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1) What did you like the most about working on Step hen Bly's novel, Stuart 
Brannon's Final Shot  ? 
 
Russell:  Being part of the process of writing a book is exciting. 
Michael:  I love that Brannon has stuck to his principles and is still ‘fighting the good 
fight’ and ‘keeping the faith.’ His methods may be a little out of place in the modern world 
of the 20th Century, but the same guiding principles apply. And, he golfs! 
Aaron:  I really enjoyed getting to not only re-introduce myself to the characters of the 
original novels but to also be a part of creating additional stories for them. It was 
empowering. 
Janet:  Getting Steve into the book through his sons, through using as much of his own 
writing as we could. Getting a more intimate look into Steve’s favorite character. The 
journey along the frontier of this man’s soul was like peering into my husband’s. 
 
2) Any frustrations with this project? 
Russell:  Of course the obvious one, not having Dad there. 
Michael:  I would have liked to be able to spend more time during the process (I’m pretty 
sure I’m not the first person to want more time!). With jobs and families and 
responsibilities, it isn’t easy to dedicate all the time you’d like to a project, even one as 
important as this. 
Aaron:  Only frustration was the fear that we wouldn’t be able to match the story writing 
ability that my dad possessed -- that we’d let him down somehow. But I think we gave it 
our best. 
Janet:  The short length of time. We didn’t have ‘rest’ time to see the manuscript fresh. 
Had to turn it in after a frantic few days of critique and re-write. I was thankful that we 
were able to include some changes before the final print stage. 
 
3) What were some of the surprises? 
Russell:  Finding out how much of a ‘team’ that my parents were while writing. 
Michael:  It was great to see Mom in action! I’ve never seen her take charge of a writing 
project first hand or had the chance to witness her process. Maybe not a surprise that 
she could do it, but happy to see her go about it with such skill and determination. 



Aaron:  Given the circumstances and the time constraints, I think we did a pretty good 
job. I’m especially proud of some of the plot elements that presented themselves as the 
story unfolded. 
Janet: I’m still astounded we actually got it done. All three sons stayed engaged with the 
project though they all had different areas of input. Also, am grateful I didn’t obsess over 
or get overwhelmed by the impossibilities of the task or the inevitable judgments on the 
quality of the finished project by our peer group. I only knew without a doubt that this 
was our appointed task. 
 
4) What was the most enjoyable or satisfying part o f the process of this project? 
Russell:  The most enjoyable part was hearing Mom talk about how Dad would think, 
process and write the stories. The most satisfying was seeing her take over and 
continue it as a Stephen Bly novel. 
Michael:  It was a family project, so it was great to spend time with family. . .especially as 
we were mourning the loss of Dad. Stuart Brannon was Dad writ large in a cowboy 
western landscape; at least, Brannon was who Dad would have wanted to be if he had 
lived in those times. As we witnessed Dad’s final chapter on earth, it was fitting to then 
write Stuart Brannon’s final chapter. 
Aaron:  Finishing it and knowing that our dad would have been proud (even if he would 
have done it differently). 
Janet:  Working with my sons. Knowing I was laboring on behalf of someone I dearly 
loved and missed. Doing the actual prime writing of fiction after so many years of coming 
alongside my husband as partner, editor, co-author and marketer. Knowing we’d 
complete an unfinished task, his 106th book. Also, some welcome healing took place in 
the midst of all the creating, the laughter and the occasional stab of tears. 
 
5) If you had to do the whole procedure over again,  what would you do different? 
Russell:  Finishing the book so soon after losing Dad made it a little hard for me to offer 
as much input as I would have liked. I think if there were a next time, I would like to get 
more involved in the actual writing. 
Michael:  I can second-guess a hundred things, but ultimately we wrote the novel we set 
out to write. If Brannon fans enjoy the book and feel like it closes out the series well, 
then it was done the right way. 
Aaron:  Given the same amount of time, I wouldn’t have changed anything. But if we had 
unlimited time, we could have ‘tweaked’ some story elements and characters a little 
further and tightened things up a bit. 
Janet:  Though we didn’t do it perfectly, I believe we did the best that we could. I don’t 
regret any part of how the book evolved. 
 
6) What did you gain the most from being part of cr afting this novel? 
Russell: An insight into the life of a writer. In this case, the life of a very special writer. I 
am continually amazed at the hard work and dedication to this project that Mom has 
shown throughout this project. The tough circumstances and potential roadblocks have 
shown me and my brothers not only how important she was to Dad’s books, but that she 
will have no problem with her career going forward. 
Michael:  I gained confidence as a writer, but also had the great learning experience of 
being closely involved in the complete novel writing process. On a deeper level, it helped 
as we mourned Dad’s death. Coming together as a family, remaining dedicated, and 
getting the job done. That’s what Stuart Brannon would have done and that’s what Steve 
Bly would have done. It was gratifying to be given a chance to play a part in a family 
tradition. In addition, I wish I was more like Stuart Brannon. Not surprisingly, my wife 



wishes the same thing. But I hope to someday be the kind of man who ‘will do to ride the 
river with.’ Don’t we all? 
Aaron:  For me, it was very therapeutic in dealing with the loss of my father, who was 
also my best friend. I was able to come together with my mom and my brothers and 
discuss something that was intrinsically my dad’s and take it as our own, both in a 
figurative and literal sense. I think we all benefited from this experience. 
Janet:  The satisfaction of taking on an incredible challenge and completing it on time. 
We’re so grateful to the publisher for extending Steve’s original deadline so we had 
some months to work on it. It was a bitter-sweet experience to do the research trip to 
Gearhart, Oregon, to retrace the steps Steve and I had taken together. This time I had to 
pay attention to details, rather than take a vacation. Sunsets over the ocean. Fish 
dinners. Visiting the old golf course Steve had played. Driving along the beach. These 
weren’t moments to relax and refresh. In the crush to create, to write in a flurry, I had to 
play catch-up to my prolific husband who knew the geography and history so well. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Christy Award finalist and winner Stephen Bly (1944-2011) authored 120 fiction and 
nonfiction books, 19 of them co-authored with wife Janet. 
 
Janet Chester Bly has authored and co-authored with Stephen Bly thirty nonfiction and 
fiction books, including Awakening Your Sense of Wonder, Hope Lives Here, The Heart 
of a Runaway, The Hidden West Series and The Carson City Chronicles. She lives at 
4,000 ft. elev. in Winchester, Idaho. Find out more at http://www.blybooks.com/ or 
http://www.blybooks.blogspot.com/ 
 
Russell Bly is married to Lois, father of Zachary and Miranda (married to Chris Ross), 
and grandfather of 1-year-old Alayah. He is manager of Deranleau’s department store in 
Moscow, Idaho. 
 
Michael Bly is married to Michelle and is Director of Business Operations for Inland 
Cellular in Lewiston, Idaho. 
 
Aaron Bly is married to Rina, father of Keaton and Deckard. He’s Manufacturing 
Supervisor for Schweitzer Engineering Laboratories in Lewiston, Idaho. 
 
Stuart Brannon's Final Shot  by Stephen Bly with Janet Chester Bly, Russell Bly, 
Michael Bly & Aaron Bly, is available in hardback/large print, paperback and e-book 
editions and can be ordered through your favorite local or online bookstore or through 
the Bly Books bookstore: http://blybooks.com/  
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Contemporary, Historical or Romantic Cowboys? Which is your 
favorite? Why? 
 
That’s like askin’ which of my sons I like best. I love ‘em all. All cowboys are 
romantic. Even the most dastardly villain has a misguided dancehall gal hangin’ 
on his arm. The easiest for me to write are the traditional western novels: cowboy 
stories set in the late 19th or early 20th century. There is a rhythm to those Old 
West stories. I call it the tune. Anyone can learn to write the words, the lyrics, but 
the tune comes from the heart. It’s God-given, just like an ear for fine music. But 
the real love for me is creating wonderful, strong, slightly wacky characters. That 
can happen in contemporary novels, as well historical ones. I just try to keep the 
story within my area of expertise, no matter when the scene takes place. 
 
  
After more than 100 books, co-authoring with your wife, writing non-
fiction and fiction, do you have a favorite story from your pen? What 
would it be? Why? 
 
Oh, rats, I knew you’d ask that.  I’ve never written a story or novel that I didn’t 
love. Never. Ever. Each one captures my heart, my spirit, my emotions and my 
mind. I could go through the entire list of over 100 and tell you why that particular 
story is so compelling and memorable to me. If a reader wants to know Stephen 
Bly as a boy, then read Cowboy for a Rainy Afternoon.  If you want to know me 
as a fiction author, then read Paperback Writer.   If you want to know what it’s 
like having two working writers in the same room, read The Hidden West Series 
(co-authored with Janet). If you want to know my view on a woman surviving 
against all odds, read “The Outlaw’s Twin Sister.”  If you want to know my view of 
marriage, read the Stuart Brannon Series.  If you want my point of view as a dad 
or grandpa, read The Fortunes of the Black Hills series.  If you want to know 
more of my childhood background, read The Skinners of Goldfield Series. If you 
want a glimpse of the most heroic woman I ever created, read The Last Swan in 
Sacramento. If you’re interested in my take on how all women should be treated, 
study Brady Stoner & Linda Austin in the Austin-Stoner Files. If you’d like a 
description of how a couple can age gracefully and still have a dynamic impact 
on their world, read The Carson City Chronicles (co-written with Janet.) So, you 
see, it’s an impossible choice for me. 
 



Now, if you asked my favorite short story, that would be a tad easier. I’d choose  
either “Re-inventing Love” or “The Day the Wind Stopped.”  Both are set in the 
Old West. Each tells an evergreen story. 
 
 
 
Adult fiction -  young adult fiction – what are the unique challenges of 
each? Which do you prefer to write? 
 
Again, there’s no preference. I hurry to get the stories out of my head. It’s like 
cleaning an attic that’s been crammed for decades. I may forget what’s up there, 
but there’s lots of treasures stored. The challenge of youth fiction is making sure I 
can still capture the mind of young readers in a very high tech generation. That’s 
why I lean to writing historical fiction for kids best (although I’ve enjoyed a couple 
of contemporary series as well).  The challenge is to make sure the story is so 
fun, they won’t stop reading. When our youngest was 12, I paid him to read my 
manuscript The Dog Who Would Not Smile and circle every word he didn’t 
understand. It’s not a matter of favorite genre or even age demographics, it’s an 
issue of which stories in my mind need an outlet. 
 
“ We have the need to be searched for and found . . .  . the need to complete 
something we promised ourselves long ago. We have t he need to do the 
right thing, even if no one knows it. The need to m ake a stand against all 
odds. And the need to be a friend (and have a frien d) through all the 
struggles in life .”  – This is a quote from an interview you complet ed for 
faithfulreader.com, and I love it! Can you share wi th us from your heart 
more about this writing/life philosophy? How has it  been realized in your 
own life? 
 
A good story engages the reader. You don’t view it from afar . . . you live it out.  A 
good movie can do the same thing, but it’s more difficult. The books we like best, 
and the ones readers remember, are the ones that add something to daily living. 
In order for that to happen, the scene must make sense, must be believable, and 
must in some way stir latent heroic qualities.  
 
We are created in the image of God. Buried in all of us is that urge to make a 
stand for what’s right. Whether western, or mystery, or detective story, we want 
good to triumph over evil. Not just the characters, but we, personally, want to be 
victorious. We’d like to think we have what it takes.   
 
Some have asked which of my characters is most like me. It’s a toss up, but my 
family and friends tell me I’m most like Stuart Brannon, one of my earliest 
protagonists. In reality, Stuart is how I hope I would be if I had to face what he 
faced. His character is what is hidden in my soul, what I desire to become. We 
long to have proper, strong relationships with others (both male and female).  We 
have needs to know that our life matters, that in the battle of good and evil (and 



no one can watch the news today and overlook that reality), somehow  we’ve 
made a difference. Fiction allows me the awesome privilege to possibly make a 
difference through my characters, to perhaps inspire the readers to do the same. 
“…if your story drags . . . shoot someone. Of cours e, that's from the 
perspective of the western novel genre, but the pri nciple works for others 
too.”   - a quote from an interview you did on Novel Journ ey back in 2006 
grabbed my attention. What is your biggest challeng e as a writer to keep 
your stories from dragging with the fewest casualti es? Can you make a 
practical application of this advice for writers? 
 
Many assume my advice of shooting someone when your story drags is just a 
play at humor, but I am dead serious. Do something, anything, that makes your 
reader jump up and shout, “he can’t do that!” To keep a story alive, you have to 
produce compelling action and crisp, fast dialogue.  I suggest writing an entire 
chapter of dialogue without any narration, without any identifiers at all.  No “he 
said, she said”. . .nada. You become the tape recorder in the room and dictate 
what they’re saying. That’s all. Once you have that transcription, tweak the words 
around until it excites joy or crushes emotion. Draw out the subtle undertones. If 
that basic dialogue bores, there’s absolutely no way to revive the  chapter. 
Sumptuous scenery, sensory narration, winsome interior monologue,  and other 
literary delights might pump it some, but won’t rescue the vitality.   Once your 
dialogue zings, you can elaborate the other details with confidence that they 
won’t distract or diminish. 
 
What is your favorite writing collaboration that you’ve completed with 
your wife? What is the biggest challenge of working together? 
 
I love doing anything with my Janni-Rae. We’ve been known to sit hand in hand 
and watch everything from beach sunsets to desert ant-hills. So, when it comes 
to co-writing, I’ve enjoyed each and every project, every part of it—the 
brainstorming, the research, the discussion about who does what.   
 
The best way to understand the challenges of two writers working on the same 
project is to read our Hidden West Series. The protagonists happen to be a 
husband and wife writing team. Their names are Tony and Price Shadowbrook, 
but those who know us claim they’re really Stephen and Janet Bly, in essence, if 
not specifics. 
    
For us, the best/worst fact is that we are very different as writers. I’m the idea 
guy. I write fast. I hurry through scenes, can’t wait to see what happens next. I 
rarely work with a plot in mind. I just let the words explode like an overdue 
volcano. Janet is the craftsman (okay, craftswoman). Every little detail and 
nuance must be exact, perfected. Every word has its proper form and place.  
Each scene must be decorated with historical detail. That works good as a 
balance, most of the time. As long as she allows my heroes to drop their g’s  and 



doesn’t gum up the scene with things like a red velvet pillow labeled “Chicago, 
1881.” 
 
 
What do you envision the future of western fiction writing to be? Is 
this Old West genre seeing growth or decline? Or is there a pretty 
steady demand for cowboys? 
 
As long as people read and hanker for heroes, there will be a place for cowboy 
stories. As long as men exist who feel something missing in the modern 
workaday world and as long as young girls desire the arms of a strong, faithful 
man, there will be readers of western stories. Many still enjoy the tales of the 
Knights of old or the Roman legions or the Greek Spartans, so I believe the 
genre will survive. That is, as long as books survive. . .and that is a separate 
dilemma. At  present, the problem is not a lack of interested readers nor of 
writers. It’s the challenge presented in distribution and marketing. 
 
What countries, outside the U.S. have a love for cowboys and western 
novels? Have you developed a fan base in a country where there is a 
large demand for this genre? 
 
My books have been translated in German, French, Spanish, Indonesian and 
even Chinese. However, I’d guess the strongest readership hails from Europe. 
The cowboy is the symbolic romantic hero of the planet.  From the Arabic 
countries in the mid-east to the barren bogs of Siberia, the cowboy is king. In 
fact, the president of the Wild West Club of Siberia once showed up at my door. 
No kidding! 
 
You still pastor a small church in your community in addition to all of 
your writing. What do your parishioners think of your books? Any fans 
among them? Any who aren’t so fond of a fiction-writing pastor?   
 
Some of them are great fans. Others have never read any of my books.  I don’t 
think I’ve thought about that much. The Lord called me to preach way before he 
allowed me to write books, so the preaching is the foundation of everything.  Paul 
said, “Woe unto me if I do not preach the gospel” (1 Cor. 9:16).  That’s my life’s 
prime focus. That ministry also keeps me intertwined with real people and their 
chronic problems. That helps in keeping my characters real. I’ve never   based a 
fictional character on a real person, but all my relationships give me insight into 
the human mind, heart, soul, and spirit. 
 
Is writing a talent/passion you have passed on to your sons? Their 
children? What does your family think of the many stories you’ve 
written? What impact has it had on their lives? 
 



A good question that I have contemplated as I’ve grown older. I’m not sure how 
my stories have impacted any particular family members, but I do hear from a 
general readership through tons of mail telling how my books influenced their 
lives.  
 
Two of our boys (we have three sons) show real talent in writing. The third is an 
artist, taking after my own father. They could develop their writing if they made it 
a priority. Perhaps some day. One of my heartbreaks is that my father died 
before I ever published anything. He was a consummate reader. How I wish I 
could have handed him a novel and said, “What do you think, Dad?”  On the 
other hand, my mother read dozens of my books while she was alive and loved 
them all. Aren’t these kinds of affirming moms swell? 
 
“Sometimes I think a book is merely the sub-title o f life. We live our lives 
with triumph and tragedy . . . and a good book tell s the story in print…just 
in case you missed the storyline somewhere. So a go od book, even 
historical fiction, is in sync with real life.” This is another quote from an 
interview you completed with faithful reader. Is th ere a book (besides the 
Bible) that has “sub-titled” your life? A book that  has taught you something 
significant or caused you to consider something in a different way? 
 
Nothing compares to the Bible or great non-fiction works like Knowing God by J. 
I. Packer, Mere Christianity by C. S. Lewis, or Basic Christianity by John Stott, as 
far as impact on my life. But as far as fiction is concerned, William Saroyan’s The 
Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze or John Steinbeck’s Cannery Row or 
Ernest Hemmingway’s For Whom the Bells Toll , as well as Fyodor 
Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov each had strong influence (as did the 
films, “High Noon” and “Stalag 17”).  
 
What is your most recent life-challenge that has taught you something 
significant or meaningful? What is God doing in your life that is 
particularly exciting? 
 
Discovering I have incurable cancer has given me challenges that I didn’t think 
I’d have to face for a long time. After a process of acceptance, I realize this 
disease is a kind of gift from God that has allowed me to grow in the likeness of 
Christ in ways that alluded me before. It has helped me better focus my life, my 
message, my family, and my Lord. What is He doing that exciting? First, he’s 
given me even deeper, more incredible love for my wife of 47 years. We are 
enjoying some of the best times of a very magical marriage. Second, I’m playing 
better golf than at any time in my life. I don’t have a clue what that means, what 
could possibly be the purpose at my age, but birdies and eagles give me great 
joy and satisfaction.  
 
Any closing words of encouragement you’d like to share with your readers? 
 



Writing, no matter how enticing or successful, is merely an “added thing.” In itself, 
it will never satisfy or complete the missing parts of the soul. The challenge will 
always be to “Seek ye first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and all 
these things will be added unto you” (Matthew 6:33). Don’t consternate or obsess 
with chasing added things.   
 
 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

STEPHEN BLY BIO STEPHEN BLY BIO STEPHEN BLY BIO STEPHEN BLY BIO ............ 
* authored and co-authored (with wife Janet) 

105 fiction and nonfiction books, including 

historical and contemporary western fiction 

* Christy Award winner, Western Novels, 

2002, The Long Trail Home 
* Christy Award finalist, Western Novels, 2002, Picture Rock 
* Christy Award finalist, Western Novels, 2003, Last of the Texas 

Camp, The Outlaw’s Sister 
* mayor of Winchester, Idaho, pop. 308 (1999-2007) 

* pastor of Winchester Community Church (1990-2011) 

* speaker for men’s, couples’, family life events and writers’ 

conferences, across USA and Canada 

* roving editor, Big Show Journal 

* mentor, Jerry B. Jenkins Christian Writers Guild 

*    Fresno State University, CA, Philosophy, summa cum laude, 1971 

* M. Div., Fuller Theological Seminary, CA, 1974 

 

Married Married Married Married writer, Janet Chester Bly, 48 years; they co-authored 19 books. 



Resided Resided Resided Resided in California and Winchester, Idaho at 4,000 ft. elev., on the Nez Perce 

Indian Reservation. 

Father of Father of Father of Father of 3 sons:  Russell, Michael, & Aaron. The family includes daughters-in-law, 

Lois, Michelle & Rina Joye, plus grandkids: Zachary, Miranda (& husband Chris), 
Keaton & Deckard. Great-granddaughter, Alayah.  

Third generationThird generationThird generationThird generation westerner, Steve spent first 30 years working family ranches 

and farms in central California.   

Hobbies:Hobbies:Hobbies:Hobbies:  Collected and restored antique Winchesters; studied history in general 

and majored on Old West; constructed Broken Arrow Crossing, a false front 

western village next to his home. He played a par and below game of golf. 

New Release: New Release: New Release: New Release: Stuart Brannon's Final Shot (2012) 

MostMostMostMost recent novels include:  recent novels include:  recent novels include:  recent novels include: Stuart Brannon's Final Shot, Throw The Devil Off The 
Train , Cowboy For A Rainy Afternoon, Creede of Old Montana, The Land Tamers , 

One Step Over The Border,  The Horse Dreams Series—Memories of a Dirt Road 
Town, The Mustang Breaker, and Wish I’d Known You Tears Ago; Paperback Writer; 

and Fortunes of the Black Hills Series. 
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-- B.S., Literature & Fine & Performing Arts, 

Lewis-Clark State College 

 

-- speaker on women’s issues, relational challenges, 

and devotional themes (topic list available upon 

request). 

 

-- teacher at writers conferences & workshops on topics like Writing For The 

Woman’s Heart, Finishing Dad’s Novel: A Family Affair (the process of fiction), 

Creating A Family History. Mentor, Jerry B. Jenkins Christian Writers Guild; 

Writer of Year Award, Mount Hermon Christian Writers Conference; Judge, 

International Self-Published Book Awards, Writer’s Digest Magazine. 

 



-- music director, Winchester Community Church, Winchester, Idaho, 

president of local Library Board 

 

-- mother of three married sons:  Russell, Michael, and Aaron, 

grandmother of Zachary, Miranda, Keaton & Deckard, g-grandma to Alayah. 

 

-- widow of Christy Award winner for Western Novel category, Stephen Bly, 

who authored 106 nonfiction & fiction books, including Stuart Brannon: The 
Final Shot, Throw The Devil Off The Train, Cowboy For A Rainy Afternoon, 
Paperback Writer and Once A Parent, Always A Parent. 
 

-- authored 11 books, including Words To Live By For Women (Bethany), Hope 
Lives Here (Discovery), God Is Good All The Time (Discovery), Awakening Your 
Sense of Wonder (Discovery), Friends Forever (Aglow), Managing Your Restless 
Search (Victor Books) and The Heart of a Runaway (Discovery). 

 

-- co-author (with husband Stephen) of 19 nonfiction and fiction books, 

including The Power of a Godly Grandparent (Beacon Hill), The Carson City 
Chronicles (Servant), The Hidden West Series (Servant). 

 

-- contributor to 7 books, including What The Wind Picked Up, The 
Storyteller’s Collection, and Intimate Encounters With God. 
 

 

STEPHEN BLY Book Reviews  

“In this fresh contribution to the CBA market ( Paperback Writer ), Bly, the prolific, 
Christy Award-winning author of series western nove ls, pens an amusing parody 
of the proverbial dime-store paperback novel. . . t his book is a funny, enjoyable 
romp for CBA fiction readers.” Publisher's Weekly  

“Once in awhile, you come across a novel that is tr uly different. Christy Award-
winning author Bly ( The Long Trail Home , 2002 Western Novel category) has 
written a psychological thriller that is like nothi ng else in the Christian fiction 
genre . . . Part of the fun in reading Paperback Writer  is trying to figure out what is 
factual and what only exists in the mind of the pap erback writer. . . This 
engrossing roller-coaster read will appeal to male readers as well as anyone who 
has ever dared to dream larger than life.” Library Journal   

"I just finished reading One Step Over The Border . Once I started I simply could 
not put it down. I have always been a fan of Louis L'Amour but I must say your 
book is as good if not better than anything of his.  I shall remain a fan of Stephen 
Bly." Jimmy Dickens, The Grand Ole Opry 



“(Stephen) Bly's spiral-bound book of poetry ( When The Cowboys Come To Town ) 
is already punched to hang on the barn wall like a calendar. Topics range from the 
sacred and local heroes to dancing in Deadwood and ‘Suckersville, New Mexico.' 
Obviously Bly doesn't take himself too seriously—a fine trait for any cowboy poet. 
And who says cowboy poetry has to be bound in hardc over anyway? His is a 
clever idea.” Bunkhouse Reviews, Western Horseman Magazine 

“Stephen Bly's Paperback Writer  pushes the envelope of the bizzare. Better yet it 
rips it open, spilling the contents of controlled c haos into the readers lap. This 
book is The Odyssey meets Neil Simon's Jakes Women . . . The humor in 
Paperback Writer  is dangerously funny. Set in such a contextually s trange 
manner, that some passages have to be re-read, but this only adds to the fun. A 
truly unique reading experience.” Arnn, Amazon Revi ewer 
 
“(Stephen) Bly's hallmark rollicking charm is very much in evidence in this ( Sweet 
Carolina ) adventurous tale of the Old West. Of special inte rest is the unusual 
portrayal of a highly independent yet deeply religi ous woman who knows her own 
mind and isn't afraid to express her thoughts and f eelings.” Library Journal  
 
“ The Long Trail Home  is a superbly crafted, deeply inspiring, thoroughl y 
entertaining, highly recommended novel played out a gainst the backdrop of the 
American frontier.” The Bookwatch  
 
"... (The Horse Dreams Series) fast-paced, engaging dialogue that often 
transforms the reader into another world...breathta kingly refreshing... One thing I 
can say is that you'll walk away with a few persona l revelations of your own. 
Alyice Edrich, The Dabbling Mum 
 
"The rich characterizations of (Stephen) Bly puts t he reader firmly in the head of 
schoolmarm Dev Worrell as she tries to find out if you really can go home again ... 
(The Horse Dreams Series) another good read from a talented writer." Terry W.  
Burns, author and agent 
 
"I truly love The Horse Dreams Series novels . I can't get enough of them ... Wish 
I'd Known You Tears Ago just left me wanting more." Robin Lovin, WJZY TV 
 
"Stephen Bly provides a warm inspirational characte r study of a woman who 
learns solace is found in the heart and soul ... " Harriet Klausner, Book Review 
 
"(Stephen) Bly does a lot of things right for lover s of the traditional western novel 
... (Bly) clearly knows the country he writes about ...the difference between pinion 
pines and chaparral, what the weather will do, how horses tire. He knows about 
guns and seems to have thoroughly researched the be havior of Indian war parties 
... Luke Short and Frank Gruber come to mind. There  ought to be some takers 
among both Christian and western fiction readers." Booklist 
 
"(Stephen) Bly's hallmark rollicking charm is very much in evidence in this 
adventurous tale of the Old West ( Miss Fontenot). Of special interest is the 
unusual portrayal of a highly independent yet deepl y religious woman who knows 
her own mind and isn't afraid to express her though ts and feelings." Library 
Journal  



 
"(Stephen) Bly offers a kinder, gentler Western tha t should appeal to fans of Louis 
L'Amour." Library Journal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
JANET CHESTER BLY Book Reviews  
 
"Janet, you are a gift! I love Hope Lives Here. Just love it. With my daughter's 
illness, hope has been a treasure I seek daily. God  knew I needed to 'bathe' in 
hope." Mary Beth Carlson, concert pianist & recordi ng artist, MBC Productions 
 
"I'm telling you, folks, Janet's thoughts and insig hts are just what I've needed 
during this difficult time. If you're wondering at all about the future, or things seem 
to be getting you down, buy a copy of Hope Lives Here. This lady knows how to 
speak to the heart." Lisa Samson, author 
 
"What a gift God has given to me through your book.  (Hope Lives Here) came at 
just the right time to be here during a 'hopeless' time in my life. Thank you for 
writing it. It has been a balm for my wounded, brok en heart." Robin Lee Hatcher, 
author 
 
 “A friend of mine received a copy of your book, Words To Live By For Women , at 
a small Christmas luncheon this week. Everyone pass ed it around and oohed and 
ahhed over the nice format and the wisdom it contai ned. Meanwhile, I was busy 
checking out the copyright page to see who WROTE it ! :>) And Janet was I thrilled 
to see YOUR name along with Lila Empson, an old fri end from my Thomas Nelson 
days. It's a terrific book, beautifully put togethe r. I hope it sells a zillion copies! . . . 
congrats on a job well done!” Liz Curtis Higgs, aut hor and speaker 
 
In Hope Lives Here, Janet Chester Bly reinforces the truth that hope is  just a 
Person away. Bly knows how to weave a story, and ke ep the reader's interest. She 
has a way of phrasing things that is really a delig ht to read ... and she delivers 
what she promises." Lisa Crayton, author  
 
 “This ( The Carson City Chronicles ) is a very sweet read, sure to please grown 
fans of the Little House series of books. Judith is  a spunky, powerful heroine who 
manages to both rule and submit at the same time. ( Stephen and Janet Bly) 
deliver a heartwarming story that avoids being prea chy, enabling it to be 
appealing to both Christian and non-Christian reade rs.” Amanda, The Romance 
Readers Connection  
 
"I am amazed at the wisdom recorded in Awakening Your Sense of Wonder. This 
book should be in every library and school in the U SA." Ralph S. Moore, 
hybridizer, Moore Miniature Roses 
 



"I needed your book Awakening Your Sense of Wonder. In many ways it was very 
painful to read. I left my daughter when she was 3 years old ... You began Chapter 
5 with Hilary's recipe for Canteloupe Pie. She was 4. I never knew my daughter at 4 
and it grieves me. If only I had known God before t his. But I have Him now and I 
will bring my daughter to Him, when I am released ( from prison). Your book has 
given me hope." Darcy 
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Finishing Dad's novel was a family affair. Can a co mmittee create fiction? 
We had the passion to find out. Here's how we did i t:  
http://www.christianfictiononlinemagazine.com/home_publisher.html 
 
It's 1905. Two orphans flee from Oregon's Tillamook  Head. One of them is 
branded a hero. Do they tell the truth and risk the  wrath of a dangerous 
man? Meanwhile, a retired lawman searches for his m issing U.S. Marshal 
friend while he grapples with the game of golf on b ehalf of a celebrity 
tournament. 
 
Rancher and widower Stuart Brannon had no intention  of leaving his 
beloved Arizona Territory to attend the Lewis and C lark Centennial 
Exposition in Portland. His life no longer consiste d of men to track down ... 
outlaws trying to kill him ... gangs preying on the  innocent. Then the 
telegrams came ... how could he refuse Lady Harriet  Reed-Fletcher and the 
President of the United States? 
 
"Stuart Brannon's Final Shot delivers and reminds us  what we'll miss most 
about the beloved author ." Jerry B. Jenkins, NYT Bestselling novelist & 
biographer 
  
"(Stephen) Bly throws his readers into the fray from the first  page and 
never lets up...."  Award-winning author Kathleen Y'Barbo 
 



Michael Ehret, Christian Writers Guild editor-in-ch ief: " ...unusual 
experience... I found it a fascinating look into th e process (of the writing of 
Stuart Brannon's Final Shot )." 

" ...(Stuart Brannon's Final Shot)comes alive with vivi d 
details...has all the adventure one would expect fr om a 
Western, with enough humor to appeal to non-Western  
readers." Jennifer Slattery, CWG reviewer 

"(Stuart Brannon's Final Shot) a rich tale...so much 
wisdom...I loved the story...(and) the colorful 
characters " Angie Arndt, ACFW Carolinas Coordinator  
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CHAPTER ONE CHAPTER ONE CHAPTER ONE CHAPTER ONE     
 
Sunday afternoon, June 11, 1905, south of Portland 

 
“I thought you was dead.” The words rumbled out of some 
deep, dark pit of tales told at late night campfires and smoky 
saloons. Thick drops of dirty sweat careened down the 
bearded man’s face. A ripped-in-shreds shirt sleeve exposed 
a long, jagged old scar on his left arm. Bloodshot brown 
eyes glared into the future as if forecasting bad news. Very 
bad news. 
 

“A common mistake.” 
 
A faded, red bandana brushed the man’s bulging neck. His 

bronzed face held to the tight expression of a man looking 
for an advantage. “No foolin’. Argentiferous Jones said he 
shot you dead over a poker hand in Bisbee. I believe you 
was packin’ three queens.” 

 
“He was wrong.” Every eye in the dining car watched the 

trigger of Stuart Brannon’s drawn Colt .44 revolver, ready to 
witness a sudden blast. 



 
“I can see that now and would like to be given a chance to 

atone for my erroneous assumption.” 
 
“I’m sure you would. You stopped this train on a tall trestle 

in the middle of a river, cold-cocked the conductor, stole the 
possessions of all the passengers and whatever else of 
cargo you found on board, and in the mix scared the women, 
children, and most of the men near to death. Out West a 
man can hang for such offenses.” 

 
He tried to straighten his bow-legs, puffed out his huge 

chest. His good eye glared at Brannon like the headlight of a 
locomotive. “What do you get out of this? Surely you don’t 
expect to shoot me in front of these delicate ladies. What if I 
just put down my pistol and . . .” 

 
Brannon glared right back. “And what do all of us get out of 

that?” 
 
The man croaked out the words. “A clear conscience?” 
 
“Already got one.” Brannon shoved the muzzle closer to 

the man’s ripped ten-gallon-hat with the creased crown and 
molded brim. 

 
“What if I return the money and goods to all these fine folks 

on the train?” 
 
“That’s a start.” 
 
He dropped a leather sack to the carpeted floor, stepped 

back, and raised his hands. “What else can I do?” 
 
“Hike down the track to the next town and turn yourself in 

to the sheriff for robbing this train.” 



 
“You mean, turn myself in on my own accord?” 
 
“Yep. You can do it. We’ll just ride on up ahead and let 

them know you’re on your way.” 
 
“No one does that, especially Slash Barranca.” He studied 

Brannon to watch for the reaction. 
 
Brannon didn’t blink. “Well, Slash, here’s your chance to 

stand out from a crowd of no-goods.” 
 
“So, you know who I am?” 
 
“Nope. Never heard of you.” 
 
“Are you sure you’re the original Stuart Brannon?” 
 
“The real question is, do you trust that I’m Stuart Brannon? 

If you aren’t certain, then make your move and see what 
happens. And if you still wonder, then say goodbye to these 
nice folks. I’m pullin’ this trigger right now. So, what’s your 
choice?” 

 
The man looked over the crowd. His gaze stopped at two 

men in their fifties in brown suits. One of them glared a kind 
of warning. The other looked down. Brannon wondered if 
Barranca was going to make an appeal to them. But his chin 
drooped to his chest and his words blurted out with such 
force, the windows almost rattled. “Yeah, you’re Brannon, all 
right.” 

 
“Good. Leave the stash, your gun and your boots in the 

car. Then, start walkin’.” 
 



“Now, how do you expect me to make it to town without 
boots?” 

 
“Very slow. By the time you get to the other side of the 

bridge, there should be a nice little posse gathered. And 
don’t think about diving over the edge. You’ve got one foot of 
water and a fifty foot drop.” 

 
Slash Barranca pulled up his pants’ legs as he climbed out 

of the train and stepped onto the rough track surface. 
Applause and “hurrahs” rocked the car as the train rolled 
away without the bootless outlaw. The staff seemed eager to 
return order and routine for the passengers as quick as 
possible. Announcements of supper followed with beefsteak, 
fried eggs and fried potatoes wheeled out to the dining car. A 
little overdone, but no one complained. 

 
A huge sign made of logs greeted them at the next stop 

when they transported the injured conductor off the train. 
 
 
100 Miles to Portland, Oregon 
Home of the world’s famous 
Lewis and Clark Centennial Exposition 
 
 
Brannon stretched his arms and legs and tried to remove 

the dust from his travel suit. No amount of brushing or 
shaking made a dent. He pulled out a copy of Treasure 
Island by Robert Louis Stevenson that his daughter-in-law, 
Jannette, had given him before he left Arizona, but his mind 
wandered. He ran through the recent events once more. 

 
It started at the Prescott Post Office with one of those rosy-

scented letters from Lady Harriet Reed-Fletcher. 
 



When Lady Fletcher sends you a scented letter, it’s a 
dangerous omen. 

 
The answer he gave her was “no.” 
 
At fifty-eight years old, Stuart Brannon had no intention of 

leaving his beloved ranch or Arizona Territory, not even for a 
long-time, good friend like Harriet. No matter how many 
times she offered her appeal—“I need one more celebrity . . . 
It’s for the Willamette Orphan Farm . . . It won’t cost you 
anything.” But she could not convince him to go to Oregon, 
especially to participate in a golf tournament charity event in 
conjunction with the Lewis and Clark Centennial Exposition. 

 
What was she thinking? 
 
Yes, Captains Lewis and Clark were his heroes. 
 
Yes, they deserved a gala celebration. 
 
And yes, from what he heard, the Oregon coast promised a 

refreshing change from the desert landscape. 
 
But he had never once picked up a golf club. An old 

rancher and retired lawman playing on a golf course? What 
a ridiculous idea. 

 
And the Triple B ranch needed him. 
 
Or he needed the ranch, since his adopted son, Littlefoot 

Brannon, could oversee and do most of the work. 
 
Life had become a peaceful routine. L.F. and his wife, 

Jannette, provided him with four over-active grandchildren, 
who played tag, leapfrog, hopscotch and occasional simple 
card games, but more important, listened to his stories. 



 
No more evil men to track down. No one trying to shoot 

him in the back. No lawless gangs preying on the innocent . . 
. not near his ranch anyway. 

 
Then the telegram came from another friend, Theodore 

Roosevelt. Stuart, I need you in Portland. Tom Wiseman is 
missing. I think there’s a cover-up going on. Say you’re 
going to the Exposition. Find out how a U.S. Marshal can 
disappear and no one knows why. T.R. 

 
If Tom Wiseman had vanished, Brannon suspected the 

marshal initiated the event. But why? And where? 
 
But he was too close a friend to ignore this plea. As a 

government worker, as well as an Arizona rancher, Tom 
Wiseman had aided him with personal and legal problems. 
And many times Tom Wiseman had stood with Brannon 
against lawbreakers, when no one else could or would. 

 
And how could he refuse a request from the President of 

the United States? 
 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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“Is he dead?” The high-pitched voice whined. 
     “If he isn’t” came a low rumble, “I could fix that.” 
     “I ain’t killin’ no man over a saddle.” 
     “And a gun. He’s got one of them new Colt revolvers.” 
     “I still ain’t killin’ no man over a saddle and a gun.” 
     “I bet he has a bag of gold on him.” The lower voice had the power of a 
salesman on a slow day. “He’s as dirty as a prospector.” 
     “He ain’t as dirty as us.” 
     “Suppose he does have gold. Would it be alright to kill him then?” 
     The high-pitched bleat continued. “How much gold you reckon he has?” 
     “At least a couple twenty-dollar gold coins.” 
     “Maybe you’re right. For forty dollars, why cain’t I just hit him over the head 
with this fence post?” 
     “If you don’t knock him clean out, I’ll have to shoot him.” 
     “You got a gun?” 
     “I’ll use his.” 
     “Okay, but you do the shootin’. I ain’t shot nobody since the war.” 
     “Maybe he is dead. Shorty said he’d been laying there on his saddle without 
movin’ since daybreak.” 
     The whiner seemed hesitant. “If he’s such easy pickin’s, why didn’t Shorty 
clean him out?” 
     “Maybe he did.” 
     “In the middle of the day? Who sleeps in the train yard in the middle of the 
day?” 
     “Old man Ticcado did. He was sound asleep right smack dab on the tracks.” 
     “He was crazy.” 
     “You have to be crazy to marry one woman when you was still married to 
another.” 
     “Well, it didn’t work out too bad.” 
     “What? He got run over by a train.” 
     “Yeah, but they sent half to one wife and half to the other.” 
     “I say it’s goin’ to be simple. I’ll reach for the revolver. If he raises up, you 
clobber him with the fence post.” 
     “You got any whiskey? I could bust a skull better if I had me some whiskey.” 
     “We’ll have plenty of whiskey when we pick him clean. You ready?” 
     “I reckon.” 



     “I’ll just reach down here nice. . .and. . .slow,” the low voice whispered, “. . 
.and. . .stop!” The last word was a shout. 
     “Stop? He ain’t raised up.” 
     “Don’t hit him.” 
     “Is he dead?” 
     “I don’t think so. He’s got one eye open and a saddle pistol shoved in my 
belly.” 
     Race Hillyard opened his other eye. An unshaved man with matted hair and a 
tattered brown suit hovered over him. “Tell your pal to put down the post,” 
Hillyard growled. 
     “Put down the post, Cuke. You heard him.” 
     The little man with a big, black mustache jumped back, but held onto the 
broken piece of four-by-four. 
     Hillyard shoved the first man so hard, he tumbled to the dry dirt of the train 
yard. “Is there any reason why I shouldn’t shoot you two? You were going to kill 
me.” 
     The one called Cuke dropped the post. His bare toes wiggled through the 
holes in his boots. “Me and Willie thought maybe you was dead.” 
     Hillyard backed up, but kept his gun pointed at the men. “It’s alright to steal 
from a dead man?” 
     Willie struggled to his feet. “They don’t complain much.” 
     Cuke wiped his broad nose on the back of his tattered shirt sleeve. “Don’t 
shoot us, mister. Times is tough. They run us out of our homes after the war and 
won’t give us decent jobs out here.” 
     “You two Rebs?” Hillyard asked. 
     Cuke threw his shoulders back. “We didn’t rebel against nothin’. We are proud 
veterans of the Army of Northern Virginia.” 
     Hillyard shoved his saddle gun back into his bedroll. “That’s what I wanted to 
hear.” He reached in his coat pocket and tossed the man a coin. 
     Cuke turned it over in his hand. “A silver dollar?” 
     “That’s to buy dinner for both of you. I was on the losin’ side of the war, too, 
boys.” 
     “No foolin’?” Cuke scratched his head like a dog looking for a flea. “We didn’t 
know that.” 
     Hillyard’s glance whipped around the train yard, as if he expected another 
ambush. “Would it have made a difference?” 
     Willie eased close enough to smell the garlic and whiskey on his breath. “To 
be honest, mister, probably not.” He leaned against Race’s shoulder. “These is 
tough times, alright. A man’s got to do what’s right for himself.” 
     Hillyard felt his Colt being pulled slowly from his holster. His clenched right 
hand caught Willie under his narrow, pointed chin and lifted him off his feet. The 
gun blasted into the air, as the man slammed motionless to the dirt. 
     The Colt retrieved, he turned towards Cuke, who stumbled backwards through 
a cloud of black powder smoke. 
     “Get out of here,” Hillyard roared. 



     “Eh. . .yes sir. . .I, eh, didn’t know Willie was goin’ for your gun. I reckon you 
want your dollar back.” 
     “No, keep it and get out of here.” 
     “Thank you, sir. Us southerners need to take care of each other.” 
     “I’m not doing it for you. Nor the South. I figure it’s my Christian duty.” 
     “Well, praise the Lord, brother.” Cuke stopped in his retreat. “Say, if I had me 
a twenty-dollar loan, I could go west and start all over. Could you spare. . . .?” 
     Hillyard cocked the hammer of his revolver and aimed it at the man’s head. 
     The man pushed up his hands. “No offense. I’m goin’.” He paused. “I reckon 
you’re a Baptist.” 
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No one knew how Avery John Creede got the scar on his face. 

No one except Avery and the one who did it. He never talked about it. 

Most who knew him figured the other person dead.  Not the type of 

scar that makes you wince and turn your head, and never covered by 



a beard, it hung high on his cheek bone like a badge of honor.  

But a person had to stand up to Creede and look him in the eye to 

see the scar. For the past six weeks on the trail north from Shiprock, 

no one had been that close. 

 July hot and August dry, the September heat that reflected off the 

brick wall left Avery with a stale feel, like a sweat drenched cotton 

shirt, long dried. He studied the wide river from the tiny, two-step 

balcony of his second-story room at the Grand Hotel. Although he 

could not see it now, he knew he was positioned under the arched 

1881 stone façade high at the building’s peak. Like a pontiff 

overlooking an empty plaza, he surveyed the near deserted street 

below.  

 A lady with a famine-thin waist and a bleached yellow dress spun 

a parasol over her shoulder as she sauntered past the cottonwoods 

toward the riverbank. Like bait skimming across a still mountain lake, 

Avery figured she trolled for some man to set the hook.  

 His heavy boot heels nailed the polished oak floor ing as he 

re-entered the cramped room past the brass bed post s to a white 

porcelain basin on a stand and a worn wooden side c hair. He 

splashed tepid water on his shaved face, then glanc ed up at the 

mirror. The leather-tough forced smile and near emp ty brown 

eyes looked more like a Venetian mask than a retire d cavalry 

veteran way past forty.  

 His black, beaver-felt cowboy hat, still damp with sweat from the 

long ride, wafted the aroma of a wet goat. He shoved it down to his 

ears. With oft repeated precision, he strapped on his holster. He 

yanked out the Colt revolver, reset the cylinder on the empty chamber 



and shoved it back down. 

 As if giving a lecture on gentlemanly attire, he rolled the sleeves 

on his dusty white shirt down, one direful fold at a time, then buttoned 

them. He never took his gaze off the dark brown eyes that stared 

back at him from the mirror. Shirt now fastened at the neck, he 

tugged the black silk tie around his collar. Rough calloused fingers 

completed the four-in-hand knot that he memorized as a child. 

 Oppressive Montana air crowded the room, like a mountain cabin 

after six weeks of snow in January. Avery closed the door behind him 

as he entered the hall, but didn’t bother locking it.  He wasn’t sure if 

that was out of foolishness or apathy. Yet, years of conflict led him 

down the empty stairs at a cautious pace, one hand on the slick oak 

rail, the other on the hard walnut grip of his .44 revolver.   

 Wednesday died about 1 p.m. in Fort Benton, Montana Territory. 

Rsurrection wasn’t expected for another two hours. The clock above 

the lifeless stove in the lobby ticked out of habit, but the pendulum 

winced as if the effort wasn’t worth its full effort. 

 Propped open with river rocks the size of cannon balls, the 

double front doors of the hotel invited a breeze that hadn’t arrived yet. 

A wide nosed man with an uneven black beard studied the solitaire 

spread on the clerk’s counter.  He waved a seven of clubs at Avery. 

 “You sure you ain’t never been to Purgatory?” 

 “I think I’d remember if I had.” Avery didn’t look at the man as he 

ambled toward the door. 

 “That’s in Colorado, you know.” 

 “Yeah, so I’ve heard.” Avery parked in the doorway and surveyed 

the wide street. 



 “Maybe it was Butte . . . you ever been to Butte?”  

 “Many times.” 

 “I bet it was Butte. You shot that crooked Faro dealer at the 

Copper Slipper, right?” 

 “Nope.” 

 “He deserved killin’, if you ask me.” 

 The late afternoon sun beaconed off the big window of the 

Chouteau County Bank as he stepped out into the empty street. The 

sound of the bank’s heavy door slam precipitated a chorus of barking 

dogs.  

 Avery hesitated as if waiting for phantom traffic. He thought he 

saw shadows flicker in the narrow alley next to the bank. 

 “Where you goin’?” the man shouted from the hotel. 

 “Sailing,” Avery grumbled. 

 Like a bit player in a melodrama, the man appeared in the 

doorway. “Sailin’? There ain’t enough water in the old Missouri this 

time of the year for a big canoe, much less a . . .” 

 Avery’s glare chopped the tail off the man’s sentence.  

 “Eh . . . I was jist askin’ cause you said three men would show up 

lookin’ for you and I wanted to know where to tell them to look.” 

 “Tell ‘em to wait here.” 

 “But if you don’t come back, where shall I tell them you went?” 

 “Purgatory.” 

 

 Avery Creede turned south toward the river. The woman in the 

yellow dress perched on a short wooden bench. She spun the 

parasol at a slow turn, like an easy target in a shooting gallery. Avery 



glanced over his shoulder at the buildings behind him. The hotel door 

was open, as was the door at the Judith Basin Mercantile and the 

Rotten Gambler Saloon. Only the bank door remained closed, but 

now, curtains covered the afternoon’s glaring light. 

He tugged out his pocket watch by the gold chain and tapped on 

the glass as if to speed it up. Even squinting his creased eyes, he 

couldn’t read the bank hours on the sign by the door, but noticed the 

window curtains sway from movement inside. 

 He turned back to the lady who began to saunter east. At the 

cottonwoods, he was cut off by the chirping protest of a female 

killdeer. The black stripe hung like a necklace above her white 

tummy, but it was the olive-brown wing that demanded his attention.  

Flailed out as if broken, she drummed the dirt like an Arapahoe war 

chant. 

 He allowed a smile to crease his tough tanned face as he 

searched the weeds for the cherished nest.  

 “That’s a fine acting job, Mamma. But what are you doing with a 

nest this time of the year?” 

 Avery plopped down on the newly vacated bench. He massaged 

his chapped lips as he gazed at the slow moving, muddy water of the 

Missouri River. His thoughts drifted from three men he hoped to see . 

. . to one woman he figured he never would. At his right, the killdeer 

continued her protest.  

 “Oh, my.” the lady in yellow called out from the trail to the east. 

“Oh, dear,” she repeated. 

 Avery sprang to his feet, but paused at the tone.  He figured it 

was not a “help, there’s a snake” urgency, but more like “Henry, take 



the garbage out and bury it right now.”  

 Another, “Oh, my” and a loud squawk from the killdeer divided 

his attention. 

 He stared at the bird. “Diversion? Both of you are diversions.” He 

spun back to town and stomped toward the bank.  

 “Could someone help me, please?” the lady shouted.  

 His right hand on his holstered revolver, he studied the front of 

the bank.  In the alley shade between it and the mercantile, four long 

legged, solid colored Montana horses stood saddled and waiting.  

The bank door banged open and a short man with a tattered 

campaign hat ran out, worn leather saddlebags draped over his arm. 

A Winchester 1873 saddle ring carbine waved in front of him. 

Avery drew his gun and cocked the hammer with one motion. “Throw 

it down,” he yelled. 

 “Like Hades, I will!”  Jogging toward the alley, the man tried to 

shoulder the carbine one-handed. Before he had it any higher than 

the hitching post, 200 grains of lead from Avery’s smoking revolver 

slammed into the man’s thigh and crumpled the screaming bandit to 

the dirt. Saddlebags and carbine crashed beside him. 

 The shot from the second man out the building came so close to 

Avery’s hat that it sounded like a bumble bee on the chase.  His 

return fire caught the robber in the right shoulder and spun him 

around.  He tumbled face down in the bank doorway. 

 A bloodied teller stepped over the man and sprinted into the 

street. “The third one ran out the back door. He’s gettin’ away!” 

Avery trotted to the narrow alley.  His loud shout and a shot fired into 

the dirt in front of them, caused all four horses to panic. They backed 



and stumbled their way into the alley.  When the dust cleared, a third 

bandit lay battered in the dirt. He clutched a dangling arm. 

 Now Wednesday in Fort Benton resurrected. Three dozen people 

swarmed into the street. The first to greet him was the bank teller. 

“Mister, I don’t know who you are, but thanks. They cleaned out my 

till.” He wiped blood from his forehead. “I tried to stop them, but they 

was mighty convincin’.” 

 “Get yourself to a doctor.” Avery handed the man his bandana. 

 The teller glanced back at the wounded men. “I think them three 

need the doc more than me.” 

 A thin man with a silver badge on his black vest scooted through 

the crowd. “What happened?”     

 “You the sheriff?” Avery asked. 

 “Deputy.” 

 “They tried to rob the bank.” 

 “They did rob the bank,” the teller reported. “What they couldn’t 

do is get by this man. He shot two of them and run three horses over 

the third.” 

 “Four horses,” Avery corrected. 

 The teller’s eyes narrowed. “Were there four of them?” 

 Avery pointed back toward the river. “Three bank robbers and a 

woman with a yellow parasol. She was the lookout.” 

 The deputy waved for others to assist him with the injured men. “I 

guess we’ll haul them to jail and have the doc patch them up there.” 

“You should have seen him,” the teller told the crowd. “He stood up to 

them without a flinch at their bullets and shot them down. I’ve never 

seen anythin’ like it.” 



 Avery drew the toe of his boot across the dirt. “I happened to be 

the first one they saw when they came out of the bank.” 

 The teller stared at the deputy. “No other man in this town would 

have done it.” 

 The deputy threw back his shoulders. “I’ll need you to explain this 

to the sheriff when he gets back from Judith Basin. Where you 

stayin’?” 

 Avery pointed at the two story brick building. “At the hotel.” 

 “How long you goin’ to be in town?” 

 “Depends.” 

 “On what?” 

 “On Dawson, Pete and Tight.” 

 “Who?” 

 “I’m waitin’ for some friends to show up.” 

 Most of the crowd followed the deputy toward the injured 

outlaws.  

 The teller winced as he rubbed the bloodied lump on his 

forehead. “Mister, I’m Harvey Grass. You didn’t tell me your name.” 

 “Creede.” 

 “Just like the town in Colorado?” 

 “Yeah, only we’re nothin’ alike.” 

 “Eh, yeah . . . well, Mr. Creede, after I get things settled down 

and close the bank, I’d like to buy you a drink.” 

 “Make mine coffee.” 

 “You a Temperance Man?” the teller pressed. 

 “Nope. It’s just that I get quiet and introverted when I drink. I’m 

told that I’m not my talkative, friendly self.”  



 The hotel clerk stood out on the front porch of the hotel when he  

returned. He picked at his beard as if expecting to find something.  

 “Do you have any idea who you just went up against?” 

 “No.” 

 “That was part of the Rinkman gang.” 

 “Never heard of them.” 

 “They hide out down on the Missouri Breaks in eastern Montana. 

They robbed the Northern Pacific at Gold Creek and the bank at 

Granite on the same day. I heard someone died in that one.” 

 “Well, they didn’t rob the bank at Fort Benton, Montana, today.” 

Avery studied the Missouri River from the hotel porch.  

 “Are you a Federal Marshal?” 

 “No.” He spotted the Killdeer, but not the woman in yellow. 

 The clerk loosened his tie and unbuttoned his white shirt collar. 

“But you have been a lawman, right?” 

 “Nope.” 

 “Then why did you do it? It’s not even your money in the bank. 

You told me you hadn’t been to town in five years and didn’t know 

anyone. So, why risk your life going up against the likes of them?” 

 “I was mad.” 

 “At whom?” 

 “The lady dressed in yellow thought she could divert me with a 

‘help, help.’” 

 “That made you mad?” 

 “Yeah, women have a way of doin’ that to me.”   
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The Matador Hotel died on July 5th, 1965, but they didn’t bother burying it until 
last fall.   
 New Mexico heat blanketed Albuquerque that July like too many covers in 
a stuffy cabin.  The kind of day that you sweat from the inside out and feel sticky 
dirt in places that you don’t ponder much except in the shower.  I reckon that 
four-bladed overhead fan that squeaked like an unfed cat failed to console Shorty 
McGuire.   Doc Boyce said he passed on durin’ the night, but no one discerned it 
until they observed the empty back table at the Round-Up Café.  For the last 
nineteen years of his life, Shorty lived in a second-floor room at The 
Matador.  At straight up 6:00 a.m. ever’ mornin’ he ate two eggs fried hard under 
the faded picture of Theodore Roosevelt leading the Rough Riders up San Juan 
Hill. 
 As a boy, I calculated that Shorty McGuire and the others must be pushing 
a hundred-years-old when I met them for the first time in 1954. 
 I reckon I surmised wrong. 
 The Albuquerque Herald  reported that Hadley (Shorty) McGuire was only 
86 when he died on that July day in 1965.  The Herald  is right most of the time. 
 As the last of that bunch at the Matador, there was no one left to take his 
trappings, so Whip Johnson and me cleaned out Shorty’s goods a few days after 
his funeral.  Whip managed the hotel in the 60s for his Uncle Durwood Johnson 



who gained some fame in the Southwest on the rodeo circuit after the war.  He 
won the hotel on a bet on a black half-thoroughbred stallion down in Magdalena. 
 The floor of Shorty’s little room with one four-pane slide-up window was 
carpeted solid with six to eight inches of newspapers, not a one newer than 
1939.    He claimed that cowboyin’ didn’t provide the time to read much, so he 
saved them for his retirement.  I never did know if he got caught up. 
 We didn’t have the nerve to give his tattered clothing to the Rescue 
Mission, so we chucked them into the hotel incinerator.  We crated his boots, 
wooly chaps and battered Stetson, then donated them to the state museum.   I 
had a notion they would want to display the gear of an old-time cowboy.  But they 
stored them in a back room for a few years, then sold them at an auction to raise 
money for a modern art statue that looks like the scrap-iron pile out behind my 
barn.  If I’d known they were selling Shorty’s belongings, I’d have bought those 
suckers myself and buried them, rather than let some car dealer in Denver drive 
off with ‘em.  But that’s the way the past is.  You can’t hang on to it all.  What 
survives gets stolen by strangers who have no blasted idea of what they hold in 
their hands. 
 The tobacco-stained furniture in Shorty’s room belonged to the hotel, but 
Whip decided to replace it all and re-carpet.  So they moved in newer furniture, 
but I don’t think the room was ever repainted.  Whip and me always thought that 
room smelled like Lordsburg, but that might be its location on the south side of 
the hotel, facing the Santa Fe tracks.   
 I never went back to the hotel after that day.  The hippies ran it in the early 
70s, then some drug dealers.  I think one of them big moving companies bought 
the place and used it for storage for a decade or two before they tore it down last 
year.  All them red bricks got shipped to the west side for deluxe estate fencing 
around an upscale gated community.  I hear they decided to build urban condos 
on the old hotel site for rich city folks, but I can’t figure what kind of people would 
want to live in downtown Albuquerque.    

At least, not nowadays. 
 I still have Shorty’s rim-fire saddle hangin’ in my tack room.   It was one of 
the first ones Estaban Chavez built, when he still had that shop behind the 
Chinese laundry in Las Cruces.  Lots of folks have wanted to buy it over the 
years, but it doesn’t belong to me.  Some day Shorty’s kin will show up wantin’ 
his things, and I’ll have it ready.  I keep the leather oiled.  Shorty died almost forty 
years ago, but I’ll hang onto it for him.  

That’s the way things are done around this part of the country. 
 It’s one of the lessons I learned in the lobby of the Matador Hotel. 
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Chapter One 
 
 

Central Wyoming, summer of 1996 

The yellow dirt road that stretched before him reminded Laramie Majors of 

the countryside around his grandparent’s place in Oklahoma. Miles beyond the 

blacktop sat their two story, white clapboard house with a front porch swing and 

sweet tea that tasted a bit sinful if you’d just come back from church. As a kid, 

those trips north lined a route of escape from the tension of home and invited him 

to a different world. At Grandma’s house, no one yelled. No one got hit. And 



Mamma never cried.  

But the parade of gray sagebrush, dull green scrub cedars and squatty 

pinon pines on the rimrock reined Laramie back to Wyoming. Yellow grime 

fogged after his truck like a swarm of South American ants, creeping like a 

disease across the fenders of his silver Chevy pickup.  

 Dwight Purley told him to take the short-cut through the south end of the 

Big Horn Mountains. But Dwight presumed Laramie knew more about Wyoming 

geography than he actually did. Although the blond gal with stubby pigtails and 

logger’s biceps at the Sinclair gas station assured him this was the right way, he 

now found himself grumbling over her apparent misdirections. 

 He questioned again if he should have stayed on the pavement out of 

Casper.  This endless dirt road didn’t have the feel of a short cut and the fuel 

gauge had dropped near empty.  He hadn't seen a ranch, a rig, or an occupied 

cabin for miles and didn’t know which direction to walk to find gas. He considered 

turning back, but the drive to make it there today pushed him over the next hill.  

He promised himself he would not go back to Texas a failure.  It was a promise 

he intended to keep. 

 Laramie smeared the dirt off the dash and slapped the front of the fuel 

gauge in hopes that it was stuck, then punched off the CD player. As he crested 

the hill, he slowed to a stop as two dozen pronghorn antelopes ambled across 

the road. They turned to gawk at his rude intrusion. He stared back at their blank, 

clueless expressions, wondering how many times the same look plastered his 

own face.  



 The thin blue Wyoming sky unfolded to the west. Hills gave way to rolling 

sage and brown grass prairie.  As he dropped down into a cottonwood draw, he 

spied a log cabin. Its battered shake roof sported a new satellite dish receiver. 

Thick gray smoke curled from the chimney.  A girl about ten scampered from the 

outhouse wearing red striped shorts, cowboy boots and a Nike t-shirt. 

 She waved, then disappeared into an unpainted barn. 

 Laramie waved back. She was the first person he’d seen in almost an 

hour. 

 Eight miles further west he reached Highway 20.  He turned north and 

followed the green highway signs and bright hotel billboards that lured him 

towards Cody. He rolled the windows down, hoping to blow out some dust. And 

memories.  

  

  Majors parked his pickup under the only shade tree on the level street. He 

studied the scrap of scribbled brown paper: Hap Bowman, 2490 Paradise Road, 

Cody, Wyoming. 

 The home looked like a 1960s tract house, only there were no other 

residences. No landscaping. No parks. No sidewalks. No neighborhood 

improvement association. Just one dwelling in bad need of paint on stucco with 

fake brick walls.  

 The wide, empty street led to nowhere. Laramie fastened the top button 

on his collar and practiced a crooked smile in the dusty mirror. He knew it was 

time to cowboy up, to get his small talk in gear. No one discerned how tough it 



felt for him to meet new people.  

 A 1992 black Dodge truck was backed into the driveway. Behind it, on 

eroding blacktop, a wheelless Volkswagen van perched like a miniature diner, 

propped up by cinderblocks and weeds. A battered canvass awning stretched out 

the side. A dust devil that spawned in the vacant lot next to the faded green 

house seemed reluctant to leave. Laramie watched the dirt swirl a moment as if 

waiting for an oracle to make a pronouncement. 

 An aluminum screen door hung crooked, slammed too hard, too often.  A 

half-built front deck stretched out into sun burnt grass, its gray-bleached boards a 

testament to a long abandoned building project.  The black dog asleep on the 

porch defied pedigree, but Laramie noticed a huge pink tongue hanging out. 

 Once again, he studied the penciled note, then surveyed the yard. He 

detected no horse. No barn. No corral. No run-in shed. Not even a plastic steer 

head stabbed into a bale of hay. Not one sign that this guy ever practiced roping. 

 Laramie brushed his gritty fingers through short, curly brown hair and 

rubbed his clean shaven chin. He took a deep breath and muttered, “Mr. Dwight 

Purley, you said I needed to meet this Hap Bowman. You said he could head 

rope a steer as good as anyone in Wyoming. I will trust you enough to knock on 

that door. But this scene better improve quick, because it isn’t looking real good 

right now.” 

 When Laramie reached the front step he patted the dog, but the animal 

showed no interest in him. Afternoon heat reflected off the walls like a radiant 

electric heater in winter. Laramie longed for the comfort of a glass of Grandma’s 



sweet tea or the throat clearing rush of an ice cold beer. 

 He scraped open the busted screen door, hesitating to knock on the 

peeling white paint of the wooden one when he heard a blast of angry Spanish 

words, followed by a loud crash and a yelp.  

 Laramie ground his teeth, then checked the note one more time: 2490. He 

eyed his truck and considered a hasty retreat, when a man hollered from inside, 

“Juanita! Put that down.”  

 Even the dog flinched when the lid to a white porcelain commode busted 

out the front window, scattering glass on the unfinished deck. 

 The wooden door flung open. A black mustached man about Laramie’s 

age sported a black, beaver felt cowboy hat and several parallel streaks of blood 

across his cheek.  

 “Ehhh . . . Hap Bowman?” Laramie stammered. “Dwight Purley sent me to 

ask you about . . .” 

 The shorter man grabbed his outstretched hand and yanked him indoors. 

“Man, am I glad to see you.” Then he barreled outside, the door slamming behind 

him.  

The room reeked of garlic and dirty diapers. A divan sprawled backwards. 

A slice of pizza plastered the wall. Majors heard a roar from the yard and peered 

out the busted window in time to view the Dodge pickup spin out into the street 

and head south. 

 The bristles of a broom smacked Laramie’s ear. The surprise, more than 

the impact, staggered him into the trash covered pine coffee table. He cracked 



his shin and hopped around the room trying to flee his attacker. 

 “Who are you?” the dark haired lady snarled. Her full lips were painted as 

red as her long fingernails. 

 “Excuse me, ma’am . . . I didn’t mean to intrude . . . I just . . .” 

 She walloped him in the side, then jabbed his ribs with the broom handle. 

“Well, you did intrude. Where’d Hap go?” 

 Laramie hunkered behind a cluttered, mucky end table. “I wish I knew. 

He’s the reason I stopped by. I need to talk to him.” 

 The brown skinned woman yanked open the gauze curtain. “It figures he’d 

run out on me.”  She spun back. “What are you staring at?” She grabbed up a jar 

of baby food and cocked her arm. 

 Laramie shielded his face. “Wait, lady. Whoever got you angry, it’s not me. 

I was told to come talk to a Hap Bowman who lives here.” 

 “He doesn’t live here.” 

 “I guess that’s my mistake.” 

 “He never lived here. That’s the problem.” 

 “Then, I’ll be leaving. I just wanted to talk to Hap. Sorry for the 

inconvenience.”  

 “Inconvenience? The jerk ruined my life. Look at me. Look at me! He 

turned down all of this.” 

 A full, stained yellow t-shirt hung outside her skin tight jeans. Bright yellow 

round earrings dangled even with her chin. Smeared mascara darkened her sad 

eyes. Slumped shoulders belied her feigned defiance.  



 “I’m sorry for whatever’s going on here. But I never met Hap before. I have 

no explanation for his behavior. I’m a roper and I was told that . . . 

 The pureed peaches sailed at his head. Laramie ducked. The glass jar 

crashed into the black iron table lamp which tumbled to the soiled green shag 

carpet.  

 Laramie retrieved the lamp and shoved it back on the table. “I take it you 

don’t like ropers.” 

 “What he did to me wasn’t right.” When she tossed her head back, a wave 

rolled down the massive black curls. 

 Laramie scooted towards the front door. “I really need to get on down the 

road.” 

 “That’s what they all say.” The fake yellow flowers tumbled out, but the 

orange pottery vase flew across the room and shattered on the wall below a Clint 

Eastwood movie poster. 

  Laramie’s hand clutched the sticky brass door handle. A baby’s cry wafted 

in from a back room.  

 “Don’t you dare move. I want to talk to you.” The woman scooted down a 

carpeted hallway and into the next room. 

 Common sense told Laramie to run, to dive through the glass shards of 

the broken window if needed. But like hundreds of times before, he froze, unable 

to escaped the person who confronted him. 

 A diaper clad, cocoa-skinned boy with thick black hair and a round nose 

rode her hip when she returned. “What did you say your name was?”  



 “I didn’t. But, I’m Laramie Majors.” 

 “I’m Juanita and this is Philippe.” 

 “Pleased to meet you both. I presume that’s Hap’s little boy?” 

 “Why did you presume that?”  

 “Well, I, eh . . . sorry, I assumed you two were a couple.” 

 “Do you think I would make love with some scrawny cowboy who treated 

me that bad?” 

 “No, I, eh . . .”  

 “I am not an easy woman. Is that why you are here? Were you told Juanita 

has no virtue?” 

 “No, ma’am, I guarantee that was never in my mind. I really must get . . .” 

 “It wasn’t in your mind? Are you saying that I am unattractive?” She threw 

her shoulders back. “I am not ugly.” 

 “No, ma’am . . . I just . . .” 

 “Many men want to make love with me. I am not hideous.” 

 “I never implied that you were . . “ 

 “Do you want to make love with me?” 

 “Good grief, lady, I don’t even know you.” 

 Still toting the infant, she scooped up an open can of soda. 

 Laramie held up his hands. “Don’t throw it. You don’t want to mess up 

your house.” 

 Her glazed eyes appraised the broken front window and the trashed living 

room. “Yeah, right. It wasn’t always like this. But it’s not your fault. I’m just mad.” 



 “I can see that.” Laramie relaxed when she sat the can down. 

 “Something inside me just snaps when I get angry.” She strolled towards 

him. “But I’m not mad at you.” 

 Laramie’s back mashed flat against the door. “I’m grateful for that. Now I 

need to . . .” 

 Her voice softened. “You are too skinny, but other than that you are a 

handsome man.” 

 Laramie’s blue shirt collar squeezed too tight. He eased open the front 

door behind him. “Thanks, ma’am. I hope things start going better for you.” 

 “You must know that under these grubby clothes, I am still a beautiful, 

sensual Latin woman.” 

 The loud ring yanked their attention towards the kitchen. 

 “You’d better get that phone, ma’am, and I’ll be . . .” 

 “Here . . . hold Philippe.” She shoved the baby in his arms and slalomed 

through the litter towards the telephone. 

 Round, brown eyes ogled up at Laramie as he tried to maneuver the six 

month old with a mushy plastic diaper into a comfortable position. He hadn’t held 

a baby more than twice in his life. His cousin’s boy, Ronald, at his dedication.  

And his fourth grade teacher’s one-week-old baby girl when she brought her to 

school. Panic growled at his stomach.  

 He rocked Phillipe back and forth. Sweat dribbled down the back of his 

neck as Spanish threats boomed from the back room. 

 “Lady, I have to go,” he called. “Come get your baby.” 



 “Uno momento,” she yelled. 

 The baby grabbed his ear. Laramie shoved his hand away. 

 Philippe wailed. 

 “Now, now . . . shhhh. Everything’s okay. You’re being raised in the most 

dysfunctional home in Wyoming, but everything’s okay. I know how you feel, little 

pal . . . I’ve been there too, but crying never changed anything.” 

 The baby continued to sob as Laramie hushed him. 

 There was a hollered, “Venga aqui? Ahora?” Then silence. 

 “Juanita, I have to go. Come get your baby. Philippe needs you,” Laramie 

called out. 

 No reply. 

 “Juanita?” 

 Philippe began another round of wails. 

 “I suppose you want your diaper changed. That’s not my department, son. 

In fact, you’ve already experienced all of my child care skills.” Laramie hiked 

toward the kitchen. “Juanita?” 

 The wooden counter around the sink and the square table were piled with 

food-hardened dishes. Two metal folding chairs with “Property of Park County 

Social Club” stenciled on the back, completed the furnishings. Next to the open 

door of an avocado green refrigerator, a beige wall phone swung back and forth 

on a long cord that at one time spiraled. 

 Laramie paused at the doorway next to the phone and could hear 

someone still on the line, shouting in Spanish. 



 In the laundry room, dirty clothes piled the floor and the top of the avocado 

green clothes dryer. The back door and screen door swung open in the slight 

breeze. 

 A large horsefly buzzed into the pantry as Laramie inventoried the 

backyard. Brown weeds bunched around an abandoned chain saw.  A trackless 

snowmobile lay on its side next to a dried garland of once fresh flowers. A faded 

blue silk banner read: “Congratulations.” 

 “Juanita?” At the sound of his voice, the baby cried again.  

 “Shhh . . . just hang in there, little partner. If I wasn’t twenty-one, I’d be 

bawling, too. Your mamma will be right back.” 

 Laramie wandered across the backyard, baby riding his arm.  Dry grass 

crinkled under his boots.  He poked his head in the open door of a portable 

storage shed. “Juanita?” In the shadows of the shed, he spied a heavily chromed 

and polished Harley-Davidson motorcycle. “Baby, does your mamma ride a 

Harley?” 

 Untilled, bare ground stretched for a half-mile behind the house.  Laramie 

circled the entire dwelling, but found no one. “Philippe, where did she go?” 

 Laramie hiked back through the laundry room and kitchen to the living 

room. The short hallway led to three small bedrooms. In one squatted an 

unmade, cluttered waterbed. U-haul cardboard boxes crammed a second room. 

A window in the third had been darkened with foil and duct tape. Under it was a 

crib. Under the crib, a toy lined floor. 

 “Juanita?” 



 He rapped on the only remaining closed door with his free hand. “Juanita, 

are you in there?” 

 He tried the cold aluminum door handle. It wouldn’t budge. 

 He banged again, this time with force.  “Juanita!” 

 The baby wailed. 

 Majors heard the front door slam and hurried out the hall.  He paused 

before a hulking, bushy bearded, tattooed man in black jeans and sleeveless 

blue denim shirt who tilted the couch back to its rightful position. 

 “Who are you?” the man roared. 

 Laramie edged towards the front door. The rancid air of the room now 

reeked of fresh grease and old sweat. “This is all a big mistake.”  

 The man whipped out a switchblade knife and flipped it open. “Where’s 

Juanita?” 

 “She, eh, shoved the baby in my hands and took off toward the back of the 

house. Maybe she’s in the bathroom. I’ll sit your baby here in this chair and be on 

my way.” 

 “You ain’t goin’ nowhere until my Juanita clears this up.” 

 “Look, mister, I never met your wife before today. I just . . . .” 

 “I didn’t say she was my wife.” The man stalked closer. “You just stopped 

by to do what to her?” 

 “I needed to talk to a guy, not Juanita. I was told he was here. But I think I 

. . . eh, just missed him, and then . . .” 

 “What guy? Who’s been hanging around here?” The big man jabbed the 



knife in the air. “What was his name?” 

 “Eh . . . his name . . . I think it was Ha . . Hamilton.  I don’t know his full 

name. A mutual friend mentioned that I should . . . ” 

 “What mutual friend?” the big man growled. 

 “Dwight . . . eh . . . . Dwight Eisenhower,” Laramie blurted out.  

 “Does he work for the road department?” 

  “No, but I think he did have something to do with the Interstate.” 

 “Never heard of him.” The man scraped the piece of pizza off the wall with 

his knife.  

 “Look, here’s what happened. I asked her about, eh, Hamilton, then the 

telephone rang. Juanita shoved the baby at me, went to answer the phone and 

never came back. That’s all I know.” 

 “Juanita!” the bearded man bellowed.  “Get in here.” 

 “Maybe the phone call was from a neighbor. An emergency of some sort.” 

 “It’s a mile to a neighbor’s house and they threatened to shoot us if we 

ever showed up on their property again.” The man gazed out the broken window 

towards the street. “Was the call in English or Spanish?” 

 “Spanish.” Laramie thought about closing his eyes to make the whole 

scene disappear. But that never worked when he was a kid and he knew it 

wouldn’t work now. 

 The man exploded like a jack-in-the-box. “I’m not going to put up with this 

anymore.” He stomped down the hall, then waved his knife at Laramie. “Get 

down here.” 



 “Why?” 

 “Because I want to see what’s going on in the bathroom. If you even so 

much as touched her, I’ll kill you.” 

 Laramie toted Philippe to the hall.  

The big man beat on the door.  “Juanita, open up right now.” 

 Laramie figured he could outrun him, provided he didn’t have a gun or 

throw that knife. But he froze again. This time out of fear. 

 “Did he hurt you, Juanita-mia?” He jammed the point of the switch blade 

into the door handle and twisted it. The white door popped open.  

 Majors spun for the living room when the man disappeared into the 

bathroom. The scream “Nooooooooo!” would have rattled windows, if there had 

been any left. Laramie propped Philippe on the sofa. “Sorry, little man . . . .” 

 “I’ll kill you!” The man lumbered down the hall.  

 Laramie banged open the screen door and hurled himself off the deck.   

 “Hey,” someone to his right called out. “Do you know how to use one of 

these?” 

Hap Bowman stood like a sentry at ease in foot tall weeds in the front 

yard. Amazed at the man’s calm demeanor, Laramie reached out his hand as 

Hap tossed him a coiled nylon rope. The big man roared out of the house. The 

dog on the porch let out a solitary “woof” without raising his head. 

 As the wild man stormed down the wooden stairs, Hap’s rope looped his 

arms. When he yanked back, the man flew off his feet onto his back. At that 

moment, Laramie’s rope circled the man’s legs. Amidst screams about parentage 



and curses meant to last for generations, the man flailed in tall dead grass and 

weeds. 

Laramie heard a crack, like a bat hitting a baseball. The man collapsed. 

 “Did he just knock himself out?” Hap asked.  

 After wading through weeds and trash where the man lay, Laramie 

scratched the back of his neck.  “I think he hit his head on a bowling ball.” 

 Hap meandered over to him. They gawked down at the unconscious man.  

“That was mighty thoughtful of him because I didn’t know what to do next.” 

   “I’m grateful that you showed up, Bowman, but you were about an hour 

late. What’s going on here? Dwight Purley told me I needed to talk to you about 

roping together. He said you were cowboy from boot to hat. Then you run out the 

door and leave me in a situation straight out of the Jerry Springer Show.” 

 Hap squatted beside the big man and examined the lump on his head. “It’s 

a long story. I didn’t know you were aimin’ to stick around and visit with Juanita. I 

figured you were right behind me, comin’ out the door. I waited down at the stop 

sign, but you never showed. I was beginnin’ to think I had the wrong guy.  I called 

Dwight. When he mentioned you bein’ tall, skinny, and a tad shy, I figured I’d 

better come pull you out. Who is this guy, anyway?” 

 “You don’t know him?” Laramie asked. 

 “Nope. Never seen him.”  

 “He claims to live here. I think he’s the father of that baby.” 

 “So, he’s the one.” 

 “The baby,” Laramie groaned. “I dumped him on the divan when I ran for 



my life.” 

 Laramie and Hap jogged back to the house.  The black dog on the porch 

opened one eye, then closed it quick. 

 Philippe stood on the couch chewing a dry, yellow celery stick.   

 “Where the heck is Juanita?” Hap asked. 

 “I don’t know. She left me holding the baby.” 

 “What do we do now?” 

  “You check out the bathroom.” 

 “Why?” 

 Laramie plucked Philippe off the couch. “Because the old boy in the yard 

spotted something in the bathroom that made him decide to kill me. If you find a 

body in there, I don’t want to know about it.” 

 Hap stepped over a spilled tray of cat litter. “Where’s the bathroom?” 

 Laramie waved at the hall. “You don’t know your way around this house?” 

 “This was the first time I’ve ever been here.” 

 “You aren’t going with this Juanita?” 

 “We’ve been talkin’ on the phone for three months, but this is the first time 

we met.” 

 “You made a great first impression. The bathroom is the first door to the 

left.” Laramie bounced the baby and snatched a look out the busted window. 

“Hurry up. That self-inflicted bowling ball wound won’t keep him down forever.” 

 Hap wandered back with two sheets of paper. “She taped a Dear John 

letter to the toilet seat lid, which seems rather appropriate.” 



 Laramie surveyed the room. “She was leaving all this?” 

 “It says she’s splittin’ with a dark, handsome cowboy.” 

 “Who?” 

 Hap shrugged. “Me, I reckon. That’s why she went crazy. I told her there 

was no way I was takin’ her and the baby with me.” 

 Laramie continued to shake his head as he gaped at the room. “That 

explains it. A scorned woman.” Philippe swatted him in the ear with the dried 

celery. 

 “She deceived me, man. During all those phone calls, she neglected to 

mention that she lived with a guy, had a kid, and gained umpteen pounds since 

the picture she mailed me. Worst of all, she lied about having a birthmark in the 

shape of a horse’s head under her right ear.” 

 “What’s a birthmark got to do with anything?” 

 “I told you, it’s a long story.” 

 “Hey, is he dead?”  The voice from the front yard was female, curious, but 

not panicked. They found Juanita crouched over the unconscious man. “Did you 

kill him?” 

“Where have you been?” Laramie marched out to the woman and shoved 

the baby at her. 

 She straddled Philippe on her hip.  “When I heard Francis was on his way 

home, I knew I had to get out of the house. If he found you here, he would beat 

on me and the baby again.” 

 “What about me?” Laramie asked. “Weren’t you concerned that he would 



carve me up?” 

 “Why should I be? I don’t even know you.” She turned and purred at Hap. 

“Honey, did you come back for me?” 

  “I came back for Laramie, my new ropin’ partner.” 

 “Well, you’re stuck with me now, too,” she said. “I’m going with you. When 

Francis wakes up, he’ll kill me, now that you did this to him.” 

 Hap held up his hand. “I told you, I’m not taking you with me. I came up 

here for a chat. That’s all I promised and you know it. We agreed to a ‘no strings’ 

visit.” 

 “Do you call ten minutes a visit?” 

 “A short visit. That’s all we needed.” 

 “If you didn’t plan on staying longer,” she whined, “why did you give this 

guy my address?” 

 “Optimistic speculation.” 

 “I’m not staying here. Give me and the baby a ride to my parents,” she 

demanded. “You owe me that much.” 

 “Where do they live?” Laramie asked. 

 “Greybull.” 

 “Get your stuff, quick, and change the baby’s diaper. We’ll give you a 

ride,” Laramie offered. 

 Juanita scampered toward the house toting a celery wielding Philippe. 

 “Why did you promise that?” Hap said. 

 “She has to get out of this situation. That guy’s crazy.” 



 “But she chose the situation herself.” 

 “And we complicated it.  The least we can do is to get her to her folks.” 

 “Then she’s ridin’ with you,” Hap insisted. “She had this romantic notion 

that I was comin’ up here to rescue her and the baby, then live happily ever after. 

I don’t want her in my truck. No tellin’ what she’ll do.” 

 “Okay, she rides with me. But we caravan over to Greybull together. Right, 

partner?” 

 “Yeah, but we need the ropes. You think he’ll stay unconscious?” 

 While Hap untied Francis, Laramie found the switchblade knife. 

 “You think that’s the only weapon he’s packin’?” Hap asked. 

 “No, but I don’t intend to search him.” Laramie eyed the front door. “I wish 

she’d hurry up. Go in there and nudge her along.” 

 Hap threw up his hands. “Not me, partner. I ain’t goin’ in that house ever 

again. And for sure and certain, I won’t do any nudgin’ with her.” 

 “But she’s your Juanita.” 

 “That’s the point. She’s not my Juanita.” 

 “Get both trucks running,” Laramie said. “I’ll see what I can tote.” 

 Juanita held the baby wearing a clean diaper, boots, and a t-shirt. Laramie 

carted a cardboard box and two brown grocery sacks crammed with clothes.  

 The black dog raised up on his front paws and howled. 

 As they bolted to the trucks, Francis propped up on his elbow.  “Where do 

you think you’re going?” He reached for his black boot and brandished a hunting 

knife with ten inch blade. 



 “To a better place than you.” Hap hefted the sixteen pound, ebony bowling 

ball with #135 engraved next to the holes. He bombed Francis’ upraised 

forehead. 

 “Did you kill him?” Juanita asked. 

 “I don’t reckon I killed him.” Hap trotted to the trucks. 

 “It’s alright with me if you did,” she called out. 

 Hap hopped behind the steering wheel of the black Dodge. With the door 

still open, he shouted, “Well, it ain’t alright with me.” 

### 

 The fifty mile ride to Greybull took less than an hour.   

 Philippe slept in his mother’s arms as Juanita stared out the window at 

bleak prairie and irrigated farmland. Laramie gripped the steering wheel tight and 

focused on the broken yellow line of Highway 14.  

 The hum of the tires on the asphalt dulled his mind. The cab of the truck 

smelled strong of garlic. He rolled the window down. Juanita seemed to slump 

lower in the seat every mile they traveled. 

 Laramie mulled over how Juanita might have gotten herself into such a fix. 

He found it hard to believe that Francis was her best available choice. But then, 

he had often thought the same thing about his mother. 

 Litter and dust swirled as they pulled into, then through, Greybull. The Big 

Horn Mountains towering to the east provided a Wyoming landscape, but the 

rundown stores and abandoned cars reminded Laramie of many of the dozen or 

so Texas towns where he grew up. He couldn’t help studying every bar they 



passed, expecting his dad to emerge. When he was young, he had teased his 

mother about writing a book on the front door architecture of bars and saloons. 

 He leaned towards the window and gulped the dry summer air. 

Juanita pointed to the railroad tracks. “Pull in there.” 

Laramie found himself cruising through an old abandoned brickyard and 

following a winding, dirt road through the sage. He slowed to a crawl 

through the foot-deep ruts, glancing at the sleeping baby each time. 

Gravel gave way to dirt, then two parallel paths in the weeds. Hap’s dusty, 

black Dodge bounced along behind them. 

A fortress of top-burnt cottonwood trees shielded three old singlewide 

trailer houses that curved in a U-shape. Several kids played soccer in the hard 

packed dirt yard. 

 “Are these all your relatives?” Laramie asked. 

 “Three of them are my brothers. Two are my sister’s kids. I can never 

remember who the other one is.” 

 Laramie parked his Chevy truck in the shade next to an International 

pickup with no hood or engine. “How many live out here?” 

 “Mamma says there’s fifteen now. But it changes all the time.” 

 Hap parked his rig next to Laramie’s, then lounged against the front of his 

truck.  

Laramie grabbed the box and sacks of clothes. ”Where do you want 

these?” 

 Juanita pointed at the center trailer. “On the porch by the blue one.” 



 A small, gray haired Mexican lady draped in an old, long dress stalked out 

on the porch to yell in Spanish. 

 “Who is that?” Laramie called out above the diatribe. 

 “My mother.” 

 “What is she saying?” 

 “She’s happy that I came home.” 

 The screaming intensified as they neared the blue trailer. Juanita said 

nothing. When Laramie shoved the box and sacks on the porch, the woman 

leaned over and spit into each of them, then stormed into the house. 

 “What was that all about?” Hap called out from his position next to the 

trucks. 

 “She’s stating the rules,” Juanita announced. 

 “Spitting is part of the rules?” Laramie asked. 

 “That was for emphasis.” 

 Laramie’s voice lowered. “Are you going to be alright?” 

 Juanita twisted around. She let out a big sigh and shifted the baby to her 

other hip. “Now do you see why I wanted so bad to go with Hap? But I am better 

off here than in Cody when Francis wakes up. I would rather be hit with my 

mother’s words than his fists.” 

 “Take care of that baby. Philippe and I are pals, now,” Laramie said. 

 She glanced down at her grubby tennis shoes. “Are you sure you don’t 

want me to live with you?” 

 “I’m not the one you need.  You can do a whole lot better than me.” 



 Four scrawny white chickens clucked and pecked their way across the 

yard.  

 “That’s a nice way of saying ‘no’.” 

 “Look after yourself and your baby. Find a job. You’ll get some breaks. 

You were right, Juanita, beneath all that gloom and self-pity, you’re a pretty lady.”  

 

 The two cowboys drove back into Greybull.  Hap pulled in front of the 

Sportsman Bar & Grille. Laramie parked behind him.  Hap wandered back to his 

truck. “Did you ever eat at Frank’s Last Chance Steak House?” 

 Laramie studied the buildings along the street and watched the doors of 

each bar. “Nope. Where’s it at?” 

 “About fifteen miles on down Highway 14 towards the Big Horns.  Leave 

your truck and ride with me. I’ll fill you in on the deal with Juanita.” 

 Laramie slid out and locked the door. “You think it’s okay to leave my truck 

parked here?” 

 “Hey, this is Wyoming. You could leave it until February and no one would 

notice. How long have you known Dwight?” 

 Laramie flopped down on the passenger’s side. “About two years. I met 

him at a clinic in Amarillo and worked for him all winter. How about you?” 

 “I was fifteen when he decided to teach me to rope.” Hap eased onto the 

highway headed east.   

Laramie rubbed the back of his neck. “Dwight’s a great teacher. He 

pushes you to the point that . . “ 



 Hap tapped on the steering wheel. “You almost want to bust his crooked 

nose . . . but then it . . .” 

 “. . . dawns on you that he’s right, and almost in spite of yourself . .” 

Laramie boomed. 

 “ . . . he’s made you a better roper.” Hap glanced at Laramie in the rear 

view mirror.  “Geez, we ain’t known each other for two hours and we’re finishin’ 

each other’s sentences.” 

 “I’ve never known anyone better at sizing up a man than Dwight. That’s 

why I drove up here. If he says we should rope together, it’s futile to argue.” 

 “Did Dwight ever take you to the jack-pot ropin’ in Chugwater?” 

 “That’s the first place we roped together,” Laramie said. “He headed, I 

heeled. We won the money that night and I never argued about his teaching 

tactics after that.” 

 “No foolin’? Same thing happened to me. I reckon we didn’t go over there 

until I was about sixteen. I headed, and Dwight heeled. I’ve forgotten a lot of 

ropin’s since then. But I remember that night. We won the average with two 8.2 

times.” 

 “This is uncanny,” Laramie added. “Dwight and I had two 8.2 times.” 

 “Are you kiddin’ me? Maybe Dwight’s right. Maybe we are supposed to 

rope together.” 

 “How much did you and Dwight make that night?” 

 “My share was $155. I thought I was rollin’ in big money.  Don’t tell me 

that’s what you and Dwight made.” 



 “Nope. We made $475 each.” 

Hap pushed his hat back. “I’m glad to hear that. This was gettin’ weird.” 

“I went out and bought a video camera so I could analyze my roping. Do 

you remember what you spent that purse on?” 

 “Yeah. On a date.” 

 “A $155 date when you were sixteen?” 

 “It was high school prom night. I rented a limo and ever’thin’.” 

 “She must have been quite a girl.” 

 “I’m sure she was.  I just don’t remember her very well. She was an 

exchange student. But she was cute. And I remember her name.” 

 “You remember her name?” 

 “It was Juanita. They are all named Juanita.” 

Laramie leaned back and folded his arms. “What is this thing about you 

and girls named Juanita?” 

 

 The walls of the steak house displayed a wide collection of taxidermied 

mounts, racks and heads of most every game animal in Wyoming, plus a few 

from other continents.  The tablecloths were linen, the dishware sturdy, and the 

floors polished hardwood. With the massive grill in the center of the room, smoke 

swirled with scents of hot red meat and sweet sauces. 

 The cowboys finished their medium-rare rib-eye steaks and thick sliced 

fries, then dissected cherry cheesecake as Hap finished the story about his 

fascination for girls named Juanita. “I reckon that all seems a tad strange,” he 



offered. 

 “No, not at all.”  

 “Really?” 

 “It’s not a little strange; it’s a big, totally bizarre strange,” Laramie chided. 

 “That’s nice. I’m glad you understand so well.” 

 “I don’t understand. There’s got to be more to it.” 

 “Yeah . . . “ Hap pushed his hat back and rubbed his temples. “I suppose 

there’s somethin’ that keeps pushin’ me. Mama used to say it’s because I’m the 

middle of five boys. Brad can ride the wild broncs.  Terry Wayne’s a natural born 

farmer.  Kenny quarterbacked the football team, an all-around athlete. My 

youngest brother, Jeb, is a computer whiz at age fourteen.” 

 “So, your distinction is this Juanita obsession?” 

 “It’s an ice-breaker. Most people laugh when they hear about it.” 

 “You do plan to give it up some day, don’t you?” 

 “I ain’t goin’ to be chasin’ Juanitas when I’m thirty, if that’s what you 

mean.” 

“I guess my only real question is, how does this Juanita obsession of 

yours affect us roping together?” Laramie pressed. 

 “Just don’t set me up with some buckle bunny that ain’t named Juanita. 

And if we pull into a café with a waitress named Juanita, you got to back off and 

let me talk things up a while. Other than that, ain’t much to it.” 

 “Are we thinking about going down the road this week, this month, or 

when?” Laramie asked. 



 “You got some funds set aside?” 

 “A few hundred. And you?” 

 Hap stabbed his cherry cheesecake. “I got some. I had thought about 

workin’ for old Tom Beall over in Nevada for a couple months, then crackin’ out. 

But that was before I figured on sharin’ expenses. We could go down to Dwight’s 

and work his steers for a week or so, just to see how we rope together.”  

 “Look, Hap, I need to tell you I’m sort of a quiet person. I mean . . . don’t 

expect me to liven up a party or stay up late every night. On more than one 

occasion, I’ve been called downright boring. But I like to think of it as being 

peaceful. I like things quiet and simple.” 

“Hey, that’s exactly the way I like it. Just rope, work a few cows, tell lies 

with some friends, and enjoy the countryside. Nothin’ showy. Nothin’ wild. Shoot, 

I spend a lot of nights just waitin’ for the moon to come up.” Hap motioned to the 

waitress, “Say, darlin’, could you fill our coffee cups again?” 

 The girl in black jeans and white shirt swung around by their table with a 

steaming glass coffee pot.  As she swooped down for a quick refill, the spout 

crashed into the rim of Laramie’s cup, tipping it towards him. He sat transfixed as 

the boiling hot coffee flooded across the glass table top and plunged over the 

edge into the crotch of his jeans. 

 “Geeez!”  He sprang up and staggered back. His oak captain’s chair 

sprawled across the wooden floor, just as a large lady in green flowered 

Bermuda shorts stood to leave. 

 The sliding chair rammed into the back of her bare knees. She tumbled 



forward onto a table that had not been cleared. A table leg weakened from years 

of service gave way. The other three legs dominoed with a scream and crash.  

 Three Japanese men at a table next to her leapt up to help, spilling their 

drinks and knocking over the candle. The green linen tablecloth flamed as the 

men staggered back. Thick smoke billowed from plastic flowers now consumed 

with the blaze. 

 A cook with tall white hat propped on his head sprinted out of the kitchen 

with a fire extinguisher.  One quick blast of white foam put out the fire, but the 

foam kept spraying. 

 “It won’t shut off,” the cook yelled as he foamed the Asian tourists. 

 He kicked open the doors and sprayed his way into the parking lot. A 

black Labrador, foamed from head to tail, snarled his way into the restaurant, 

crashing into chairs and tables as he tried to paw the fire retardant out of his 

eyes.  

 A lady in sweat pants, who looked about ten months pregnant, crawled up 

on her chair screaming, “Keep the mad dog away!” 

 Just then, an old man, with two weeks of white beard, staggered into the 

dining room from the bar next door. He stared at the screaming woman, pulled 

up a chair, then shouted, “Oh, good, it’s Karaoke night.” 

 The original waitress, still standing next to the cowboy’s table with coffee 

pot in hand, grumbled, “Crap . . . I didn’t need this.”  

 She glanced down at Hap, the bite of cheesecake still suspended on his 

fork.  “I think I’ll pass on that refill, darlin’.” 



 

 Thirty minutes later, after some order was restored in the restaurant, 

Laramie and Hap strolled out to the parking lot. Neither said anything until they 

were back on Highway 14 headed west towards Greybull.   

 “Does that happen to you often?” Laramie asked. “I’d like to know what I’m 

signing up for.” 

 “Me? You were the one who jumped up when the coffee hit your 

Wranglers.” 

 “It was a self-preservation, reflex reaction.” 

 “I don’t reckon we’ll soon forget it.” Hap tugged on his black hat and 

chewed on a wooden toothpick. “It could have been worse.” 

 Laramie looked over at him.  “How in the world could it have been worse?” 

 “The building could have burned down and that pregnant lady could have 

gone into labor.” 

 “Well, that was enough excitement for me.” 

 “You got plans where to stay tonight?” Hap asked. 

 “Hadn’t thought about it yet.” 

 “I got an aunt and uncle in Worland. We can bunk with them.” 

 Laramie pushed his hat back. “Are they boring?  I would like very much to 

stay some place boring.” 

 “Uncle Ralph will talk about his hay crop and whether they had enough 

moisture. Aunt Shelley may entertain us with some excitin’ stories from quiltin’ 

camp.” 



 “Sounds like my kind of people.” 

 Hap tromped on the accelerator and pulled around a slow moving cattle 

truck. “We’ll pick up your truck, then head south on Highway 20.” 

 

 Laramie stomped around his pickup in the dim streetlight of Greybull, 

Wyoming. “Look at this! Oh, sure, leave your rig here on the street, you said. 

Nothing will happen to it. That’s what you told me.” 

 Hap pulled off his hat and tousled his black hair.  “I reckon it’s the first time 

I’ve ever seen all four tires slashed.” 

 “Have you noticed that ever since I met you, my life has been out of 

control?” Laramie hollered. 

 “You blamin’ this on me?” 

 Laramie flailed his hands. “I’m just saying, I don’t know if I’ll be able to live 

through this partnership. There goes the money I’ve saved up. Wyoming is a 

disaster.” 

 “I reckon we can bunk in Greybull tonight. Can’t get you new tires until 

mornin’.” 

 “And leave my truck on the street, looking like some war zone casualty?” 

 “If you squint your eyes, it kind of has that lowrider effect.  It ain’t that bad. 

Just four tires. What happened to the easy goin’ . . . kick back . . . stay out of the 

conflict, Laramie?” 

 “No one should be allowed to abuse women, kids . . . or trucks.” 

 A thin, pony-tailed girl wearing a black “Eat Dirt & Die” t-shirt rode up on 



her bicycle. “Is that your truck?” 

 “Yeah . . .” Laramie mumbled. 

 “I saw who did it.” 

 “Who?” 

 “A big guy on a motorcycle.” 

 Laramie clenched his teeth.  “I knew it! There was a Harley in that shed at 

Juanita’s house.  Good old Francis must have followed us. He’s not going to get 

away with this. It’s payback time.” 

 “Wait a minute, partner, we don’t know it was him.” 

 Laramie turned to the girl. “Did he have on a sleeveless denim shirt, with a 

tattoo on his right arm like a crown of thorns?” 

 “Yeah, do you know him?” she replied. 

 Laramie reached down and fingered a slit in his tire. “Not as well as I will.” 

 “He called you some names,” she added.  “Do you want to hear them?” 

 “No, thanks. Can’t be near as many names as I’m going to call him.” 

 “Cool! Can I listen to you call him names? Maybe I’ll learn some new 

ones.” 

 “Go home, darlin’. It’s late.” Hap ushered the girl down the sidewalk. 

 Laramie stomped back to Hap’s truck. “Come on.” 

 Hap paused.  “I know I’ll regret askin’ this, but where are we goin’?” 

 “2490 Paradise Road, Cody.” 

 “What do you aim to do?” 

 “I don’t know, but I’ll think of it by the time we get there.” 



 Hap slid behind the wheel. “Laramie, you got to think this through. 

Vengeance ain’t a purdy thing.” 

 “No vengeance. But he will get what he deserves. This has to end right 

now.” 

 “You goin’ to shoot him?” 

 “No.” 

 “Then it might be time to ride away.” 

 “It’s not your truck that’s sliced up. Why did this happen to me? She was 

your Juanita.” 

 “I told you she ain’t mine. Never was. But, I say you need to walk away 

from it right now. You go over and do somethin’ to his bike, or his house, and 

then he’ll come look you up and do somethin’ worse than slashin’ tires. Back and 

forth it will go, gettin’ worse ever’ time, until finally one of you kills the other. So 

why not just get it over and shoot him now? Either that, or walk away from it. 

Those are your only two choices.” 

 “Hap, I’m not going to shoot him, but I am going to challenge him. He can’t 

get away with this.” 

 “Don’t you think we ought to wait until mornin’?” 

 “No.” 

 Hap flipped a U and drove out of town. “What if he isn’t over there in 

Cody? What if he’s here at Juanita’s folks’ place, lookin’ for her? He could have 

sliced up the entire family.” 

 “That’s a happy thought.  Go over to her folks place.” 



 “What if he’s there?” 

 “I’ll call him out.” 

 “Now, partner, I ain’t questionin’ your heart, nor your ability. But he’s a big, 

strong rounder.” 

 “Yeah, but I’m on the side of right.” 

 “That’s what Travis and Bowie said at the Alamo.” 

 “If you aren’t up to it, let me borrow your truck.” 

 “Oh, no, I’m stickin’ with my truck,” Hap insisted. 

 

 About 11:00 p.m., they pulled through the old brickyard and bounced 

along the dirt road towards the grove of cottonwoods. No lights shined from the 

three singlewide trailers. 

 “You aim to go up and knock on each door?” Hap asked. 

 “I thought maybe I’d look around for the motorcycle. If it’s not here, there’s 

no reason to disturb anyone.” 

 “You need help? Or do you want me to wait in the truck with the engine 

runnin’?” 

 “You can help me look,” Laramie said. “After all, you are my new partner.” 

 “I was afraid you’d say that.” 

 Cool air drifted from the west as they parked back in the trees. Laramie 

and Hap meandered towards the mobile homes.   

 “Do you see a Harley?” Laramie whispered. 

 “I see an old abandoned 1949 Studebaker, a John Deere two cylinder 



tractor without wheels, an Albertson’s grocery cart, but no motorcycle. Of course, 

I know a guy in Sheridan who keeps his motorcycle in his living room. He rolls it 

into the house ever’ night.” 

 “You saying I need to wake everyone up?” 

 Hap pointed toward the middle trailer. “You don’t need to wake up 

mamma. She’s on the porch with a shotgun.” 

 In the shadows, Laramie spotted the woman’s small frame. She looked 

like a defiant hen standing against the wolves. “Ma’am, we’re not burglars,” he 

called out. “We were with Juanita this afternoon. I just need to ask you a couple 

questions.” 

 “You get two questions, then I pull the trigger.” 

 “Is Francis, the father of Juanita’s baby, here at your place?” Laramie said. 

 “No.” 

 “Did he come over lookin’ for Juanita?” Hap blurted out. 

 “Yes.” 

 “Did she go with him?” Laramie asked. 

 They heard her pump a shell into the chamber. 

 “Wait a minute, ma’am . . .” Hap called out. “We thought you meant two 

questions each.” 

 “After I chased him off, she took the baby and my pickup and left. I have 

no idea where she went. If you find her, tell her I want my truck back.” 

 Laramie and Hap trudged back to the idling pickup.  

 “She got scared and ran to some other safe place,” Hap suggested. 



 “If he was smart, he’d wait at the end of the drive and follow her.” 

 “That’s a scary scene. It makes you not want to read the paper in the 

mornin’. Where are we goin’ now?” 

 “To Cody,” Laramie replied.  

 “Do you ever call it a day and go to sleep?” 

 “Not until the work’s done. Too many times I’ve backed down just to keep 

the peace. ‘Don’t make it worse,’ Mamma would say. But it got worse even when 

I did nothing. Well, no more. This isn’t right and I won’t retreat.” 

 

 “No one’s at home except the pooch on the porch,” Hap reported. “And the 

Harley’s gone.”  

 They slipped through the night shadows back to the pickup. 

 Hap opened the driver’s side door. “Do you reckon he’s out chasin’ her 

down somewhere?” 

 “What worries me is that we’re going to hear of her murder in the morning. 

I don’t know if I can live with that.” 

 Hap leaned up against the door. “There ain’t nothin’ we can do. She has to 

file a complaint against him. What’s the plan now?” 

 “We wait for him.” 

 “You think he’ll be back?” 

 “It’s his house.” 

 “Without Juanita and the baby, what is there to come home to?” Hap 

insisted. 



 “Then there’s nothing for us to worry about.” 

 “I ain’t leavin’ my truck here. We need one rig with tires. Let’s park near 

the mobile home grounds, out at the highway. We can hike back down here.” 

Hap flipped a U in the wide, treeless street and drove north.  

 “This is a long way to run, if we need a quick exit,” Laramie said. 

 “Why will we need to run? You’re plannin’ on whippin’ him, ain’t you?  If 

you intend to lose the fight, let me know right now, so I can call an ambulance on 

stand by.” 

 “I don’t know what will happen,” Laramie admitted. 

 “On the other hand, if you’d like to just keep on goin’, I can head this rig to 

Greybull or Worland right now.” 

 Laramie motioned toward yard lights. “Pull in at the trailer park.” 

 Hap fumbled around behind the seat. “I expect we’ll need a couple ropes.” 

 “I’m not using ropes or a bowling ball this time.” 

 “Well, in that case . . .” Hap pulled out a lever action carbine. “Think I’ll tote 

my 30/30.” 

 Laramie and Hap prowled south along the street without lights. The 

breeze from the west hovered between mild and cool.  

 “What do you plan on doing with the gun?” Laramie asked. 

“I’m goin’ to try to keep him from killin’ you.” 

 “I appreciate that.” 

 “And if that’s not a possibility, I can at least put you out of your misery 

quick.” 



 “That’s a real comfort to know.” 

 When they reached the darkened house, they tramped over to the VW 

perched on cinder blocks. They sat on the cracked, but still warm asphalt and 

leaned against an abandoned chest freezer with the door removed. Both men 

kept their eyes on the street.   

 “You got a girlfriend, Laramie?  I told you about my search for Juanita. 

What about you?” 

 “There was a gal at college last year.  I thought maybe she was the one.” 

 “You went to college?” 

 Laramie rubbed on his clenched fist. “Junior college. I was an agriculture 

major. I thought about going on, but just couldn’t get motivated.” 

 “What was her name?” 

 “Shelby. She’s one of those types that’s so dadgum beautiful, you’re 

embarrassed to talk to her. But she started talking to me after class . . . then one 

thing led to another and . . .”  

 “Wait, wait, wait . . .” Hap interrupted. “We might have a very long night 

here. There’s no reason to skip over one thing leadin’ to another. What was the 

one thing and what did it lead to? Fill in the details, partner.” 

 “We got chummy.” 

 “How chummy?” 

 “Real chummy,” Laramie said.  

 “Oh, well, that makes a difference. Real chummy as opposed to slightly 

chummy . . . or unreal chummy.” 



 “The point is, I thought she was the one. Since she majored in elementary 

education, I even considered ag education.” 

 “And Mr. and Mrs. School Teacher would live happily ever after?” 

 “Something like that. We had a great time over Thanksgiving and for the 

next couple of weeks. Then she went home to Baltimore for Christmas break.” 

 “She was from the East coast? Was she sort of snotty in a good sense 

and have a little upturned nose and bangs that jiggle in time with . . . with the rest 

of her parts that jiggle.” 

 “Yeah . . . why did you say that?” 

 “That’s the way all the college girls from the East look,” Hap said.  “What 

happened over Christmas break?” 

 “She didn’t come back for spring term. After a week of shock and wonder, 

I went over to her old dorm and asked around. No one would talk to me.” 

 “Was she pregnant?” 

 “We weren’t that chummy. A friend’s roommate worked maintenance at 

her dorm. He brought me the news that Shelby had gotten married on Christmas 

Eve.” 

 “She dumped you and married another guy?” 

 “It seems she was engaged all fall. From what I finally found out, she was 

worried that maybe she had been in a hurry to get married. She dated me just to 

make sure she had made the right choice.” 

 Hap whistled. “You kiddin’ me?” He plucked up a piece of gravel and 

chucked it against the VW bus. “I’ve dated a Juanita or two just like that.” 



 “That’s when I decided college wasn’t for me. So, to answer your question, 

no I don’t have a girl . . . and I guess I’m not looking too hard for one right now. 

At least, nothing complicated.” 

 Clouds stacked up against the Big Horn Mountains and blocked the stars 

in the eastern side of the night sky.  Hap rubbed out a cramp in his thigh. He 

looped his hat over his knee and leaned his head back against the empty freezer. 

“Laramie, I started this day in Lander. New cologne and a clean shirt. This was 

going to be huge. Court Juanita . . . find happiness . . . settle down. Now look at 

me. Sittin’ in the dark with a carbine on my lap. Seems I took a wrong turn 

sometime today and I can’t go back.” 

 Laramie watched the dark clouds roll over the stars. When he rubbed his 

shirt-covered arm, he could feel goosebumps.  “You notice that’s the way life is? 

You never get to go back.” 

 “Well, if I could do it over, I’d never have come to Cody. Shoot, I don’t 

think I would have dated that Juanita from Colorado, neither. I learned to stay 

away from girls more obsessive than I am. If I had a choice, I’d spend more time 

with my dad. He died when I was thirteen. A massive heart attack at forty-two 

yearls old. That’s way too young. I always figured he had a lot to teach me and 

we just never got around to it. Kinda sad, ain’t it? How about you? If you had a 

chance to go back . . . where would it be?” 

 “Are you getting philosophical on me?” 

 “Just tryin’ to stay awake. Don’t you have a time you’d like to go back to?” 

 “New Year’s Day, 1985.” 



 “Now, that’s specific. What about it?” 

 “I’d have clobbered my old man with a baseball bat, instead of letting him 

take it away from me.” 

 Hap traced his finger along the cold, hard walnut carbine buttstock. “Did 

he get mean when he was drunk?” 

 Laramie waved his arm to the east. “Did you see that lightening over in the 

Big Horns?” 

 “You need to change the subject?” Hap pressed. 

 When Laramie closed his eyes, he saw the streaks of blood mixed with 

tears on his mother’s face. “Yeah, I’m changing the subject. At least for now.  

Maybe some day, Hap. Is that fair enough?” 

“Partner, I’ll listen to anything you want to tell me. But I won’t hound you.” 

“And I’ll do the same for you.” Laramie cleared his throat. “Do we have a 

storm headed this way?” 

 “Looks like it. You should have worn your hat,” Hap said. 

 “I never wear a hat. Except in the arena and that’s because they make 

me.” 

 “You cowboy, but you don’t wear a hat? What’s the deal?” 

 ”Some guys can wear a hat, some can’t. I look funny in a hat.” 

 “Who told you that?” 

 “Molli Peters, when I was twelve.” 

 “Do you mean to tell me what some girl said when you were twelve still 

controls your life?” 



 “How old were you when you started looking for your Juanita?” Laramie 

quizzed. 

 “Twelve, but it’s completely different.” 

 “Oh?” 

 “Look, that night after I met her, when I was twelve, I prayed. I said, ‘Lord, 

I’m never goin’ to ask you for another thing as long as I live. I just want to marry 

my Juanita some day when I grow up.’” 

 “So, prayer makes your situation different?” 

 “It’s in the Lord’s hands.” 

 “Yeah, I guess,” Laramie murmured. 

 Hap raised the carbine and pointed it at the brightest star. “You do believe 

in God, don’t you?” 

 “I suppose most everyone does. But that doesn’t mean I understand his 

ways.” 

 “What are you thinkin’ of?” Hap asked. 

 “Philippe.” 

 “Juanita’s baby?” 

 “Yeah, Juanita and good old Francis. That little guy hardly has a chance in 

life. What kind of world is this that he’s growin’ up in? He’s got violence and filth 

and constant tension. How can he make it?” 

 “You blame God for that?” Hap asked. 

 “Not exactly, but I truly don’t understand. I have a sister, Diana. She’s 

about three years older.  She married Barry right out of high school. He got into 



computers and made so much money they can’t find enough ways of spending 

it.” 

 “That’s a nice problem.” 

 “They’ve got a big house near Seattle. Diana doesn’t need to work. So all 

she wants is to have kids.” 

 “But they can’t?” 

 Laramie sighed. “Nope. It’s not Barry; it’s her. She can’t bear children. My 

sis is a saint. She’s the sweetest, kindest, smartest lady I know. If I ever find one 

like my sis, I’ll marry her. But for the life of me, I don’t get why God above 

prevents her from having kids . . . and little Philippe is born in a home like this. 

There’s a whole lot of things like that I don’t comprehend.” 

 “Here comes a rig,” Hap said. 

 Laramie crouched forward. “Two headlights. It’s not a motorcycle.” 

 “Maybe someone’s lost.” Hap sat cross-legged, carbine across his lap. “I 

think they’re turnin’ in here. Duck down.” 

 “Is that a Harley in the back of the pickup?” Laramie whispered. 

 A red bandanna do-rag around his head, Francis climbed out of the 

passenger side. He carried a sleeping Philippe. 

 Juanita bounced out on the driver’s side, keys spinning on her fingers. 

“Honey, do you think we should tape some cardboard over that hole in the front 

window to keep the bugs out?”  

 “Just pull the curtains, babe,” Francis replied. “I’ll repair it tomorrow.  You 

might want to bring in the commode lid, though.  I’ll put the baby to bed. He’s 



tired. He’s had a long day.” 

 “We’ve all had a long day.” 

 “Did you get it out of your system?” Francis asked. 

 “Running away? Yeah . . . I think I did. How about you? Did you get your 

anger out?” 

 “Nothin’ like slicin’ tires to relieve stress.” 

 Hap prodded Laramie with the carbine. “Now’s your chance. You want the 

gun?” 

 Laramie waved him away. 

 Juanita and Francis paused in front of the busted screen door. Francis 

leaned down. Juanita threw her arm around him and kissed him on the lips. Then 

the three, and the black dog, disappeared into the house. 

 

 Neither said much on the drive back to Greybull until they hit the 

thundershowers. 

 “If it rains hard, they’ll wish they had that window fixed,” Hap finally 

offered.   

 “I sat there most of the night thinking of all the things I was going to do to 

the guy, but I didn’t count on that.” 

 “It’s a tough one to figure out.” 

 “It’s still a mess. I don’t know how they can make it.” 

 “Yeah, but it’s not our mess. I hope you learned a lesson from all of this.” 

 “I learned that slashing tires relieves stress.” 



 “You didn’t exactly slash them.” 

 “Letting the air out and tossing away the valve cores was the best I could 

do. I should have carried my pocket knife,” Laramie said. 

 “You should have let me blast the tires.” 

 “I didn’t want to wake up the baby. But I’m glad I let the air out of the 

Harley, too.” 

 Hap pushed his hat back. “What do you say, cowboy? We make a good 

team. You ready to rodeo?” 

 “ After today, I’m braced for anything.” Laramie rubbed the back of his 

neck. “Besides, I figure it can only get better from here.” 


