pa will get us out of jail,” Oren said.
“Not tonight, he won’t,” Caleb said.
“Come on, Sheriff, me and Oren were just having some fun,” Clyde said as Caleb and Darius dragged them to the jail.
“If you had been but two minutes longer, we would’a done been gone,” Oren said.
“Yeah, and then I would have to had come after you and arrest you in front of your daddy and all his men. You wouldn’t have liked that.”
“Pa wouldn’t have liked it. You might’a got shot, you might’a.”
“It’s one thing to rob a bank,” Caleb told him. “But you both were shooting at us. That’s an additional crime.”
Young men like Clyde and Oren were filling the west. Darius had seen them in both Texas and Arizona. Sons of privilege, whose fathers had become rich by cattle, guns, hard work, and the pain of others.
Times were tough these days, and men like Abner Peacock didn’t have difficulty finding men in the government to take bribes. If they wouldn’t take the bribes and let him call the shots, they had to live with the threat of never knowing when a gunman would come with some extra lead for their belly.
Darius Royal was the deputy of Bluff Mountain, Texas. The reason they called it Bluff Mountain was because there wasn’t a mountain anywhere. The vista around the town was so flat you could see the horizon in every direction, and nothing but land stretched from your feet to the ends of the earth.
Darius hauled the Peacock brothers into jail. Caleb was dispersing the crowd that had grown once the shooting was over. Once Darius hauled the brothers into the jail, he shut the cell doors and locked them.
“You better call my pa right now. He ain’t gunna like it if’n we ain’t home in the morning.”
“We’ll talk to him,” Darius said. He shut the big door between the jail cells and the front of the office. “In the morning.”

      ***It was late morning the next day. Darius was sitting out front of the sheriff’s office, leaning back in his chair taking a nap, when he heard the horses stomping in his direction. He looked up to see Abner Peacock with two of his men riding toward him with a cloud of dust behind them. They tied their horses to the hitching post and approached him.
“Morning, Abner.”
“Where’s my boys?” Abner demanded.
“Inside.”
“What’d they do?”
“Held up the bank.”
“Idiots,” Abner mumbled. “I want them out now.”
“Talk to the sheriff,” Darius said. “He’s inside too.”
Darius followed Abner as he walked into the sheriff’s office, where Caleb was pouring coffee. The two men riding with Abner waited outside.
“Good morning, Abner,” Caleb said. “You’re here later than I had expected.”
“I want my boys out of jail.”
“I can’t let them out, Abner. They have to go before a judge. They robbed the bank, they shot at me and my deputy. Those are federal crimes.”
“Damn it, Caleb.”
“There isn’t anything I can do for you. It’s the law,” he said. “You’re lucky neither one of them can shoot worth a shit. If either of us had been hit, there wouldn’t be nothing you could do about it.”
“When’s the judge coming?”
“He’ll be here next week.”
“I’ll get a judge here before that,” Abner said.
“That’s fine with me,” Caleb said.
Abner stormed out the door and headed toward the post office, where he could send a telegram. Darius knew what he was doing.
“You playing this?” Darius asked.
“Nothing else I can do.”
“You know he’ll get one of the judges on his payroll to let them go free.”
“Yeah, I know, but all I can do is abide by the law. We’ll keep them here until the judge arrives. If he lets them go, that’s no concern of ours.”
Darius didn’t like it, but what else could they do?

      ***Two days later, Darius watched a very bedraggled old man get off the stagecoach and drag himself to the sheriff’s office. His gray hair stuck out from underneath his round hat. When the man passed by Darius, he emitted a stale perspiration odor and wore a wrinkled brown suit, as if he hadn’t had a bath or changed his clothes in years.
When the man entered the jail, he pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket, wiping his sweaty face. “Sheriff Grange?” he said, looking at Darius.
“I am Sheriff Grange,” Caleb said, standing up and approaching the man.
He wiped his face again. “I’m Judge Ascott from Dallas. I was sent here regarding the Peacock brothers.”
“Three days ago, they held up the Bank of Bluff Mountain,” Caleb said. “They’ve been waiting for you.”
“Let me speak with them?” the Judge asked.
“Yes, sir,” Caleb said. He opened the door to the back, and the two boys jumped off their bunks and headed for the cell door. The smiles on their faces disappeared and their noses scrunched up when they saw the old man.
“I’d like to speak with them alone, if I may.”
Caleb shrugged. He and Darius left the room.
“You know what he’s going to do, don’t you?” Darius asked.
“Yes, I know,” Caleb said. “More than likely he’ll let them go. They will promise to never do it again. The judge will tell us they are young and very regretful of what they’ve done.”
“What about shooting at us?”
“It won’t make a difference,” Caleb said.
They heard a couple of horses riding up to the front of the jail and saw it was Abner and only one other man this time.
The door busted open, and Abner walked in. “Where’s Judge Ascott?” Abner bellowed.
“He’s in there talking to your sons. He should be out any minute.”
Just then, the door to the jail room opened and Judge Ascott walked in. “I think we can let them go. They promised not to do it again. They are young and rambunctious. I’d hate to put them in prison at their age.”
“All right,” Caleb said. “But I don’t want them in town without you with them, Abner. Not until I know there won’t be any more problems.”
“Fine, Grange, just give me my sons.”
Caleb nodded at Darius, who pulled the cell keys off the wall and unlocked the cell door.
When the two men came out, Caleb gave them their empty guns and told them they were not to return to town without their father with them.
“We ain’t children,” Oren said.
“Shut up, Oren,” Abner said. “You’re in enough trouble as it is.” Abner turned to Ascott. “Judge, you can be my guest at the ranch. We’ll get you back to Dallas in the morning.”
“Thanks, Abner. I’ll need a horse.”
“We got one for you.”
Darius watched from his chair in front of the sheriff’s office as the men rode by, heading back to the Peacock’s ranch. Oren gave him a threatening glare as he rode by.






  
  Chapter two
More Trouble


Once Abner Peacock and his entourage had left Bluff Mountain, Darius and Caleb walked onto the street. “You want to get something to eat at the Blackbird?” Caleb asked. 
“I could use a good hearty breakfast,” Darius said.
After they had gotten their food and were eating, John Shoemaker from the bank walked into the small restaurant looking for Caleb.
“Sheriff, I’m sorry to disturb your breakfast, but there’s a problem.”
“What is it, John?”
“The money that was returned from the robbery, well, it’s short.”
“How short?”
“Five hundred dollars short,” the banker said.
“Oren was fiddling with his saddlebag before he surrendered,” Darius said. “I wonder if he took some of it and stashed it.”
“More than likely,” Caleb said. “I wondered why he had a huge grin on his face while we were hauling him to the jail.”
“We’ll get it back for you, John,” Caleb said.
“Thanks, Sheriff,” John said and left.
“After you eat, take Sylvester with you and go up to the Peacock ranch and talk to Abner. We may have more luck with him than with his son. I doubt Oren will confess.”

      ***Darius and Sylvester rode to the Peacock ranch. There was something about the big sky Darius marveled at, as well as the ability to see as far as the Earth’s end. Fields of cotton not yet blooming covered the land to their east. Range land dotted with cattle and guarded by cowboys belonging to a local ranch sat to the west.
“I need to talk to you, Deputy,” Sylvester said.
“Start talking then.”
“I was hoping I could get in good with the sheriff so as he could make me a deputy too,” he said. “I was wanting to be a lawman for a long time, ever since I was a young man.”
“I think you’re already in good with the sheriff,” Darius said. “Or he wouldn’t have sent you with me.”
“You think so?”
“I do.”
“Can you let the sheriff know he can use me any time, and if’en he ever wants to deputize me, that’d be just fine.”
“Sure, Sylvester, I’ll talk to him for you.”
When they got to the Peacock ranch, they headed for the main house, but before they could get there, a young woman came screaming and crying out of one cabin. There was a huge gash on her head with the blood dripping onto her shoulder. Her face was swollen, and her dress was ripped. As she cried and screamed, Darius noticed the woman could barely walk.
They stopped their horses, dismounted, and intercepted her.
“Who did this to you?” Darius asked, trying to hold the women up from falling onto the ground.
“That’s my wife. Get your hands off her.”
“Please, help me,” she whispered. “He’s trying to kill me.”
Darius saw Oren standing on the porch of a cabin. He was drunk, with a pistol in his hand.
“Go with Sylvester. He can get you to a doctor, and we can find you a place to stay in town for now,” Darius told her.
She nodded, and Sylvester picked her up.
“My leg,” she said. “I think he broke it.”
“Sylvester will take care of you.” Darius turned to Sylvester. “Don’t leave her until you know she’s safe.”
“Yes, Deputy.”
Sylvester gingerly put her on his horse.
“That’s my wife,” Oren yelled. “Nora, you come back here! I ain’t finished dealing with you yet, woman.”
Darius decided distracting him was the best option for Nora. “The bank is short money from the robbery,” he said.
“That ain’t my problem,” he growled. “Hey, where’s he going with my wife?”
“He’s taking her into town to get her a doctor. You about beat her to death.”
“I was trying to kill her,” Oren said. “She is no-good for nothing.”
He staggered over to a pole on the porch and leaned on it. His pistol was still in his hand, and he was pointing it at Darius.
“She’s my wife. I can kill her if I want,” he said. “I spent three days in jail and she’s no-good. I’m going to kill her and marry me a girl from the saloon. They know how to take care of a man.”
“Where’s the money, Oren?” Darius said. “All you have to do is give me the money and I’ll return it to the bank.”
“I want my wife,” he said. “I want to kill her. She ain’t no-good.” He shot at Darius. “Bring my wife back here.”
Darius had noticed the men of the ranch gathering. Some of them heading toward the main house, more than likely to tell Abner what was happening.
Oren shot at Darius again. He was shooting erratically but Darius was getting irritated with him.
Abner walked up behind Darius. “What’s going on? Why is he shooting at you?”
“I don’t know,” Darius said. He told him about the bank being short and they sent him to find the money. He also told him about Nora.
“Do you have that money, Oren?” Abner asked.
“I don’t know what he’s talking about.”
“Did you beat Nora half to death?”
“I was trying to kill the stupid little bitch,” Oren said. “But he took her away.”
“I sent her into town with Sylvester to see a doctor,” Darius said. “But I’m going to advise her to not return here for fear of her life.”
Oren shot again.
“If he shoots at me one more time, I’m going to shoot back, and I won’t miss,” Darius told Abner.
“Oren, put your gun away,” Abner said. “His mama must have dropped him on his head when he was a baby. He’s always been like this.”
“You might want Nora for yourself, Deputy,” Oren yelled from the cabin. “But she ain’t no-good. Bring her back so I can kill her and be done with it. Pa, he stole my wife, he took Nora.”
Oren shot again, and Darius drew fast and shot Oren in the leg.
“Dag nab it,” Abner said. “Get out of here, Darius! I won’t be able to do a thing with him until you leave.”
“I’ll go, Abner, but Caleb and I will have to come back to look for the money.”
“Yeah, I get it.”
“I’ll send the doctor out to look at Oren when he’s finished with Nora.”
Abner nodded.
“He shot me,” Oren yelled, as if he just realized it. “He shot me in the leg, Pa.”
“Shut up, Oren,” Abner said. “He could have shot you in the heart and that would end all your trouble, wouldn’t it?”
Later that day, Caleb and Darius went back to the Peacock ranch and found the money Oren had stolen under a floorboard of his cabin.
The doctor had been out to look at Oren’s leg and pull out the bullet. He told Oren and Abner that if they didn’t care for it, the wound could get infected.

      ***Two weeks later, at Oren’s funeral, Abner Peacock took Darius aside. “You’re going to pay for killing my boy, Deputy.”
“I didn’t kill Oren,” Darius said.
“If you hadn’t shot him in the leg this would’a never happened, and he’d still be alive.”
“If he had cleaned his wound and not just lay around getting drunk, this wouldn’t have happened.”
“Don’t get smart with me, Darius,” Abner said, his voice raising. “Oren is dead and he’s dead because of you and that’s all there is to it.”
Abner’s other sons, Clyde and Matt, came over when they heard their father yelling at Darius.
“Pa, leave Darius alone,” Matt said. “You know it wasn’t his fault. You know Oren did this to himself.”
“That’s right, Pa,” Clyde said. “You been saying it all along.”
“Shut up,” Abner said. “This is between Darius and me, now get back to the ranch and get to work.”
“I’ll have my vengeance, Darius. I don’t know when or how, but I’ll repay you for doing this to Oren.”
Darius had been in this situation more than once. He knew Abner was serious. “All right, Abner. All I can say is good luck to you.” He tipped his hat and left Abner Peacock standing there fuming.

      ***When Darius Royal walked into the sheriff’s office after the funeral of Oren Peacock, he threw his hat onto the hat rack and dropped himself into his chair. Abner Peacock’s threats ran through his head. Oren’s wound had become infected, and by the time Oren could sober up, control his pride, and get to the doctor, it was too late. The infection had gotten into his system, and he was dead in a matter of days.
Abner’s threats surprised Darius because he thought the man was more sensible. Oren had been the youngest, Abner’s favorite. Because Oren was so stupid and stubborn, Abner was more protective of him, more so than the other sons.
Nora had been to the funeral, her leg wrapped up in a cast and pushed in a wheelchair by Jeanette Huxley, her best friend who’d she’d been staying with. Nora was crying genuine tears, like those of a woman who had lost the man she loved. She told everyone if she had been there, she could have cared for him, and he wouldn’t be dead now.
Darius knew if she had been there, they’d have buried her before now. He could hardly look at her. Why does life have to be so complicated?
He got up to make some coffee when the door behind him opened, and someone entered. The way he felt right then, he hoped it was someone who wanted to shoot him, and he didn’t care if it was in his back.
“I’ll take a cup of that, Darius,” the voice said.
Darius smiled. “I hope you like it thick and cold.”
He turned around to see Dan Walsh standing behind him, looking like he had been riding in the desert for three days. More than likely, if he rode in from Dallas, he had.
“You’re a sight to see. Are you sure you don’t need a bath before the coffee? What are you doing in these parts?”
“I came to see you,” he said. “I heard what happened with Oren Peacock.”
“I was hoping you had some good news for me.”
Dan shrugged. “What’s his wife going to do?”
“Jeanette told me Nora was going back to Amarillo to live with her parents.”
“That’s probably a good idea.” Dan said. “We need to get you out of here. Abner Peacock may come to kill you.”
“He threatened me at the funeral,” Darius said, shrugging. “It’s not like it’s the first time this kind of thing has happened to me.”
“I know, you’re a trouble magnet, aren’t you?”
“I guess,” Darius said.
“I’d hate to lose a good man like you. They are hard to find these days.”
“I suppose you, being the marshal, you’d know more than me.”
Sheriff Grange walked in. “Dan, I thought that was your horse out there,” he said. “What brings you to these parts?”
Dan pulled some papers out of his inside vest pocket.
“I’ve got a letter from Washington,” he said. “There’s a small but growing town in Colorado they call Golden City. The sheriff needs help. He’s got a rancher trying to buy up all the land outside town and running off the homesteaders.”
“That doesn’t sound like much trouble,” Caleb said.
“People are turning up dead, the farmers, even the women and children. This rancher is trying to make it look like it’s the Indians doing the killing, but the Indians in that area are not hostile.”
Darius was skeptical. “How do you know it’s not the Indians?” he asked. “I’ve known friendly Indians to do all sorts of horrible things to their neighbors.”
“If it is or if it isn’t, we want the person or people who are killing the homesteaders brought to justice,” Dan said.
“Or killed?” Darius interjected, testing him.
“However it happens, it needs to stop.”
“Hell, Dan,” Caleb said. “What am I going to do without Darius here? He’s the best deputy I’ve ever had.”
“That’s because he’s not really a deputy, Caleb, you know that,” Dan said. “Washington sent him in here to help you clean up the town, and he did just that. Now they want him in Golden City to help deal with this rancher.”
“Shit and a half,” Caleb sputtered.
“I think you’ll be safer there than here,” the marshal said. “Abner Peacock is not one to cross, even unintentionally. My experience has been that wild and unruly criminals are easier to deal with than wealthy ranchers with a grudge up their ass.”
Darius shrugged. “Abner will think I’m running.”
“Caleb can tell him you already had a transfer, but he won’t tell him where you are,” Dan said. “I’ll be around for a while until we get a new deputy in town.”
Darius looked out the window at the Town of Bluff Mountain. He’d gotten comfortable here, but maybe it was time to go. It didn’t matter where he went, trouble would follow him, because that’s what it did.
“All right, I’ll start packing. It’s not like I have a wife and family I have to uproot and take to the mountains.”
“Nope, just yourself.”






  
  Chapter three
Kingston's Mercantile

Golden City, Colorado


Kingston’s Mercantile was the busiest place in town not just today, but every day. But on this day, Wesley Kingston, the owner, knew he wasn’t moving with the normal hop in his step and enthusiasm to greet his customers. With great effort, he trudged through the store, hoping his facial expression didn’t betray him. 
A tall, slender woman walked into the shop; her head held high. She wore a light blue dress with a matching bonnet, and she carried a basket in front of her, her arms through the handle.
Faith, her twelve-year-old daughter, followed in a yellow dress and bonnet. She had the same stern look as her mother, carrying her basket with the same stiffness.
“Mrs. Blanchard,” Wesley said. “Welcome. And how are you today, Faith?”
“I am well,” Faith said in a condescending tone, her eyes blinking spastically as she looked downward while she still held her head high, facing him.
The woman huffed at his greeting. “Your shelves are looking bare, Mr. Kingston.”
“Yes, they are. I’ve been having problems with shipments of the goods. Stage holdups and all.”
“Mr. Kingston,” another customer interrupted. “You don’t have the buttons I ordered last week. I can’t seem to find them.”
“I’m sorry, Mary, they haven’t come in yet,” he said. “I can get a message to you as soon as they arrive.”
“But I need them now.” Her shoulder slumped, and Wesley felt despair run through him like a stampeding herd of buffalo.
“There isn’t anything I can do,” Wesley said. “I’m sorry.”
He hurried behind the counter and turned his back to his customers and began rearranging the jelly jars.
“Billy,” an alarmed woman’s voice spoke behind him. “What do you have all over your mouth?”
Wesley turned around to see Mrs. Hollenbeck’s six-year-old smiling with fudge all over his teeth and chubby face.
He watched as Billy’s mother scraped some of the brown slimy mess off his face and smelled it. She looked up at Wesley.
“Mr. Kingston, I’m sorry. I think Billy stole a piece . . .” she said looking at her son, “. . . or maybe more, of your fudge. I will pay for it.”
“No, no need, Sarah. The boy didn’t realize what he was doing. If I don’t sell it, I’ll have to throw it out before the bugs get to it.”
“Billy, you should always ask before you take something when you’re in here,” his mother scolded.
The boy reached into his pocket and pulled out four pieces of hard candy. Then he reached into his other pocket and pulled out a small round wooden disk with string wrapped in the center.
“What is that?” his mother said.
“It’s a new toy. They call is a yo-yo, they just came in last week. Here, let me show you how to use it, Billy.”
Wesley came around and took the yo-yo and tied the string around his finger, then with a flick of his wrist he sent it toward the floor, but just before it hit the floor, it sprang back into his hand.
Billy laughed.
Wesley did it a couple more times. He then tied the string on Billy’s finger. “Now, let it go, but give it a quick flick of the wrist as you do.”
Billy, let go of the yo-yo. It dropped to the floor with a thud. The boy laughed again.
Wesley took the yo-yo and wound it back up, careful to show Billy how to do it. He tied it on his finger and told him to try again.
The same thing happened.
“You just need to practice,” Wesley said. “You take it and practice this week, then next week when you come into the store with your mama, you can show me how much you can do with it.”
“Mr. Kingston, you don’t have to do that. How much is it? I can pay for it.”
“That’s okay, Sarah. It can be a birthday present from me.”
“But his birthday isn’t for nearly nine more months.”
“That’s all right, consider it an early birthday gift.”
Wesley watched as Billy put a hard candy in his mouth and tried to figure out how to use the yo-yo. The spit from sucking on the candy came out onto his face and joined the fudge running down his chin and onto his clean white shirt.
A wet blanket of sadness came over Wesley, and he walked back behind the counter and began rearranging the pickle jars.

      ***At the end of the day, everyone was gone, and he was about to close. The weight of his troubles wanted to press him to the ground. A large burly man walked into the store. His spurs rang and the heels of his boots stomped on the wood floor with each slow, deliberate step.
“Godsell wants his money, Kingston,” the man said.
Wesley groaned. “I don’t have it,” he said. “I think I can have it by the end of the month. Ask him to please give me the time to earn it.”
The man looked around, his eyes large and bulging out of his head. His hair was long and unkempt. It poked out every which-a-way from under his dirty brown hat.
“He’s going to want it back with interest if you can’t pay it tonight.”
“Yes, I understand,” Wesley said.
Fenton grabbed a bag of tobacco off the counter and dipped his fingers into it, then put the wad into his mouth, daring Wesley to say anything. He put the rest of the bag in his pocket and walked out the door.
Wesley shook his head and kicked the inside of the counter. Some of the candy on the shelf fell all over the floor. He knelt on his hands and knees behind the counter, picking the candy off the floor, when he heard the door open again. There were no spurs this time, but heavy heels. He just continued what he was doing, hoping whoever it was would go away.
“Wesley, are you in here?”
Wesley took a deep breath. It was Vance Brinshaw, the sheriff. Wesley straightened up, still on his knees, and peeked over the edge of the counter.
“Right here, Sheriff. I’m cleaning up a mess I made. What can I do for you?” He pulled himself up onto his feet, grabbed a broom and began sweeping.
“Was that Fenton Boyce I saw leave here?” Vance asked.
“Yeah, it was him.”
“What did he want?”
Wesley looked at the sheriff but didn’t know what to say. If he opened his mouth, he thought the knot in his gut would come up and get caught in his throat and he’d surely die.
“You’re in trouble, aren’t you?” Vance said. “Tell me about it, Wesley, so I can help.”
“There ain’t nothing you can do, Sheriff. I got myself into a gigantic hole and I’m the only one who can pull myself out of it.”
“I never heard of anyone pulling himself out of an enormous hole. Usually they need help,” Vance said. “I’ll tell you what. Give me a box of those cigars and a spool of pink ribbon for Amanda.” Vance put three dollars on the counter. “Then close your shop and I’ll take you over to the saloon and buy you a drink. I want to know what’s happening.”

      ***At the table in the saloon, Wesley drank a mug of beer. The pungent scent of hops and barley wafted from its foamy top. The sight of the frothy bubbles was a welcome sight after a long day. He was tired and discouraged. The beer was cold and refreshing, lulling him into a sense of serenity he knew was false.
The saloon’s bar was filled with cowboys. Cigar smoke was thick, and the floor was littered with loose cigarettes. The mahogany bar was shiny, clean, and gleaming like wood iced in the morning sun. On the wall behind the bar there were a dozen mirrors, each showing the bar and the patrons in various stages of drunkenness.
The saloon girls’ dresses were made of bright and colorful fabrics. Their hair was done up in styles of the day. The girls walked around with quick steps, like a mouse, or a jittery horse, looking for patrons to offer drinks to.
“Tell me what trouble you’re in,” Vance said.
“I can’t figure out my books, Vance. Don’t know if I’m making any money, but I don’t think I am. I think I have been losing money for a long time too. My suppliers are cutting me off until I pay them. I would pay them if I could figure out if I can afford to pay them.”
“Come on, Wesley, it’s not that bad, is it?” the sheriff asked.
“It’s worse. If I told you the lot of it, well, I’m afraid it’s enough to make a grown man cry, and it has me.”
“Why was Fenton Boyce in your store?”
Wesley’s head and shoulders drooped. “I got a loan from Israel Godsell.”
Vance shook his head and closed his eyes.
“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Wesley said. “This is my life, this business. I love it. I love having all the things for everyone, making friends with the town, and giving away candy to the children. I love seeing the smiling faces on the women when the new ribbons and bolts of material come in. I don’t want to do anything else. I don’t know what else I would do.”
“Do you know anyone who can help you?” Vance asked. “Maybe that’s all you need is a little help. I’d hate to see you go out of business. The town depends on you.”
“They can’t depend on me. I’ve overreached my credit and can’t pay the bills. Like I told you, my suppliers are cutting me off, one by one. This is what I’m trying to tell you. I can’t even get the buttons the dressmaker ordered, and it’s breaking my heart.”
“You’re trying to run everything on your own. You’re a good salesman and a kind man, but maybe not a good businessman,” Vance said. “Are you sure there is no one you can trust that would help you?”
“Not that I can think of,” Wesley said.
“Well, think about it. I’ll think about it for you too.”
The two men walked out of the saloon.
“Israel Godsell is no one to do business with,” Vance said. “He’s extremely dangerous. He’s so dangerous that the government is sending me a new deputy who’s coming from Texas to help me with him,” Vance said. “But I don’t want you or anyone else connected to him he could use as leverage.”
“I’m sorry, Sheriff. I couldn’t get a loan from the bank. I tried.”
“I’ll talk to the banker tomorrow for you. It would be better if you paid off Godsell and be done with him. Better to make your payments back to the bank.”
“I’m not sure if banks are much better.”
“I hear you, but for one they won’t shoot you in the head if you’re late with a payment.”
“I suppose that’s right.”
“Get a good night’s sleep and I’ll come and see you in the morning,” Vance said.
Wesley walked into the rooms he lived in above the mercantile. He knew he would not sleep. He sat down at the small desk in one corner and started writing a letter to his brother, Wade, in New York.






  
  Chapter four
Independence

New York City, New York


Dinah Kingston relaxed in her seat as the train sped between New York and Boston. She watched the scenery outside move past her window, reflecting on her time at Wellesley College. In the classroom, she had taken full advantage of her newfound freedom: learning about business management, debating international policy with classmates, and absorbing invaluable life lessons. Dinah had enjoyed her independent lifestyle and made many friends among other female students. 
Now that their courses ended, it seemed like all the girls were in a rush to find a husband. Dinah shook her head in frustration, wondering why these women would go through all this hard work only to become someone’s wife? She wouldn’t do it right now, maybe eventually, if she met the right man. Currently, she didn’t know what she wanted to do, but she knew what she didn’t want to do.
Returning to New York was a heavy burden for Dinah. She remembered the room she had grown up in and the small garden her parents took pride in. Their house was modest, nothing more than what was necessary, but it was enough for them. She loved it there, but she didn’t want to live there any longer.
Her father worked at the Bank of New York, with ambitions to remain a clerk. He was content with his lot in life and provided well enough for his family. Her mother had been taught to be a good wife, and that’s all she wanted to be. But Dinah yearned for something more, something different from the stuffy traditions her parents held so dearly. She wasn’t ready to give up on her independence.
Once she had arrived at the station and departed from the train, her parents met her. With them was her sister Phoebe and her new husband. Dinah had met Virgil Hammond briefly at the wedding a couple of years ago. There was nothing particularly interesting about the man. He was somewhat handsome, definitely not homely. He said little, just stood around watching, grinning, and nodding, seemingly uncomfortable. Phoebe seemed excited about the marriage, so that’s all that mattered to Dinah.
Her father had found Virgil, who was a customer of the bank, and had negotiated the marriage. Dinah wouldn’t have allowed her father to do that with her. She would find her own husband when she was ready.
There was another man with them. He was tall, slightly more handsome than Virgil, and exceptionally more outgoing. He approached her, introducing himself as Jarrett Vickers.
“I work at the same bank as your father. I’m in the loan department,” he said, all smiles. “It’s very nice to meet you at last.” She noticed Jarrett nodded to her father.
Her father grinned and nodded back.
She knew what was happening and should have been prepared for this. Dinah wasn’t angry about it, but she had wished her father would have consulted her first. Obviously not. This
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