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PROLOGUE

Bill Dinkins was thirty-eight years old. Standing five feet ten inches tall with sandy hair and blue eyes, he was a man that women found handsome at first look. But there was something about him, an evil glint in his eye, the curl of a lip that, upon further examination, frightened women away. One fine fall day Dinkins, Loomis Caldwell, Gary Beeman, and Henry Kilpatrick rode into the town of Buffalo, Colorado, and went straight to the bank. While two of the four stayed mounted, Dinkins and Caldwell went inside and asked for five twenty-dollar gold pieces in exchange for a one hundred dollar note.

While in the bank the two men checked it out, noticing a back door they assumed opened onto the alley. Once they left the bank, the four men rode up and down Decker’s Road a couple times, checking out the lay of the town, then they rode up the alley to see where the bank door opened.

When the four men first rode into town Glen Davis, the town marshal, thought nothing of it. But when he saw them ride up and down the street twice, then go into one end of the alley and come out the other, he began to get suspicious. “Bobby, let’s you and me go outside,” he said to his deputy.

The four riders, still unaware that they had attracted attention, rode back into the alley and tied their horses to an empty freight wagon. They split up, with two going into the bank through the front door and two going in through the back door. Three customers and the bank teller were inside.

“Up against the wall!” Dinkins yelled to the customers. He handed the teller a cloth bag. “Fill the bag with money,” he ordered.

With shaking hands, the teller began to comply.

Outside, Marshal Davis and Deputy Mason were approaching the bank with their guns drawn.

“What’s going on, Marshal?” someone called.

“Get a gun,” the marshal replied. “I think the bank is being robbed.”

With that, at least four other townspeople armed themselves and came over to join Davis and Mason.

“Bill, hurry it up!” Caldwell shouted. “There is a lot of people comin’ toward us, and ever’one of ’em is got a gun!”

“Give me the bag,” Dinkins ordered.

“I haven’t finished filling it,” the teller replied.

“Give me the bag!” Dinkins ordered again. Reaching through the window, he made a grab for the bag, but the teller jerked it back. Angrily, Dinkins shot him. The slug hit the teller between the eyes, and he collapsed on the floor behind the teller’s cage, with the money bag still clutched in his hand, out of Dinkins’ reach.

“We got to get out of here now!” Beeman yelled.

Bells were ringing all over town. Dogs were barking and citizens were running, some for cover, and some to find a place from which to shoot.

“Everyone, out the back door!” Dinkins shouted, and the four men ran out the back door, then down the alley to their horses. Mounting their horses, they saw that wagons had been pushed across the alley at both ends, blocking them off. Their only exit was to ride up the narrow opening between the bank and the shoe store.

When they reached Decker’s Road, which was the main street, the angry citizens of the town were ready for them. The first person to take a shot at the would-be bank robbers was a clerk who had come outside to stand on the front porch of the general store. Armed with a double-barreled 12-gauge Greener, he let loose. Beeman, his chest opened up by the load of double aught buckshot, was knocked from his horse. Kilpatrick’s horse was killed by someone firing a Winchester rifle, and when Caldwell turned back for him everyone with a gun started shooting at the two men. Kilpatrick and Caldwell’s return fire was effective enough to drive several citizens off the street and provide cover for Dinkins.

“Bill, come here! Help me get Henry up on Beeman’s horse!”

Dinkins looked back at the two men, then at the armed citizens, and turned and galloped away.

“Dinkins! You cowardly son of a bitch!” Caldwell shouted angrily.

Dinkins didn’t look back, but continued to ride as the shooting was going on behind him. He rode hard, until he realized nobody was giving chase. He could hear the last gunshots being exchanged between the citizens of the town and Caldwell and Kilpatrick. Then the shooting fell silent, and he knew they were either captured or killed. Dinkins had gotten away with his life, but none of the bank’s money except for the five twenty-dollar gold pieces he had gotten in exchange for the one hundred dollar bill.

When Dinkins reached the town of Snyder, he dismounted, slapped his horse on the rump, and sent it on. He hoped if anyone was following him, they would follow the tracks of his horse.

He walked the rest of the way into town, then went to the depot to buy a ticket on the next train out. He was pretty sure nobody would be looking for a bank robber on a train. Bank robber. He scoffed at the term. Some bank robber he was. He had not gotten away with one red cent.




CHAPTER ONE

Washington, D. C.

Sally Jensen had been back East for almost six weeks, during which time she had visited her family in Vermont, friends and relatives in Boston and New York, and as the last part of her trip, she was in Washington, D.C. At the moment, she was sitting in the reception room just outside the Presidential Office in the White House. As she waited to meet with the president, she was reading the novel, A Study in Scarlet, written by the English author, Arthur Conan Doyle, in which he introduced a new character, Sherlock Holmes. Sally enjoyed the intellect and deductive reasoning of the Sherlock Holmes character. So engrossed was she in the book that she did not notice Colonel Lamont, the appointments secretary, approaching her.

“Mrs. Jensen?” Colonel Lamont said.

Sally looked up from her book. It took her a second to come out of the story and realize exactly where she was.

“Yes?”

“The president will see you now.”

“Oh, thank you,” Sally answered with a broad smile. Slipping a book mark in between the pages, she stood, then followed the secretary into President Cleveland’s office.

The president was rather rotund, with a high forehead and a bushy moustache. He was wearing a suit, vest, and bowtie, and he was smiling as he walked around the desk with his hand extended. “Mrs. Jensen. How wonderful to see you.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Mr. President,” Sally replied.

President Cleveland pointed to a sitting area over to the side. “Please, won’t you have a seat? And tell me all about your wonderful West.”

“As you say, Mr. President, it is wonderful. You really should take a trip out there sometime.”

“I agree, I must do that. And your husband, Smoke? He is doing well?”

“He is doing very well, thank you. Right now he and the others are involved in the spring roundup.”

“The spring roundup,” President Cleveland said. “What exciting images those words evoke.” The president glanced toward the door to make certain no one could overhear him. “Please don’t tease me about it, but from time to time I read novels of the West. I find them a wonderful escape from the tedium of reports, analysis, bills, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera, ad naseum.”

Sally laughed.

“And how is your family?”

“They are doing well, thank you. It was my family who insisted that I call upon you before I return home,” Sally said.

“And rightly so,” President Cleveland replied. “When I was governor of the state of New York, I vetoed the bill that would have reduced the fare to five cents on the elevated trains in New York. That was an extremely unpopular veto, and your father’s support, even though he was not a resident of New York, helped convince several legislators to change their vote and support me when the legislature attempted to override the veto. Had I lost that veto, I believe my political career would have been finished. I do not think it would stretch credulity too far, to suggest that I am occupying the White House partly because of your father’s early, and important, support.”

Sally laughed. “It wasn’t all altruistic on my father’s part you understand, Mr. President. He had loaned Jay Gould the money to buy the railroad. He was merely looking out for his investment.”

“Oh!” President Cleveland said, clutching his heart with both hands, and laughing. “And here, I was certain your father’s support was because he thought me to be a brilliant politician and servant of the people.”

Sally and the president visited for a while longer, then she was invited to have lunch with Frances Cleveland, the president’s young wife. “Unfortunately I will not be able to attend, as I have a prior luncheon engagement with the caucus of Western Senators.”

“Well, if they are from the West, then by all means you should not break the appointment,” Sally suggested.

“But if it was a caucus of Eastern Senators?”

“Then I would fully expect you to join us,” Sally said, and the president laughed with her as he escorted her from the office.

“Colonel Lamont, would you please telephone my wife and tell her that she will have a guest for lunch,” President Cleveland asked of his private secretary.

“Mr. President, I have already done so,” Lamont replied. “Mrs. Cleveland is on her way here now.”

Grover Cleveland was twenty-seven years old when he met his future wife. She had just been born, the daughter of Oscar Folsom, a long time close friend of Cleveland’s. When her father died in a buggy accident in 1875 without having written a will, the court appointed Cleveland administrator of the estate. This brought Cleveland closer to Frances, who was eleven at the time.

She attended Central High School in Buffalo and went on to Wells College in Aurora, New York. Sometime while she was in college, Cleveland’s feelings for her took a romantic turn. He proposed in August 1885, soon after her graduation, and she accepted. Frances became the youngest first lady ever. Despite her age, her charm and natural intelligence made her a very successful hostess, a quality Sally was enjoying.

“Oh, Sally, have you seen Washington’s monument?” Frances asked during lunch.

“I saw it some time ago,” Sally said, “but it wasn’t completed then. It was sort of an ugly stob.”

“Oh you must see it now,” Frances said enthusiastically. “It is all finished, and it is beautiful. If you would like, we’ll drive out there after lunch.”

“I would love to,” Sally replied, her enthusiasm matching that of the first lady.


Sugarloaf Ranch

Even as Sally was touring Washington, D.C., with the first lady, Pearlie, the foreman of the ranch she and Smoke owned, was out on the range with three other cowboys, riding bog.

It was one of the less glamorous and more difficult jobs pertaining to getting ready for the roundup. While crowding around a small water hole, weaker animals were often knocked down by stronger ones, and they would get bogged down, unable to get up. Getting them out was called bogging.

It was easy to find them; the hapless creature would start bawling, not a normal call, but a high pitched, frightened, intense bawl.

“Pearlie!” one of the hands called. “Over here!”

Pearlie rode in the direction of the call, and saw a steer, belly deep in a pond that was mostly mud. One of the cowboys, a new hand, looped his rope around the steer’s neck.

“No!” Pearlie called. “Not the neck. Around his horns.”

It took the cowboy a moment of manipulating his rope until he managed to work it up onto the animal’s horns.

Pearlie dismounted, then got behind the steer and started pulling on the rope. The idea was to get the animal over on its back, then pull it backward—which was easier than trying to pull it out straight ahead, or sideways.

A couple of the other cowboys grabbed the rope with Pearlie and they pulled until the steer was free.

“You boys grab his tail and hold on until I get the rope off,” Pearlie said. “Then one of you run one way and the other run the other way, ’cause this critter is goin’ to turn around and charge. If you go in opposite directions, he might get confused and not chase either one of you.”

“You said he might get confused. What if he don’t get confused and he chases after me?” one of the cowboys said.

“In that case run like hell,” Pearlie said, and the others laughed.

Pearlie remounted, then rode around and took the rope off the steer’s horns.

“All right, let ’im go!” Pearlie shouted, and the two cowboys started running in opposite directions from each other. The steer took off after one of them, and Pearlie slapped his legs against the side of his horse, urging it into an immediate gallop. He closed on the running steer within a few seconds and forced the steer to turn aside, breaking up his charge.

The other cowboys were laughing hard as Toby, the cowboy who was being chased, stopped running and bent over, his hands on his knees, breathing hard from his exertion.

“Damn, Toby,” one said. “I sure didn’t know you could run that fast. Why, you should enter the race at the county fair this summer.”

Toby was still breathing hard. “Won’t do any good unless I’ve got a steer runnin’ after me,” he said, to the laughter of all.

“All right, you boys know what to do now, so keep it up, pull out all the cows you find bogged down. I’m going back to get cleaned up, then I’m going into town. Smoke wants me to pick up a few things.”

“If you want, Pearlie, I’ll go into town for you,” one of the cowboys said.

“Yeah, I’m sure you would,” Pearlie replied with a broad smile. “But like as not you would get drunk and forget what you went to town for.”

“Ha, Wade, you think Pearlie ain’t got you pegged?” Toby said with a laugh.


Big Rock, Colorado

Pearlie took the buckboard into town. He stopped first at Cousins’ General Store to fill the list of food items needed for the chuck wagon while the roundup was ongoing.

“Hello, Pearlie,” Cousins said, greeting the young cowboy as he came into the store. “Come for your possibles, have you?”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Cousins,” Pearlie replied. “We’ll need beans, flour, bacon, coffee, sugar, and some dried fruits. It’s all written out.”

“You got a buckboard outside?”

“I do.”

“I’ll fill your order and take it out to the buckboard for you. If you have anything else to do in town you can go ahead and take care of it.”

“Thank you. I’ll do that.”

Food wasn’t the only thing on Pearlie’s shopping list. From Cousins’ General Store he walked over to the gun shop where he bought several boxes of ammunition in various calibers. From there he went to the post office to pick up the mail. By the time he got back to the store, the food had been loaded onto the buckboard. He touched the brim of his hat, in a salute to Cousins, climbed into the seat, picked up the reins, and clucked to the team.


Sugarloaf Ranch

Back at the ranch, Smoke Jensen was standing in an open field by the barn. Twenty-five yards in front of him were three bottles inverted on sticks of varying heights, one as high as a man’s head, one about the height of an average man’s chest, while the third would align with a man’s belly. The sticks were ten feet apart.

Off to Smoke’s right, but clearly in his vision, Cal was holding his right hand out in front of him, palm down. There was an iron nut on the back of his hand, and beneath his hand, on the ground, was a tin pie plate.

The full-time hands, the ones who had stayed through the winter, as well as some of the new men, the temporary cowboys who were showing up for the spring roundup, were gathered around in a semicircle to watch the demonstration.

Cal turned his hand over, and the nut fell. The moment Smoke saw Cal turn his hand, he began his draw. He fired three quick shots, breaking all three bottles before the iron nut clanked against the tin pan.

The men cheered and clapped.

“Damndest thing I ever seen!” one of the cowboys said.

“How can anyone be that fast?”

“I’ve read books about him, but I always thought they was just made up,” another of the hands said. “I never know’d there could be anyone that could really shoot like that.”

“Yeah, but this is just trick shooting,” a new cowboy, one who had never worked at Sugarloaf before, said. “Seems to me folks who can do trick shootin’ ain’t always that good when it comes to the real thing.”

Cal, who was picking up the iron nut and the pie pan, overheard the last remark. “Trust me. When it comes to the real thing, he’s even better.”

“How would you know?”

“’Cause I’ve been right there beside him when the real thing happened,” Cal said.

He walked over to join Smoke, who had gone back up to the big house. Smoke was leaning against the porch, punching out the spent cartridges and replacing them with live bullets. “Better not let Sally know we used one of her pie pans for this.”

“Oh, yeah, I nearly forgot!” Cal said. He examined the pie pan carefully, then breathed a sigh of relief. “Ah, it doesn’t look like it was hurt any.”

At that moment Pearlie came driving back in the buckboard. He came all the way up to the porch, smiling as he was holding up a letter.

“Looks like you got a letter from Miss Sally,” Cal said.

“Looks like it, doesn’t it?” Smoke said.

“Reckon how long she’s going to be gone before she comes back?”

“Next week, I believe,” Smoke said as he reached for the letter. “Unless this letter says something different.”


My Darling Smoke

I have enjoyed my visit back East, (please notice that I did not say back home, as the only home for me is our beautiful Sugarloaf) but am growing anxious to return. The weather here has been abysmal; it snowed ever y other day for the two weeks I spent in New York. I did get to see a play in which Andrew and Rosanna MacCallister appeared. It made me feel special to be sitting in the theater, watching as they enthralled the audience, knowing that their brother and my husband are good friends.

I visited Washington, D. C., and President Cleveland asked about you. Smoke, I am used to everyone in the West knowing who you are, but when a hotel concierge, a restaurant maitre d’, a hack driver, and the president of the United States ask about you, I must say that it does give me pause.

Mrs. Cleveland, whose name is Frances, is a most delightful person. She is younger than I am, but is mature beyond her years. She took me on a personal tour of the capital, and how fun it was to see the city through her eyes.

How glad I am that I stuck to my childhood dream of seeing the wonderful West, and how fortunate I have been in finding in you, the love of my life. I shall be returning home next week, and expect to arrive in Big Rock at eleven o’clock Tuesday morning. I can hardly wait until I breathe the high, sweet air of Colorado once again, and, if I may be so bold as to put it in words, to taste the lips of the man of my dreams.


Your loving wife, 
Sally





“Yahoo, boys!” Smoke said. “She’ll be back home next Tuesday!”

“Reckon we’ll be through ridin’ bog by then?” Cal asked.

Pearlie chuckled. “You ain’t never really through ridin’ bog, Cal. You know that.”

“Yeah, I know, but it’s generally worse right after winter is over,” Cal said. “Then it starts easin’ up some.”

Another necessary, but unpleasant job, would be cleaning out the water holes. It would require a team of horses and a scraper. Depending on the size of the hole, and how much weed, mud, and cow-dung there were in the water, it would sometimes take up to a week just to clean one hole.

Of course, even before the general roundup was done, there would be a roundup of all the newly born calves, so they could be branded. This was the kind of work that was keeping Smoke, Pearlie, Cal, and the other cowboys, those who had been present all winter, and those who were newly signed on for the spring roundup, busy.





CHAPTER TWO

Big Rock

When Sally Jensen stepped down from the train it was nearly midnight. Dark and cold, the little town of Big Rock was a windy emptiness under great blinking white stars. “What ever do you see in that wild and wooly West?” Molly Tremaine had asked, during Sally’s recent visit with her. Molly was an old schoolmate, now married to a Boston lawyer.

“It isn’t something that can be explained,” Sally replied. “It is something you have to experience. There is nothing more beautiful, nothing more vibrant, than to live in that wonderful country.”

Sally wished Molly could be here, right now, to get a sense of the magnificent wonder of the place—high and dry, with the stars so huge it was almost as if she could reach up and pluck one from the sky.

Sally had written to Smoke telling him she would arrive mid-morning Tuesday, but when she was in St. Louis she took advantage of a faster connection, which caused her to arrive in Big Rock almost twelve hours ahead of her schedule. At first she thought only of the time she would be saving, not realizing it meant she would arrive in the middle of the night. She was alone on the depot platform and there was no one to meet her.

Behind her the engineer blew his whistle twice, then opened his throttle to a thunderous expulsion of steam. The huge driver wheels spun on the track, sending out a shower of sparks until they gained traction. With a series of jerks as the slack was taken up between the cars, the engine got underway puffing loudly as it did so.

As the train pulled out of the station, Sally watched the cars pass her by. Most of the windows were dark because the passengers were trying to sleep. But the windows of the day cars were well lit, and she could see the tired faces of passengers who were either unable or unwilling to pay for more comfortable accommodations.

As the train left the station, she turned to walk toward the depot. Because there would be no more arrivals or departures until the next morning, the waiting room, which was dimly lit by the yellow light of an oil lantern, was empty. The ticket window was open, but there was no one behind the counter. She could hear a telegraph instrument clacking from the telegrapher’s office, so she assumed someone was there.

“Miss,” someone said from behind her.

Thinking she was totally alone, Sally was startled by the voice and she jumped at the sound.

“Sorry, ma’am, didn’t mean to ... ,” the man started, then stopped in mid-sentence. “Why, Mrs. Jensen, what are you doin’ here at this hour of the night?”

“Hello, Mr. Anderson,” Sally said to the baggage and freight agent. “I wasn’t supposed to get here until tomorrow morning, but I took an earlier train out of St. Louis. I don’t know what I was thinking. Of course there was no way of letting Smoke know in time to meet me, so I haven’t gained a thing. It would appear that I have been hoist by my own petard.”

“You been done what, ma’am?” Anderson asked.

Sally laughed. “I’m just commenting on how foolish I was to change trains, is all. Did my baggage get off?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ve got it out on the platform right now.”

“Could you keep it until tomorrow morning for me? I’m going to have to get a hotel room, I’m afraid.”

“Yes ma’am. Well, if you’ll wait until I get your baggage put away, I’ll walk with you to the hotel. It’s not all that good for a lady to be out on the street in the middle of the night, alone.”

Sally started to tell him he needn’t bother. She could shoot a gun as well as any man, and better than most, having been taught by her husband, who was one of the most proficient men with a rifle or pistol in the whole country. But even as she harbored that thought, she was aware she was not armed. In fact, she was wearing a traveling dress. It was stylish enough to have drawn many an admiring eye—though her delicate features and svelte womanly figure would have drawn as many admiring glances no matter what she was wearing. She was not wearing the more practical clothes she wore at the ranch.

“I would be happy to have you accompany me, Mr. Anderson,” she said.

She waited a moment longer, then after closing and locking the door to the baggage and freight room, Anderson came back to join her.

As Sally walked down the street, escorted by Mr. Anderson, she pulled her shawl more tightly around her. The moisture clouds of her exhaled breath were almost luminescent in the dark night. From down the street a short way, she could hear the tinkling sound of an out of tune piano, loud male voices, and a woman’s high pitched laugh. The noises came from the Brown Dirt Cowboy Saloon, a business that had been established within the year, and already was the scene of at least three shootings. She knew Sheriff Carson was contemplating closing it, if there were too many more shooting incidents there.

They reached the McKinley Hotel, a three-story brick structure, one of the finest buildings in Big Rock, which had a very nice restaurant on its ground floor. Inside, a dozing clerk sat behind the desk in an empty lobby. In the middle of the lobby a wood burning stove roared, and glowed red as the fuel burned.

“I’ll leave you here, ma’am,” Anderson said when they stepped inside.

“Thank you.” Sally walked over to the desk and smiled as she saw the clerk, his head drooped forward, snoring rather loudly. She tapped the little bell, and the ding awakened him with a start. At first the clerk looked somewhat irritated that his nap had been interrupted, but he brightened considerably when he recognized her as the wife of one of the leading citizens in the county, if not in the state.

“Mrs. Jensen,” he said. “What a pleasant surprise. You will be taking a room with us?”

“Yes, I just arrived on the train, and Smoke isn’t expecting me until tomorrow. I do hope you have an available room.”

“Indeed we do.” The clerk turned the register around so she could sign it.

Picking up the pen, Sally saw a name on the line just above hers. “Tamara Gooding McKenzie! That has to be Tamara Gooding. Is she here?”

“Mrs. McKenzie? Yes, she checked in at about six this evening,” the clerk said. “She came in on the afternoon coach from Gothic.”

“Tamara is an old and dear friend of mine. Please do not let her leave tomorrow without seeing me.”

“I will tell her you are here.” The clerk handed a key to Sally.

As she climbed the stairs, she got a reminder that the elevation in Big Rock was over seven thousand feet. Having lived there as long as she had, she was used to the elevation. But she had been gone for six weeks, all the while at sea level, so she would need to get reacquainted with the altitude.

The hotel room contained a double bed, a dresser, a stand with a water pitcher and basin, and one chair. There was also a small stove which had already been prepared with wood and kindling. Sally took one of the matches from a box on the dresser, struck it, then got the fire going.

Within minutes the room was warm and cozy so that when she slipped under the covers of the bed, she didn’t even mind that the sheets were cold and damp. She fell asleep quickly.


Sugarloaf Ranch

As was his routine, especially during roundup time, Smoke Jensen was up before dawn. He stood in the doorway of the cookhouse. Even though he was in silhouette, it was easy to identify him. He had shoulders as wide as an ax handle, strong arms, flat stomach, and stood just over six feet tall.

For the six weeks Sally had been absent Smoke had been taking all his meals in the cookhouse, eating at a private table where he was occasionally joined by Pearlie or Cal. They believed, as did Smoke, that as they would be working closely with the cowboys, they should eat with them.

It was early enough that none of the other cowboys were awake yet. Pearlie and Cal had been with Smoke long enough to know his schedule, so they were having their breakfast with him at his table, as they discussed the roundup.

“We’ve got cattle scattered from hither to yon,” Pearlie said. “It’s goin’ to take two, maybe three weeks to get ’em all rounded up, branded, and ready to drive into Big Rock to the railhead.”

“Miss Sally gets back today, don’t she?” Cal asked.

“Don’t say that in front of her,” Smoke said.

“Don’t say what?”

“Don’t say, ‘don’t she.’ It is, doesn’t she.”

“Oh, yeah, her bein’ a schoolteacher an’ all, I sometimes forget what store she sets by talkin’ good English.”

Smoke laughed.

“What?”

“Never mind. You are incorrigible, and I would merely be casting pearls before swine.”

“Smoke, I tell you the truth, sometimes you don’t make no sense a-tall,” Cal said.

“Miss Sally does get in today though, doesn’t she?” Pearlie asked.

“Yes. I’ll be going into town to pick her up this morning,” Smoke said.


Big Rock

At breakfast in the dining room of the hotel, Sally and Tamara sat across the table from each other. They had been classmates at Vassar and later taught together. This was the first time they had seen each other in a long time.

“Yes, I knew you were living here,” Tamara said, “but I didn’t want to bother you with my troubles.”

Sally reached her hand across the table to lay it on Tamara’s hand. “Tamara, we are friends. Friends are never a bother. Now, please, tell me what is going on with you.”

“Shortly after you and Smoke Jensen were married, I married a man named Ian McKenzie.”

“Did he live in Bury?”

“No. I left Bury and went to Denver to take a position there. That’s where I met Ian. He was a lawyer, and a wonderful man.”

“Was?”

“He took cholera and died two years ago,” Tamara said.

“Oh, I’m so sorry.”

“Yes, it was awful. I miss him so. But, to make matters worse, I found out his law partner had been cheating him all along. I’m sure that Ian died thinking I would be well taken care of, but there was nothing left of his estate. I left Denver with nothing but the clothes on my back.”

“Tamara! If you knew I was living here, you should have come to see me,” Sally said.

“I couldn’t do that. I won’t be a burden to my friends or to my relatives.”

“Where are you living now? And what are you doing in Big Rock?”

“I am living in Gothic,” Tamara said.

“Gothic? Why, that is very close to here. Tamara, if you are that close, you should have come to see me.”

“I planned to do so once I got back on my feet,” Tamara replied.

“Are you teaching in Gothic?”

“No. I applied, but there is no position for me. I have been earning a living baking pies and cakes and selling them from my house.” Tamara smiled. “I’ve actually done better than I thought I would, so that gave me the idea of starting a restaurant.”

“Why, Tamara, that is a wonderful idea,” Sally said. “So, why are you in Big Rock? Do you plan to start it here?”

“No. The restaurant will be in Gothic. To tell the truth, I have come to get some ideas from the people who are running this restaurant. There is already another café in Gothic, and I’m not sure they would be all that happy to have competition, so I thought I would do my research over here.”

“I remember what a good cook you were, even when we were in college. You would sometimes prepare a veritable feast for us. I think your restaurant will do wonderfully.”

“Thank you. I hope I can convince, Mr. Flowers.”

“Mr. Flowers?”

“He owns the Miners’ Bank in Gothic,” Tamara said. “I will be applying to him for a loan to get my restaurant started.”

“How much money will you be asking for?”

“Quite a lot, I’m afraid. From all I have been able to figure, I’m going to need at least two thousand dollars.”

“You’ve got it,” Sally said.

“No, I don’t have it. That’s why I’m going to have to borrow from the bank.”

“No, I mean you’ve got the loan. There is no need for you to go to the bank. I will lend you the two thousand dollars you need.”

“Oh, Sally, no,” Tamara said. “I told you, I don’t want to be a burden to my friends. And I especially don’t want to borrow money from them. Why, what if the restaurant doesn’t make it?”

“What would you do with the bank if the restaurant doesn’t make it?”

“I don’t know, to be honest. I haven’t thought it through that far.”

“That’s because your restaurant is going to make it. I’ll come over next week with the two thousand dollars you need. If you truly are my friend, you won’t upset me by turning this offer down.”

Tamara’s eyes welled with tears. “Oh, Sally. What a wonderful friend you are.”





CHAPTER THREE

Colorado State Penitentiary, Cañon City, Colorado

The prison guard walked down the center aisle between flanking rows of cells, carrying a large ring of keys.

“Hey, Jack, you comin’ to let me out of here? I’m innocent, you know,” one of the prisoners called to him.

“Yeah,” the guard answered. “There’s not a guilty person in this whole prison.”

“That’s right,” another prisoner said. “We’re all innocent, so when are you goin’ to let us out?”

“Two men are getting out today,” Jack replied. “They aren’t innocent. They’ve just served their time.”

“Hey, tell the warden to check his books. I know damn well I’ve served my time,” another prisoner said.

“Hell, Smitty, you’ve only been in here two months,” someone else said.

“Is that right? Damn, I thought I had been here for ten years already.”

The other prisoners, and even Jack, laughed.

He stopped in front of one of the cells, and the prisoner, as was the routine, stepped all the way back to stand against the wall.

“What’s your name?” Jack asked the prisoner.

“Hell, Jack, you know who I am. I done been here for five years,” the prisoner answered.

“You do want to get out today, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Then you’ll do this my way. What is your name?”

“Parnell. Cole Parnell, number 1210.”

Jack unlocked the door.

“Step out into the aisle, Parnell, and come with me.”

Parnell did as instructed until they reached the far end of the aisle, where Jack went through the same procedure with a man named Johnny Putnam, number 1138. Parnell and Putnam marched in step with Jack toward the lock gate at the other end of the aisle. Prisoners shouted their goodbyes as the men walked by.

“Good-bye, boys.”

“Putnam, don’t forget, you owe me two dollars.”

“I’ll send it to you,” Putnam called.

“No need to. You’ll be back inside in less than a month. You can just bring it to me.”

Parnell and Putnam were taken to the warden’s office. Each was given a new pair of jeans, a denim shirt, and a wool coat. They took off their striped trousers and striped shirt to put on the new clothes.

“Here’s five dollars apiece,” the warden said, sliding the money across the desk. “Both of you are young enough that you have your entire life ahead of you. I don’t want to see you back here again.”

Neither Parnell nor Putnam answered. Dressed in their new clothes, they took the five dollars and put the money in their pocket.

“I had a gun and holster when I checked in here,” Putnam said.

“Yeah, I did too,” Parnell added.

The warden nodded, then opened the bottom right drawer of his desk. “Here are your guns. No bullets. I would suggest you don’t use them for anything other than shooting varmints and the like.”

“Don’t worry none about that, warden,” Putnam said as he strapped on his pistol belt. “I ain’t plannin’ on doin’ nothin’ that will get me back in here. No offense meant, but this here prison ain’t exactly a high class hotel.”

The warden chuckled. “Why thank you, Mr. Putnam. I’ll take that as a compliment. It is our intention to make your stay here unpleasant enough that you will think twice before doing anything that might cause you to return.”

Fifteen minutes later the two former prisoners walked through the door at the front gate. They heard the door slam shut behind them, a clanking of steel on steel.

They stood for a moment, as if adjusting to the fact that, for the first time in five years, they could see from horizon to horizon without walls around them.

“Damn,” Parnell said. “Damn, this feels good.”

“Don’t it though?” Putnam replied.

“What are you going to do now?” Parnell asked.

“I’m going to find the nearest saloon and have a beer,” Putnam said. “No, not a beer, a whiskey. A real whiskey.”

 


 



Bill Dinkins was sitting in the Red Dog saloon when he saw Johnny Putnam and another man come in. Dinkins knew that Putnam was getting out of prison today, and it was for that reason he had come to Cañon City. He watched as the two men stepped up to the bar to order drinks. Their new jeans and shirt, plus the five dollar bill each of them slapped down on the bar, telegraphed to everyone in the saloon that they were just-released prisoners. The other saloon patrons moved away pointedly.

Dinkins chuckled at the reaction of the saloon patrons. They lived here, and saw prisoners released every week, and they reacted the same way to all of them.

“Putnam!” Dinkins called.

Hearing his name, Putnam turned toward the caller.

Dinkins held up a half full bottle. “Save your money. You two boys are welcome to a drink at my table.”

Putnam smiled, and tugged on Parnell’s arm. “Come on. This is an old pard of mine.”

The two men picked up their five dollar bills and walked over to the table before the bartender returned with two shot glasses of whiskey. Seeing what happened, he shrugged his shoulders, then poured the whiskey back into the bottle.

“Who’s your friend?” Dinkins asked as he handed the bottle to Putnam.

“His name is Parnell,” Putnam lifted the bottle straight to his mouth, took several swallows, then passed it over to Parnell. “We both got out this morning.”

“Where are you goin’ next?”

Putnam shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t have a horse, I got only five dollars. Don’t seem to me like there’s many places I can go.”

“You interested in a job?”

“By job, do you mean the kind of job that got me in prison in the first place?” Putnam asked.

“I can furnish each of you with a horse and saddle, and twenty dollars advance,” Dinkins said.

“It is the same kind of job that got me in prison in the first place, isn’t it?” Putnam said.

“You got ’ny better prospects?”

“No, I don’t reckon I do.”

“I don’t know about Johnny, but if the offer is for me as well, I’m in,” Parnell said.

“Yeah,” Putnam said. “Like you said, we don’t have no other prospects.”

“Come on down to the stable,” Dinkins said. “We’ll get the two of you mounted.”

The three men stood up and started away from the table.

“Don’t leave the whiskey behind,” Dinkins said. “It’s already paid for.”

Parnell walked back to the table and grabbed the bottle.

“Now, when we get to the stable, let me do the talking,” Dinkins said on the way out.

 


 



“Hello, Mr. Kirkeby,” the teenaged hostler at the stable said. “Back to rent a horse again?”

“Yes, and I’d like the same one if you don’t mind,” Dinkins said. “Oh, and I’ll need two more today. These men, Mr. Jones and Mr. Brown are thinking about investing in my mine. I want to take them out to show them what it’s like.”

“When are you going to tell me where that mine is?” the young man asked.

“Ha, you would like to know, wouldn’t you?” Dinkins wagged his finger back and forth.

“I know it’s not too far, ’cause you’ve had the horse back within a couple hours every day.”

“You’re too smart for me,” Dinkins said. “That’ll be two dollars apiece for the horses, right?”

“Yes, sir, two dollars for a full day. And remember, no matter what time you bring ’em back, you’ll still be charged the two dollars.”

“Yeah, I’ve already found that out by comin’ back early,” Dinkins said. “Think I can get a break on account I’m rentin’ three horses?”

“No sir. Mr. Zigenhorn, he owns the livery, and he says I got to charge two dollars per day per horse, for ever’ horse that gets rented.”

“Highway robbery,” Dinkins said as he counted out the money.

 


 



Fifteen minutes later the three men left Cañon City, heading west.

“When you said you would supply us with horses, I didn’t know you was talkin’ about rentin’ horses,” Putnam said. “Hell, how far can we go on rented horses?”

“As far as we want, seein’ as I don’t plan on turnin’ ’em back in,” Dinkins said.

Parnell laughed out loud. “Ha! That’s why you been rentin’ horses there, ain’t it? You planned all along to do this. You was just makin’ him trust you.”

“Your friend is smart,” Dinkins said to Putnam. “Now, if you boys just pay attention to me and do what I tell you, you’ll have more money than you know what to do with.”

“Ain’t possible,” Parnell said. “No matter how much money I have, I’ll always know what to do with it.”


Big Rock

Smoke drove a buckboard into town to pick up Sally. It would not only be good for carrying her luggage—Sally never traveled light no matter where she went—it would also be good for him to pick up a few supplies he needed.

He was at least half an hour early for the train, but figured it would be better to be early than late. As he was checking the blackboard in front of the depot to get the latest telegraphic report on the train, he heard a familiar voice calling to him.

“Smoke, I’m over here,” Sally said.

Smoke looked at her with a shocked expression on his face.

“Sally! What are you doing here?” He pointed to the blackboard. “According the schedule, the train isn’t due for another half hour.”

“That train isn’t due for another half hour. But the train I was on arrived at midnight last night.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I changed trains in St. Louis. I should have known it would arrive here in the middle of the night. I just didn’t think it out.”

“You didn’t spend the night here, in the depot, did you?” Smoke asked anxiously.

Sally laughed. “Of course not, silly. I stayed in the hotel. Tell me, Smoke, am I just going to stand here like a toad on a log? Or am I going to get a welcome home kiss?”

Smoke laughed, then went to her where they embraced and kissed deeply and unashamedly, on the brick platform in front of the depot.

“I had Mr. Anderson hold my luggage overnight for me.”

“Good. But if you don’t mind, we’ll come back for it a little later. I have some things I need to pick up—some wire and fence posts.”

Sally chuckled. “It’s roundup time and you’ve put the fencing off until the last minute, haven’t you?”

“I have an excuse for it. I hate fences.” Smoke helped Sally into the buckboard.

As they left the depot, they saw a stagecoach drawn up in front of the stage depot.

“Smoke, drive over there,” Sally said. “I want to tell a friend good-bye.”

Smoke drove over to where the coach was being loaded. Sally looked toward the passengers, smiled when she saw Tamara, and called her name.

With a glance toward the coach to make certain she wasn’t going to be left behind, Tamara hurried over to the buckboard.

“Smoke, you remember Tamara Gooding, don’t you? Only, it is Tamara McKenzie now.”

“Yes, I do remember you,” Smoke said to the attractive young woman. “It’s nice to see you again.”

“Thank you,” Tamara said.

“I’ll be coming over in a couple more weeks,” Sally said.

“Sally, are you sure you want to do this?” Tamara asked, her voice displaying her anxiety.

“I am positive I want to do it.”

“Ma’am, if you’re goin’ on this coach, you need to get aboard now,” the driver called.

“I’ll write to you,” Tamara shouted over her shoulder as she hurried to board the coach, the last passenger to do so.

“Heah, team!” the coach driver shouted, snapping his whip with a pop that could be heard all up and down Main Street.

Smoke held his own team back until the coach pulled out. “Want to do what?” he asked as he got his own team underway.

“Invest in a restaurant,” Sally said, without further clarification.





CHAPTER FOUR

After the coach left, Smoke drove down Main Street, exchanging greetings with the citizens of the town he helped form. The Jensens were well-known and respected, and if everyone in town didn’t know them personally, everyone in town certainly knew who they were.

Sheriff Monte Carson was sitting on the boardwalk in front of his office, with a cup of coffee in hand. When Smoke and Sally rode past, he called out, “Howdy.”

Smoke grinned and tipped his hat and Sally smiled and waved.

“You going to stop in to Longmont’s?” Sheriff Carson called. Longmont’s Saloon, unlike many Western saloons, was a genteel and sophisticated place, in spite of being so far removed from a city of any size.

“Yeah, soon as I get a few things from the hardware store,” Smoke called back.

“I’ll join you then.”

“Good.”

“What am I supposed to do while you are visiting with all your friends in Longmont’s?” Sally asked.

“I figured you would want to stop by the general store,” Smoke said. “You always do that, when you come to town.”

“That’s true.”

“Then you can come on down to Longmont’s. They’re your friends too, and you know how Louis prides himself in keeping a place that is fit for ladies.”

“All right. The general store, then Longmont’s it is,” Sally agreed.

In front of the general store Smoke stepped down from the buckboard, helped Sally alight, then tied the two-horse rig up to a rail. He went inside with her and looked around at the goods piled on tables and stacked in shelves. The store smelled of cured meat, flour, spices, candle wax, and coal oil. A large counter separated the proprietors from the customers, and on that counter was a roll of brown paper, and a spool of string. Peg Johnson was behind the counter, tending to another customer.

“Hello Sally, Smoke,” Peg said. “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

“No hurry.” Sally began looking through the dry goods.

“Sally, I’m going to leave the buckboard down at the hardware store while they load it. If you buy anything, just leave it here and we’ll pick it up on the way out of town,” Smoke suggested.

“All right. I’ll see you in few minutes.”

“You’ve been out of town, haven’t you, Sally?” Smoke heard Peg ask as he was leaving. He didn’t hear Sally’s response, because he was already climbing onto the buckboard.

Fifteen minutes later, with his order placed, Smoke spoke to Kendall Sikes, the owner of the Sikes’ Hardware Store. “Kendall, I’m going to leave my buckboard here, and if you would, please, have someone bring it down to Longmont’s when you have it loaded.”

“Be glad to, Smoke,” Kendall replied.

On the way to Longmont’s, Smoke passed a couple of the older citizens of the town, engaged in a game of checkers. There were at least five kibitzers of equal age watching the game and offering unwanted advice.

As was his custom, he entered the saloon and stepped immediately to the side, pressing his back up against the wall. He let his eyes adjust to the lower light inside while he looked for possible trouble among the patrons. He did it as a matter of habit, in every saloon he entered. In truth, it was not necessary in Louis Longmont’s saloon. He was as safe there as in his own living room. But it was a habit he had cultivated, and all good habits, he believed, should be continued without an interruption in the routine.

Longmont’s was truly one of the nicest establishments of its kind that Smoke had ever seen. It would have been at home in San Francisco, St. Louis, or New York. It had a long, polished mahogany bar, with a brass foot rail that Louis kept shining brightly. A cut glass mirror was behind the bar, and the artwork was truly art, not the garish nudes that were so prominent in saloons throughout the West. His collection included originals by Winslow Homer, George Catlin, and Thomas Moran.

Louis was sitting at his usual table in a corner. He was a lean, hawk-faced man, with strong, slender hands, long fingers, and carefully manicured nails. He had jet-black hair and a black pencil-thin moustache. He always wore fine suits, white shirts, and the ubiquitous ascot. Today it was a royal blue. He wore low-heeled boots, and a pistol that hung low in a tied-down holster on his right side. The pistol was nickel-plated, with ivory handles, but it wasn’t just for show. Louis was snake-quick and a feared, deadly gun hand when pushed.

He was engaged in a profession that did not have a very good reputation, and there had been times when he was called upon to use his gun. Those times, he did so with deadly effectiveness. He was also a man with a very strong code of honor, as well as a belief in right and wrong. He had never hired, nor would he ever hire, his gun out for money. While he could make a deck of cards do almost anything, he had never cheated at poker. He didn’t have to cheat. He was possessed of a phenomenal memory, could tell you the odds of filling any type of poker hand, and was an expert at the technique of card counting.

Louis was just past thirty. When he was a small boy, he left Louisiana and came West with his parents. They had died in a shantytown fire, leaving the boy to cope as best he could.

He had coped quite well, plying his innate intelligence, along with his willingness to take a chance, into a fortune. He owned a large ranch in Wyoming Territory, several businesses in San Francisco, and a hefty chunk of a railroad.

Though it was a mystery to many why Louis continued to stay with his saloon and restaurant in a small town, he explained it very simply. “I would miss it.”

Smoke understood exactly what he was talking about.

“Smoke, mon ami,” Louis said. “It is good to see you, as always. What will it be? Coffee, beer, wine, or whiskey?”

“It’s before noon,” Smoke replied. “I think a cup of coffee would be fine.”

“Make it two cups,” Sheriff Carson said, coming in behind Smoke.

“I just saw you drinking one cup,” Smoke teased. “Now you are going to drink two more?”

“No, I meant ...” Sheriff Carson laughed when he saw that Smoke was teasing. “I think there is a bit of leg pulling going on here.”

Andre, Louis Longmont’s French cook, brought two cups of steaming coffee, and put them on the table in front of Smoke and Sheriff Carson.

“Do you have any cream and sugar back there, Andre?” Sheriff Carson asked.

“Quelle sorte de cochon grossier detruirait du café merveilleux avec la crème et le sucre?” Andre asked loudly and angrily, as he stormed back into the kitchen.

“What the hell did he just say?”

Longmont laughed. “Trust me, Sheriff, you don’t want to know. Suffice it to say that he took umbrage with your request for cream and sugar, in a coffee that he has already declared to be marvelous.”

Sally had come in during the previous exchange, and she called out from the door. “Andre, j’aimerais une tasse de votre cafe sans cremez ou sucre.” The French rolled easily from her tongue.

Andre kissed the tips of the four fingers of his right hand, and opened them toward Sally. “Mme Jensen, la seule personne civiliseé dans cette terre sauvage.”

“Why, thank you, Andre. I try to be civilized”—Sally looked at Smoke and Sheriff Carson—“though sometimes, surrounded as I am with such creatures as these, it is difficult.”

Carson looked over at Smoke. “Have we just been put down?”

Smoke laughed. “Monte, you are a married man just as I am. Haven’t you learned by now, never to ask such a question?”

“How is the roundup going?” Sheriff Carson ignored Smoke’s question.

“We’re just getting started,” Smoke replied. “Cattle got scattered from here to hell and back during the winter. I’ve got all hands out finding them, rounding them up, as well as digging them out of sink holes.”

Sally laughed. “Pearlie’s favorite task,” she said sarcastically.

“So, how is the law business going?” Smoke asked.

“Got a new dodger in yesterday,” Sheriff Carson said. “For a man named Bill Dinkins.”

“Bill Dinkins? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of him.”

“He got his name known somewhat back in Kansas,” Sheriff Carson said. “Then when it got too hot for him there, he came here. Last month he and three others tried to hold up the bank in Buffalo.”

“Tried to? He didn’t succeed? What happened?”

“The whole town got down on ’em, that’s what happened. When they came out of the bank, they ran into a hornet’s nest. Half the town was armed and shootin’ at them, and they were shootin’ back. And here’s the thing. Dinkins run out on his men. He could have gone back, helped them get remounted, then ridden on out. The shootin’ wasn’t that accurate, for all that there was a lot of it. All three of his men were shot down in the street, though they went down game. Dinkins ran, and now there’s a nice reward out for him.”

“How much money did he get from the bank?”

Sheriff Carson chuckled. “That’s just it. He didn’t get one red cent. Six men dead, for nothin’.”

“Six men?”

“According to the witnesses—customers in the bank—Dinkins got mad when the teller refused to turn the money bag over to him, so he shot him. There were two more of the townspeople killed outside the bank, plus all three of Dinkins’ men. That made it a total of six.”

“How much is being offered for Dinkins?” Smoke asked.

“Right now, just five hundred dollars. Like I said, he didn’t get one red cent.”

“But he did kill the teller?”

“Yes. In cold blood.”

“Someone like that, the reward can only go up,” Smoke said.

“Yeah, I’m pretty much thinkin’ that myself,” Carson replied.

Smoke and Sally visited with their friends until noon. When Dr. Colton came in to have his lunch Louis insisted they all have lunch, on him.

“Not me,” Sheriff Carson said, holding up his hand. “The wife will be fixin’ a big lunch for me. She would be some disappointed if I didn’t come home for it.”

“You could eat just a little here,” Louis invited, “then go home for lunch.”

“Yeah, I guess I ...” Sheriff Carson shook his head. “No, I better not. But I thank you for the invite.”

“Tell us about New York, Sally,” Louis said after Sheriff Carson left. “It has been so long since I was there.”

“Oh, New York is wonderful. So many huge buildings, four, five, and six stories high, elevated trains whizzing all through the city, electric wires, telephone service. Surely, there is no place in the world like New York.”

“You talk almost as if you would rather you and Smoke lived there,” Dr. Colton said.

“Oh, no.” Sally put her hand on Smoke’s arm. “I am living exactly where I want to live. Remember, I came West of my own accord, and I have never regretted one moment of it.”

“She met with the president of the United States,” Smoke said proudly.

“The president? You met the president?”

“It isn’t that big of a deal,” Sally said. “He and my father were very good friends at one time.”

“What do you mean, that isn’t a very big deal? I think it is a huge deal,” Dr. Colton said.

Laramie, Wyoming

At the remark made by the young man, all conversation in the Rocky Mountain Beer Hall ceased.

Wesley Harley was an ugly man. He was bald, not because of age, but because some anomaly in his genetic makeup left him completely devoid of body hair—none on his head, no eyebrows or eyelashes, no mustache, and no hair on his arms, chest, or anywhere else. His face was narrow, and his skin was drawn so tight across his high cheekbones he looked almost like a skeleton.

He had been leaning against the bar, with both his hands wrapped around the beer in front of him. He turned toward the young man who had spoken to him.

“What did you say?”

“You heard what I said,” the young man, barely out of the teens, said. His words were loud and precisely spoken. “I said you murdered my pa, and I intend to see you brought to justice for it.”

“Do you now? And just how do you plan to do that?”

“By telling the law. I am going to the sheriff right now. I am going to tell him what you did, and I am going to tell him where to find you.”

“You don’t understand, do you, boy?” Harley said. “The sheriff knows where I am. Hell, all the sheriffs in the West know where I am. They just don’t want no part of me.”

“It ain’t right,” the boy said. “You murdered my pa, and I ain’t goin’ to let you get away with it.”

“Well, now, since I done told you that the sheriff don’t want nothin’ to do with me, if you are lookin’ for justice, seems to me the only way you goin’ to get that justice is if you do it yourself. But before we get on with it, who is it I’m supposed to have kilt?”

“I don’t believe this. You mean you can’t even remember the name of someone you killed?”

“Sonny, I’ve kilt so many of ’em, they all sort of blend in. What was your pa’s name? And where is it I was supposed to have kilt him?”

“His name was Conyers. Enoch Conyers,” the boy said.

“Oh, yeah,” Harley said. “I remember him. He was cheatin’ at cards.”

“My pa never cheated at anything!” the boy said resolutely.

“Yeah, I recollect now. He wasn’t cheatin’. He accused me of cheatin’. I called him out on it.”

“And you killed him,” the boy said.

“You ought not to start somethin’ you can’t finish.” Harley chuckled, but it was a laugh without genuine mirth. “Sort of like what you’re doin’ now, ain’t it, boy? You’ve started somethin’ you can’t finish.”

The expression on the boy’s face changed from one of anger, to fear when he realized what he had gotten himself into. Then, even the fear gave way to resignation.

“Let’s do it, boy,” Harley said, his voice sounding almost bored.

With a defiant scream, the boy went for his gun. He had it but halfway out of the holster when Harley fired at him. The bullet hit the boy in the heart, killing him before he could even react to it.

Only one shot had been fired, and because Harley put his pistol back in his holster as quickly as he had taken it out, some in the saloon didn’t even know where the shot had come from.

The sheriff held an inquest that very afternoon, and because there were enough witnesses who saw what actually happened, no charges were filed.
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