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A Gold Half Eagle


 


At the age of twenty-two Hal Chesterton’s world is turned on its head. He could never have guessed a blocked watercourse heralded such a disastrous change to his life. His pa’s lucky coin, a gold half eagle, responsible for a stroke of good luck, now bears a bitter fruit. For the first time Hal has to stand on his own two feet, and the prospects don’t look good. Gunfights, loose women and deception play havoc with his search for the culprit. Hot-headed and vengeful, he is not so easily deterred, but falling for a beautiful young woman clouds his judgment.
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Chapter 1


 


The sun was riding high in the Kansas sky and the breeze whipped up little swirls of dust in the yard. Twenty-two-year-old Halford Chesterton mounted his nimble quarter horse ready to ride out to the wind-pump enclosure, where the new cattle were gathered. It was the latest purchase his father had made at the local auction, and included some newly imported Hereford cattle to cross with the local cattle and strengthen the breed. And they needed branding. His father mounted his own horse and the two of them were ready to set off. His ma came out of the ranch house with a packet of bread and cheese, some fruit and a flask of home-brewed beer for the day ahead.


‘Now you make sure you’re back before sundown,’ she warned. ‘I don’t want no repeat of last night, cold stew ain’t no good for anyone.’


His pa was quick to respond. ‘Don’t you worry none, Mary, we’ll be back in good time.’


With that they kicked their horses’ flanks and were soon out of the yard and off to the enclosure. Branding is a tedious job, but with the arrangement of wooden railings and gates the two of them managed to usher the cattle through one by one. The air was soon heavy with the acrid smell of burnt hair and hide as Hal’s pa applied the branding iron to each beef.


For ten years, since the age of twelve, Hal had been helping his pa on the ranch. Wrestling calves had given him fine muscles, and learning to control a horse with his knees, and one-handed, while roping or shooting, had given him superb horsemanship skills. The shooting had been very hit and miss until his pa showed him how to relax the muscles and stop trying so hard, such that by the age of fifteen he could shoot four out of every five cans off the corral fence from anywhere inside the railing while trotting round the enclosure. One day the ranch would be his and it was in his interest to see that he could take good care of it. He wanted it to prosper, of course, but things are not always what they seem, and Hal couldn’t possibly have known that everything was about to come crashing down round him. But for the moment, at least, everything seemed good, as father and son began the arduous work of branding. The sun was hot, the brazier was hot, the cattle were restive and the hours passed slowly.


At last his pa looked up. ‘That’s the last of the new beeves,’ he announced, putting the branding iron aside. The smouldering metal with its design of interlocking Cs for Chas Chesterton was left to cool slowly. He came over to Hal. ‘I’m a bit concerned, Hal, about the water level in the cut. I guess we’d better go up-valley to the river and take a look.’


Without adequate water, beeves soon become weak and lose weight. If there is insufficient rainfall or someone interferes with the water supply, quick action has to be taken to remedy the situation. Rainfall was a little low but not yet too little to worry unduly. The pump was pulling up enough. So they were surprised that the stream feeding the enclosure seemed lower than they were expecting. This wasn’t the main flow through the ranch but an old cut diverted to water lush calving paddocks.


‘Water does look a bit low, Pa.’


‘Yeah, log jam or something.’


It took the best part of two hours to meander up-valley to the main river. Beeves were wallowing at one of the watering shallows, but it was soon apparent that there was a blockage of some sort on the distributary stream. As they rode up to the junction of the stream and the river the problem was clear. Brushwood had collected and bunched up making a small blockage, exacerbated by a couple of larger branches off a cottonwood.


‘Ain’t nothing much,’ Hal’s pa said. ‘Couple of branches, we’ll have that cleared in no time. Didn’t think it would be much.’


But as Hal got down to pull one of the cottonwood branches free, he suddenly stopped. ‘I don’t like the look of this. This branch has been cut, it ain’t a natural break. Do you suppose. . . ?’


‘Just something that’s come downriver, that’s all.’


But Hal wasn’t convinced. ‘No Pa, look at this, the brushwood here has been stuck into the mud, it never planted itself like that. An’ that’s why it’s all blocked up.’


His pa looked at the blockage. ‘I agree, that ain’t natural. But why? I mean we ain’t never had anything like this before, why now?’


‘Do you reckon I should camp out here a while overnight an’ see if anyone shows up?’ Hal asked his pa.


His pa stroked his chin. ‘Don’t reckon that’ll do no good. If this was deliberate, it was to draw our attention to somethin’. So best wait and see what next.’


They rode slowly back to the ranch house with little conversation, each deep in his own thoughts. Ma Chesterton had prepared a good hot beef stew laced with potato, carrot and onion and her own blend of oregano and cilantro to give it that distinctive flavour that her husband adored. Conversation was slightly subdued, even after the meal. Hal could see his pa was troubled, but he gave little away in front of his wife. Nothing was said about what they’d seen up the valley.


Hal understood that his pa never wanted to bother his wife with day-to-day worries about the ranch – she had enough to do running the domestic side of things, and over the years they’d fallen into a comfortable separation of duties. They’d always managed on their own without any help except for Hal on the ranch, and hired hands for driving to market every autumn. The ranch had never grown out of hand, just about six hundred head; Hal’s pa had concentrated on breeding fine quality into his herd, and his beeves always fetched a good price. But now it seemed someone had got a grudge.


They didn’t have to wait long to find out what was going on, for the very next day, two riders came to the ranch. Hal and his pa stood out on the porch to see what they wanted.


‘You Mister Chesterton?’ said one of the riders.


Hal’s pa nodded but said nothing.


‘Can we talk inside?’ the rider asked.


‘We can talk here,’ Chas Chesterton replied, his hands stuck firmly into the top of his belt.


‘Might be better. . . .’


‘Say your piece Mister, and git goin’. I ain’t got all day.’


The rider reached into his pocket and unfolded a piece of paper. ‘It’s about this IOU.’


‘IOU?’ Chas Chesterton queried. ‘What in hell are you talkin’ ’bout?’


‘I’m talking about ten thousand dollars,’ the man replied.


There was a silence while nobody knew what to say. Only one of the riders had spoken so far. Hal was looking at his pa and trying to figure what was going on. His pa was moving his hand slowly towards his gunbelt.


‘Don’t do that Mister, we ain’t got no say over this. We’re just messenger boys. An’ the message we were told to give you is simple, pay up or there’ll be trouble.’


Hal decided to join in. ‘You mean like blocking the river?’


‘That kind of thing, maybe. Or maybe something else. Point is, if there ain’t no payment you won’t be in business much longer.’


Ignoring the advice, Hal’s pa had moved swiftly and drawn his gun, he fired two quick shots into the dust near the horses’ hoofs. ‘That’s all I got to say. Now skidaddle.’


The horses bucked and the riders at once turned back down the track, quickly reaching a fast trot and disappearing into the distance.


‘Was that wise, Pa? I mean they’ll only come back or something. What’s this about, anyways? Do you owe somebody ten thousand dollars? We ain’t never got that kind of dough to spare.’


His pa stepped off the veranda, looked down to the ground and scuffed his boot in the dirt. ‘I’d like to tell you, but it’s a kinda private matter that I wouldn’t want you to know. It was a long time ago.’


‘And now someone’s calling in the debt. Do you really owe?’


‘I did write a note, but it was a kinda joke, it was never goin’ to happen.’


‘But it has,’ Hal said plainly.


‘Mebbe,’ his pa replied. ‘Mebbe.’


‘Well, Pa, you mightn’t want to tell me about it, but I guess you’d better, just in case anything happens. They weren’t joshing, somethin’ bad’ll happen for sure an’ we’d better be ready for it.’


Chas Chesterton looked long and hard at his son. He loved his son beyond anything in the world. The day he was born was the highlight of his life, and he never let it pass without a celebration and a prayer to the Almighty. Of course he loved his wife too, but . . . and here was the but, it now looked as if that happy shivari, a wedding day to remember, was coming back to haunt him in a way he never imagined. How would he ever have thought that the foolish dealing between two young bucks would rear its head in such an ugly manner some twenty and more years later? But it had, and now he must face the consequences. But why now, what had suddenly sparked it off? There was only one thing to be done. He would have to visit his old adversary, his drinking-buddy companion of a misspent youth, and see why he’d decided to call in the IOU.


‘I’ve decided,’ he said without embellishment.


‘That’s good,’ Hal rejoined. ‘What have you decided?’


‘Don’t you worry, son. I’ve got it all figured.’


Hal had never stood up to his pa before, there was no need, but this felt different. He didn’t like it. ‘Not quite. In a way this ranch belongs to me as much as it belongs to you. I’ve a right to know what’s goin’ on. Ten thousand dollars is a big deal and you might be in danger. I don’t want nothin’ to happen to you, Pa.’


‘Well, it’s goin’ to take a few days to ride out and see my old friend. I guess you could ride along too. Only I don’t want to leave Mary on her own, with this matter brewin’ up.’


‘I’ll ride over to our neighbours and see if I can get Ben to look in an’ see everything’s all right while we’re gone.’


His pa made no objection and Hal felt that his pa was actually glad that he’d offered to accompany him to see his friend. Was he expecting trouble?


Everything was arranged. Ben Holder, the youngest son of their nearest neighbours, said he’d willingly come out to the ranch each day to keep an eye on the calves in the pump enclosure and everything else. Ben was a good rider and handy with a rifle if the need should arise. In any case, Chas Chesterton felt sure nothing would happen before he’d seen his friend to sort out what was going on.


Setting out early the next day, Hal and his pa stopped by in the town to see if anyone had recognized the two riders who’d called out to the ranch. But they drew a blank, it seemed the riders hadn’t gone into town at all.


By nightfall on that first day Hal and his pa reached Suttonville, some fifty miles from home. They put their horses into livery and checked into the town’s only hotel. At dinner that night Hal plucked up the courage to quiz his pa about the IOU.


‘Are you going to tell me, Pa?’


‘I suppose I should. You’re right, son, and I’m proud of you for keeping on at me, some things have to come out into the open. But before I say anything else, listen up real good. I done a silly thing really ’bout this IOU nonsense. So, let it be a real good lesson for you. Don’t never do nothing that you ain’t proud of, or that you might one day regret, cos you nivver know when it might come back and bite you in the pants.’


‘You regret this thing?’


‘Too late for that, and remember whatever happens, I’ve always . . .’


Hal cut him short. ‘Don’t go talkin’ like that Pa, it don’t feel good.’


They fell silent and concentrated on the steak that had just been set before them. Hal’s mind was a whirr of imaginings. What could his pa have done that brought them to this situation? Between mouthfuls, maybe because he found it easier to talk while engaged on another task, Chas Chesterton decided he had to come clean.


‘It was over a woman,’ he blurted out, to break the silence between them.


Although there was silence between them, the hotel dining room had several guests and Hal wasn’t exactly sure what his pa had said.


‘A woman?’ he repeated incredulously.


‘A woman,’ his pa repeated unnecessarily. ‘A special woman. Mind, she was only a girl at the time. A right purty girl at that, she was a real looker. And she could cook and keep house and I was courting her. We were walking out together. But then one day I found out she’d been walking out with someone else, an’ I didn’t like that. Well, turns out it was my best buddy, Jim. I was shocked because we were fast friends from childhood. Larks at school and all that. But you see son, there’s only one thing comes between a man and his buddies, and that’s a woman.’


Hal was slowly eating his steak and listening with all ears. ‘So where does the IOU fit into that?’


‘I’m coming to it. Be patient.’


‘Well, you better eat some of your steak before it gets cold.’


The conversation, or monologue to be exact, came to a halt, as they both made further inroads to the huge slabs of beef on their plates. Then Chas Chesterton clattered his knife and fork on to the tin plate, pushed his chair back from the table and chewed over what to say next.


‘Well, me and Jim had to come to some arrangement. It was no use us both courting the same filly. So we made a pact. We both wrote an IOU for ten thousand dollars and put them on a table between us, and whoever lost would get the other man’s IOU.’


‘Are you telling me . . .’


‘Don’t interrupt, Hal. This is hard enough as it is. What say we get ourselves some coffee and sit in easy chairs in that there lounge.’


‘If you want.’


‘Well, sometimes a man’s got to be comfortable when he has important things to say.’


They retired to the easy chairs in the hotel’s lounge and waited for their coffee to be served.


Chas Chesterton took a gulp of coffee and drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair to muster his thoughts. ‘So you see, we took all the coins out of our pockets and chose the best one. I had a lucky gold half eagle which I always carried with me, my pa had given it me on my tenth birthday for reaching double figures. Anyways, I let Jim flip the coin in the air. I called the eagle and it landed up. So I won. That’s all there was to it. And that’s it.’


‘And the IOU?’


‘Jim took mine of course, he lost the flip and got my IOU for ten thousand dollars.’


‘Just like that? A stupid bet?’


‘It was a game, a joke.’


‘But not really a joke because you got the girl,’ Hal observed, sagely.


‘Yes. It was a kinda bet, so he had to back off and I won the girl.’


‘On the flip of a coin! I hope she was worth it,’ Hal said without thinking.


‘It’s how you come to be here today,’ his pa said, matter of fact.


‘Yes, on the trail of an IOU . . .’ then Hal paused as the full meaning began to sink in. ‘You mean . . .’


‘Yes, the girl was Mary.’ Chas watched Hal’s eyes widen. ‘My wife, your mother.’









Chapter 2


 


Early the next morning, after a quick breakfast of thick slices of hickory-smoked bacon and beans, the two men, father and son, walked to the livery with their saddlebags slung over their shoulders. Neither had any inkling of what the day might bring, and there was a fair chance they wouldn’t reach their destination before nightfall. So another night in a strange town was in prospect.


‘Why would a man do this after all these years?’ Chas Chesterton said half to himself and half to anyone who might be listening. ‘I mean, it don’t seem right.’ He turned to his son.


‘You know, Hal. I don’t like this one little bitty bit. Jim would never have done a thing like this. I can’t believe he’s changed so much.’


They collected their horses and saddled up as the sun spread its fingers into the nooks and crannies of the livery yard. Hal didn’t like the way his pa was talking, but made no reply. He thought his pa might say more, and he was right.


‘I know I ain’t seen Jim for more ’an twenty year, but I jes’ feel if he needed help he’d come right out and ask for it. Last I knew he had his own spread and was doing pretty good.’


Suttonville was just coming to life as they rode down Main Street. Stores were opening their doors, and merchandise was being dragged out on to the boardwalks. The grocer’s assistant was stacking sacks of flour and dried beans by the door. At this time of year folk would be running low before the main harvest replenished their stocks and the grocer knew this only too well, a fact reflected in the price displayed on a ticket pinned to the door. They stopped briefly to buy some bread and cheese for the day’s journey. There was something comforting about the daily round. Folk busying themselves with their bits of trade and their bartering. The sight of old men occupying their seats on the verandas, where they’d sat for so many years and would still do so for years to come. Matches being struck and smoke curling into the rafters as they chewed over yesterday’s news and waited for something to happen today. Carts rumbled along bringing in supplies from the surrounding countryside, while buggies and buckboards were starting to bring shoppers and ladies of leisure into town. A few eyes were cast towards Hal and his pa, strangers in the town, but interest soon passed as they rode out.


Ahead of them stretched a long day of riding. The finger board pointing due north said Crabbie would the next place. Then a turn westwards to find Jim’s ranch. The sky was without a cloud and the ride would be arduous, even though the road was well marked and had a passably good surface.


When the sun was at its height around midday they pulled off the track into a culvert and set about brewing some coffee. Hal collected some dry wood while his pa filled their canteen from the river and poured some into a billycan for the coffee. They sat under the shade of tall willows with whispering leaves, drank their coffee and shared the bread and cheese. It was just as they had done many times at home on the ranch. Hal loved riding out with his pa to check on the cattle and make sure the herd was prospering. He’d learned the rudiments of beef husbandry, bits of essential cow doctoring, and just about all there was to know about sweet grass and poisonous herbs. When the time came for him to take over the ranch, he knew he would be good and ready.


The fire was kicked out, tin mugs rinsed out in the river and the horses, refreshed from the break, saddled up. As Hal tightened the cinch, his pa watched him secure the buckle.


‘Don’t you never let no one do that for you, and always check before you ride off.’


‘Pa,’ Hal began, in a very resigned voice, ‘if you’ve told me that once, you’ve told me a hundred times.’


‘An’ I always will, son, old habits die hard.’


Hal laughed. They mounted up and were soon back on the road. Mile after uneventful mile passed, with the passage of the sun arcing its way across the deep blue Kansan sky. They passed through Crabbie, a two-bit shanty grown beyond its useful size, and took the main track heading west. Hal’s pa looked up to the sky and noted the deepening of the colour back east, night was beginning landfall somewhere way out over Virginia or maybe Kentucky already. And it would soon be painting their neck of the woods with long shadows.


‘I don’t reckon we’re going to make any other town by nightfall, should we go back to Crabbie?’


Hal was surprised at his pa’s indecision, could there be something else on his mind?


‘No point in that, Pa. We might as well sleep under the stars. Didn’t much like the look of that ramshackle saloon as we passed through Crabbie. More ’an likely they’ll charge us a high rate being travellers and serve us bad grub.’


His pa nodded agreement and they rode on without further words. At length Hal felt his pa was wrestling with some demon in his brain.


‘Pa, what’s on your mind? Something’s eatin’ you up real bad. I ain’t never seen you so do-lally.’


‘Well, I guess I’m just chewin’ over things. I mean I just went right ahead and said let’s get on out and see Jim. But I don’t really know exactly where his land is or if he’s still hereabouts. What if he’s moved away somewhere? We could be out on a wild turkey chase.’


This was so unlike his pa that Hal became quite worried about his rambling mutterings. The nearer they seemed to be getting, the more confused his pa was becoming. He tried to bring the conversation back to more practical matters. ‘So what was the name of the nearest town where this Jim critter was livin’?’


His pa threw a hand up in the air to dismiss the place. ‘It wasn’t much of a town, just a few dwellings and a Main Street with a few traders.’


‘But that was more’n twenty years ago, Pa, it must have grown since then, and what was it called?’


‘Mary Town,’ Chas said, with a weary shake of his head.


‘Mary Town? That ain’t a place name.’


‘It sounded like Mary Town. Spelled a little different, but sounded the same. You know when I found out that was where Jim had moved I figured that he still harboured some feelings for the girl who had become my wife. Too much of a coincidence to lose a girl called Mary and then move to Mary Town. I think he regretted the hasty action, tossing a coin. But I never gave him a chance to go back on it. I married your mother three months after I won that toss and we moved right away down south.’


They’d passed a few more miles while that piece of conversation was going on, then Hal spotted a wooden fingerpost. ‘Look, Pa, Crabbie back that way, and Marriton 15 miles further on it says.’


‘That’d be it!’ his pa exclaimed with some relief. ‘It still exists, anyways.’


‘Well,’ Hal noted with an obvious simplicity, ‘we ain’t goin’ to make that by nightfall. We’d best find ourselves a good scrape and settle down for the night.’


His pa didn’t need much persuading, and they soon came across a small promontory jutting over a nearly dry watercourse. A miserable stream wound its meandering way down the riverbed. It was a good thing they had already got enough water as this would be too dirty to drink and no good for cooking, either. While his pa hobbled the horses and let them munch the plentiful grass, then unrolled their soogans and kicked out a small patch for their fire, Hal took his rifle and stalked off for some meat. He didn’t have to go more than a couple hundred yards to come across a group of rabbits taking their evening meal, and one would be enough for their own dinner. Hal lined his sight on the largest of the group and fired. One shot was all that was needed. The rabbit appeared to leap in the air before falling to the ground, a clean hole through its head.


By the time he got back with the rabbit, his pa had started to build a fire, and by the time the rabbit was skinned and cleaned, the fire had taken hold. His pa pushed the pair of iron cooking rods into the ground and they waited for the fire to calm down. The coffee pot was put on the edge of the heat and once the wood had started turning into glowing charcoal, Hal set the skewered rabbit over the fire. Wild rabbit cooks quickly, there’s hardly any fat so none drips off to flare the fire, unlike with slabs of marbled steak which are best cooked in a pan, and they certainly hadn’t brought a pan with them, let alone thick juicy steaks. The rabbit meat was enough to satisfy them, eaten with hunks of bread and washed down with strong coffee. They saved the cheese for the morning.


Darkness fell quickly and soon they were sitting beneath a starry sky with an occasional cloud strangely making itself visible by blocking the light from the moon. More wood was chucked on to the fire to give a little more comfort rather than heat. Out on their own ranch under a night sky like this, and with a good fire, they would have been chatting away together, father and son, talking over all the things that fathers and sons talk about. Tonight was not like that. The conversation was disjointed, hesitant, apprehensive.


‘Are you worried any, Pa, about seeing Jim after all these years?’


‘Haven’t given it much thought.’


Hal knew that wasn’t true. ‘I mean, you’re both a lot older, maybe don’t even look the same. Did he have a beard? Old men grow beards.’


‘We ain’t old, son!’ his pa corrected pretty damn fast. ‘Forty-five ain’t old. Ninety’s old.’


Hal smiled to himself, and his pa soon smiled too. He clipped Hal’s ear playfully. ‘You sure are lucky you’re too big to go over my knee!’


‘Yeah, an’ you’re lucky you ain’t quite small enough yet to go over mine!’


They both roared with laughter.


 


The sun came up bright and early, poking its wheedling fingers into the last vestiges of sleep. The smallest spattering of rain had fallen at some time in the night, just enough to be noticeable like a light dew, but not enough to make anything wet. The horses were already up on their feet, they knew that once there’s enough light it’s time to eat. Hal was first to emerge from his cocoon, and he quickly gathered a few bits of wood to encourage the embers into enough heat to brew the coffee.


After a meagre breakfast of coffee, cheese and the last chunks of dried bread, they regained the track for Marriton. At the very least they hoped it was a big enough town to supply their food needs for the journey back home.


Needless to say Marriton was now a small township, and when Hal and his pa rode into Main Street, they saw a thriving community going about its business.


‘See, Pa, I told you things change.’


‘Yeah, I see that. I guess we’d better start making some enquiries, see if any folk here know Jim, and where his ranch is.’


‘Does he have a second name?’ Hal probed.


‘Of course – Jim Crow.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Pa, that ain’t his name, and you know it!’


‘Well, no. But that’s what I used to call him, an’ if you’d seen him on the dance floor at the weekly hops you’d know why! His real name was James Crowley. I wouldn’t never forget that, would I? Now let’s get into this here saloon, The Golden Sunflower, looks friendly enough. We’ll have a glass of beer and ask some questions. But first get us some supplies.’


The following hour was not particularly illuminating. They got a few blank stares when they mentioned the name James Crowley. Folk seemed almost reluctant to acknowledge the name, and only muttered incoherent answers. Finally Chas could stand the prevarication no longer: he slammed his glass down on the bar counter and turned to the startled faces.


‘Now listen here, friends, we’ve come a long trek to find this here James Crowley, I know he had a ranch in this area, someone must remember him!’


There was an annoyingly silent response. Chas scanned the room. His eye caught a man nodding his head. ‘You, sir, you know him?’


‘I know him all right,’ the man affirmed. ‘So do other folk, but we don’t speak of Crowley no more.’


‘He’s moved away?’ Chas asked.


‘Kinda. Are you lawmen? Texas Rangers or sumpin’? I guess they’re after him already. Cattle rustlin’. Ranch went bust and he turned sour. Stole cattle off folk hereabouts, just a few to start with, then more and more. Folk got angry, burned him out one night. Nobody ain’t seen him since. His old ranch is a couple miles on up the road, black as the day it went up, and good riddance.’


‘Well, I’m much obliged,’ Chas said good naturedly. ‘That was as painful as drawing cactus spines out of my foot, but we got there in the end. Now I’d like to buy ya’ll a drink.’ He threw some dollars on the counter and nodded to Hal to follow him out of the saloon.


‘All this was for nothing,’ Hal remarked pointedly.


‘Not a bit of it,’ his pa replied. ‘We got all the information we needed. Jim Crowley’s been run out of town, mebbe for rustlin’, mebbe on trumped-up charges. I don’t make no judgements until I speak with the accused person himself.’


‘But we’re not going to find him here.’



OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A Black Horse Western

AGOLD.






OEBPS/image001.jpg
A Black Horse Western





