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The Proclaimers


 


A drunken dispute between two young cowboys ends in a violent death. What follows is a vengeful father’s spiteful desire for retribution by making a public proclamation that he will pay $10,000 to any person who will give him justice. However, a jury has acquitted the young man who shot his son of any wrongdoing.


The family attorney, who was tasked to raise the proclamation that seeks Biblical justice of an eye for an eye, is so horrified by this vindictive act that he takes it upon himself to save the father from his own despicable behaviour. He enlists the help of Walter Garfield – a man whom some would say is well past his prime. But while Walt may be getting a little old and more than a little cantankerous, he is still a man of the Old West.


As the last days of the nineteenth century come to a close, maybe, just maybe, this old ex-marshal is the only one who can save the young cowboy from those who will kill on sight just to get their hands on the vast reward that is on offer by proclamation. . . .
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CHAPTER 1


 


A Squeeze of a Trigger


 


In a thunderclap of sound a shot is fired to explode and propel a small lead bullet, no bigger than the tip of a woman’s finger, down a short spiralled barrel towards its target. The projectile is shot from a polished brass case locked within a revolving steel chamber and accelerates to a speed of close to 1,000 feet per second, spinning straight and level. It is a once only flight that will last no more than a second. A journey of physical practicality – no moral conscience here, no hate, no thought of retribution or vengeance. Such emotions belong to the firer, the one who pulls, jerks or deliberately and slowly squeezes the trigger. But now unleashed, that shot cannot be recalled and it will strike whatever lies in its deadly path. If it punches into the smooth rounded bone of the skull to enter into the soft grey centre of the brain, then death will be almost instantaneous. If it strikes a limb it will tear flesh, shatter bone and pulverize muscle. If it thumps into the body, the chest or stomach, it will more than likely rip into a vital organ and cause immediate and immense bleeding. To the victim, the impact of such a wound to the body will feel like the steel punch of an invisible fist.


The first and immediate response to such a body blow is one of surprise, often accompanied by an expletive. It is a shocked and unbelieving curse, followed by the compulsion to examine the small round dark puncture that hides the mass of ruptured vessels, where pools of dark blood now begin to puddle, then flow from the entry and exit wounds like a leaking tap.


The body reacts with instinct in order to survive, by redirecting blood from other parts to rush to the wound in a futile effort to help. Shock quickly follows as blood drains from the limbs and face, turning the skin to a pallid ashen colour and the lips to a purple hue. A mantle of icy-cold descends over the poor unfortunate as his lips begin to quiver then tremble uncontrollably. The loss of blood makes death inevitable, but there is no immediate haste to that final crossing. The brain, now in a state of severe shock, spins uncontrollably back through a lifetime of memories, to be followed by a calm that is mixed with a terrible feeling of futility and loneliness. The final words spill from the lips of the dying and it is inevitably a call for a mother.


So it was for the young man who lay upon the rough timber floor of the Silver Eagle Saloon, his head close to the spittoon and brass bar rail, surrounded by onlookers who would remember this day; this scene; this moment for a lifetime. Before them lay the consequence and waste of a brief dispute, too much liquor and the deadly exchange of gunfire.


‘Get the town doctor,’ comes the call from one of the onlookers.


‘No need,’ is the reply from the old man who is leaning in close to hear the dying man’s final words. ‘He’s gone,’ he says. ‘Get the undertaker instead.’









CHAPTER 2


 


Modern Times


 


The sheriff had a splitting headache and the piercing ring of the double brass bell upon the newly installed telephone hadn’t helped.


‘Do you want me to go?’ The deputy knew the sheriff was suffering. He’d seen it before. ‘I can look after this one.’


‘No. It’s a killing. I better see, but I need you to come along and assist. You can then finish up any of the paperwork, because as soon as we are done I’m going to lie down.’


‘What do we need?’ asked the deputy.


‘A clear head,’ said the sheriff as he lifted his hat from the peg, ‘and a set of shackles. We may need to bring the shooter in if he hasn’t done a runner.’


‘Rifle?’


‘That too.’ The sheriff closed his eyes tight and willed his head to overcome the pain he was feeling just behind the eyes. But it didn’t work. ‘Daylight,’ he said as he opened his eyes.


‘What?’ said the deputy as he pulled the silver-grey handcuffs from the drawer below the rifle cabinet.


‘It’s still daylight,’ repeated the sheriff. ‘Haven’t had a killing in over two years and that was at night, late. This one was done in daylight.’


‘Does it matter?’


‘No, not really. But someone has the time and money to drink themselves silly during the day when they should be out working. So what does that mean?’


‘Lazy moneyed-up cowboys?’


‘You would think so.’


 


‘Sheriff Ireland,’ said the undertaker, nodding with deference to acknowledge the arrival of the law.


The sheriff nodded back. ‘Clem,’ he said, pushing his hat back a little to touch the left temple with two fingers, before looking around the bar at the patrons who stood in sombre silence. ‘You’ll get yourself a reputation beating the law to the body,’ he said softly, before addressing the small crowd. ‘Has anyone left? Done a runner?’


‘I’ve got a telephone now,’ whispered the undertaker. ‘Stan called me. Near rang it off the wall, he was so excited.’


The barman came out from behind the bar and towards the sheriff. ‘We’re all here, everyone who was in the bar when the shooting occurred. No one has left.’


Some heads in the crowd nodded in agreement.


‘Everyone? Including the shooter?’


‘Yes, he’s over there.’ The barman nodded towards a young man standing close to the end of the bar, erect with a glazed look of disbelief on his face.


‘The body?’


‘Still where it fell. He died real quick. Had just a few brief words. Looks like he was shot in the heart.’


‘Let’s take a look. After you, Clem. You come too, Stan.’


The undertaker led the way as the sheriff and the barman followed. The crowd parted, clearing a path to the feet of the deceased.


‘Name?’


The undertaker responded. ‘Tambling, so I’ve just been told.’


‘Age?’


‘Twenty-one,’ said the bartender, interjecting quickly.


The sheriff raised his eyes just a little. The face was that of a youth not much over eighteen.


‘Where is he from?’


There was silence.


‘Anyone?’ The sheriff made the call over his shoulder to the crowd of onlookers.


‘East. Pennsylvania.’


Sheriff Ireland turned to see a cowboy standing in the front row of onlookers, who was pulling a red bandanna from his neck. ‘And you?’


The young man now seemed reluctant to speak, hesitating until he finally stammered, ‘Jim, James, James Keap.’ He licked a dry bottom lip.


‘You know this man?’ The sheriff glanced down at the body.


‘Sort of. I met him last week. We are staying at the same boarding house. The Windsor on Efrin Street.’


‘Is Tambling his first or last name?’


‘Last. It’s Morris. Morris Tambling. Morris Wilfred Tambling.’


‘And you were here when it happened?’


‘Yes. Yes I was.’ The words didn’t come with any great conviction or enthusiasm.


‘You saw it happen?’


The cowboy nodded.


‘As a witness I will need you to make a statement.’


Keap, who was also not much over eighteen, nodded again slowly as he gazed at the body and continued to lick his bottom lip.


‘Were you two on your own or travelling with others when you came in here?’


‘No, just the two of us. Together. We came in around noon.’


‘Anyone else see this happen?’ The sheriff called to the small gathering.


Most raised their hands.


‘I’m only interested in those who actually saw the shooting first hand.’


Most of the arms lowered.


‘I will be taking witness statements and you may be required to testify in a court of law.’


All but two hands dropped quickly.


The sheriff looked at the volunteers. The first he knew, Harry Burrell, and was surprised to see him, as he was sure he was a pledge man. The second he also knew, but only by the nickname of Silver. He was an old miner who hung around the saloon chasing company and a free drink. ‘My deputy will see you both.’ He now turned to the lone cowboy standing by the bar with his gaze fixed upon the body. ‘Name?’


There was no answer.


‘Son? Son? Are you with me?’


The young cowboy’s lips started to move, but his gaze remained fixed on the dead body before he stammered out, ‘Jus . . . Jus . . . Justin Roy.’


‘The holstered gun on your hip, is that the gun you shot this man with?’


The cowboy’s body seemed to shudder as he took in a deep breath. ‘I didn’t mean this to happen. He’s still moving a little, I seen his hand move. Are you sure he’s dead?’


The sheriff ignored the confused and plaintive observation. ‘Your gun? Did you use the gun I can see holstered?’


The cowboy looked up, then moved his hand instinctively to his gun, grasping the grip in response to the sheriff’s request.


The onlookers, expecting him to draw, immediately reacted and stepped back as one, with some in the front row ducking their heads.


‘Don’t,’ said the sheriff, raising his hand as the deputy brought his Winchester to the shoulder and took aim at the cowboy. The sheriff glanced back at his deputy and gave a slight nod of acknowledgement, then looked back towards the cowboy. ‘Just take your hand from your gun.’


The young man lifted his hand free.


‘Good. Now, is that the gun you used in the shooting?’


‘Yes.’ The pitch of his voice went a little higher and it was almost comical, but no one laughed.


‘OK, leave it holstered and keep your hands by your sides where I can see them. I’m going to take you into custody. My deputy and I will escort you back to the cells where you will be required to make a statement. You will be protected and fed while in detention. On the basis of your statement and the witness statements, I will determine what, if any, charges are to be laid. Do you understand?’


‘Yes. I think so.’


‘How old are you?


The barman went to speak for the cowboy, but the sheriff held his hand up to stop him.


The cowboy licked his lips. ‘Nineteen.’


The barman raised his eyes to the ceiling.


‘I’ll be getting a statement from you too, Stan,’ said the sheriff.


‘I swear I thought they were all twenty-one,’ said the barman in defence.


‘What I want from you is when they came in, what they drank, then what happened before, during and immediately after the shooting.’


‘Yes, Sheriff.’ The barman’s face showed his unease.


‘Mr Osborn?’


‘Yes, Sheriff,’ replied the undertaker.


‘Can you pronounce this man deceased? Officially?’


‘The physician will need to see the body and sign the certificate, officially. But he can do that at the mortuary, as all life has expired.’


The sheriff squatted down to peer closely at the body as he examined the wound to the upper chest, which was just a little left of centre. ‘I would like a photograph taken before the body is removed. Can you arrange for that?’


‘It will be expensive,’ said the undertaker. ‘I know what Dobbs charges. It’s about the same as a studio portrait.’


‘We live in modern times and a photograph on paper will save me a of lot writing.’ The sheriff stood up slowly. ‘So, I want a picture taken before he is moved. Then, once removed I want all personal belongings collected and passed to my deputy.’


‘Of course,’ said the undertaker, now showing his agreement with the sheriff’s demands.


‘With a list.’


‘Of course, all will be itemized.’


‘OK, let’s get this under way. Justin Roy, I am now taking you into official custody for the suspected killing of. . . .’ The sheriff paused and looked at the undertaker.


The undertaker responded on cue. ‘Morris Wilfred Tambling,’ he said.


‘Morris Wilfred Tambling,’ repeated the sheriff. ‘You will be required to assist in our enquiries and give a truthful account of all happenings. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’ The cowboy’s voice was soft and compliant.


‘Good.’ The sheriff turned to his deputy as he rubbed two fingers against his left temple. ‘Cuff him up, Jim.’









CHAPTER 3


 


Chattels


 


The sheriff’s head felt heavy but the headache was gone. ‘Is this all of it?’


The deputy looked over the shoulder of the sheriff at the assortment of personal items in the cardboard tray. ‘This is what was on him, in his pockets. Over by the counter is his belt, rifle, bedroll, saddle valise and two water canteens. His horse and saddle are being held at Spencer’s and we are now paying the livery bill.’


The sheriff picked up the handgun lying in the centre of the box. It was a Colt Frontier. ‘New,’ he said. ‘Not a mark on it.’ He weighed it in his hand. ‘Fine piece.’ He laid it back down and picked up the pocket watch. The name Morris Wilfred Tambling was engraved upon the silver cover in fine swirled lines. ‘Expensive.’


‘There was over a hundred and fifty dollars in his purse,’ said the deputy. ‘With that sort of money I guess you can afford to drink during the working week.’


‘I guess so.’ The sheriff pulled up a letter from the bottom of the tray. He turned it over. It was addressed to Lawyer Derrick W. Harris, Liberty Chambers, Wood Street, Pittsburgh. The writing was neat, upright and a little large for the envelope. He slipped his thumb under the flap, then withdrew the letter. It was a single page note to the lawyer from Tambling, requesting an advance on his monthly allowance as he planned to be travelling, and would not be able to get to a bank to draw funds on the first of next month. It was dated yesterday, the day of his death. ‘Has any next of kin come forward?’


‘No, not yet. And—’


The sheriff looked up, waiting for the deputy to continue.


‘And there is still no sign of Keap.’


‘No, I suspect that we won’t see him again.’


‘I, I—’


The sheriff knew what was coming. It was another apology from his deputy for letting Keap disappear before he could get a statement from the dead man’s travelling companion, so he stopped him by holding up the letter. ‘I’ll telegraph the lawyer word of the death and request him to notify the next of kin.’


The deputy looked relieved that there had been a change of conversation. ‘I can do that,’ he said.


‘No, it’s fine, Jim. You collect up all of his chattels. Ensure they are all as per the itemized list from Clem, and secure them. I’ll send off the telegram.’









CHAPTER 4


 


Heaven Knows


 


A reply telegram was received late the following afternoon. It cordially thanked the sheriff for the notification of death of Morris Wilfred Tambling and advised of the shock with which it had been received. It requested that the name of the undertaker be provided to Lawyer Derrick White Harris, so that arrangements could be made to ship the mortal remains back to Pittsburgh for burial. Then, finally, it sought details as to any charges that might have been laid against the person or persons responsible for such a terrible act.


The sheriff responded the following morning after speaking to Clement Osborne, who said he would also telegram the lawyer himself regarding the shipping of the body back East.


‘Be expensive,’ said the undertaker.


‘I’m not too sure that cost is going to be of much concern,’ said the sheriff. ‘This was a cowboy with his own lawyer.’


‘A well-heeled cowboy,’ said the undertaker with a glint in his eye.


‘Seems so,’ said the sheriff. ‘But why a cowboy would need a lawyer, heaven knows.’


In his telegram the sheriff advised that Justin Roy had been charged with unlawful killing and that he would go to trial in Bismarck County under a district circuit judge, who was yet to be determined by name. He also advised that a Mr James Keap, who had recently befriended Mr Tambling and had been with him at the time of his death, had absconded before a statement could be taken. However, he wrote in pencil upon the telegram paper, a notice has been posted within the State of Missouri seeking his apprehension and attendance at the trial.


Lawyer Harris responded the following day, once again thanking the sheriff for the information provided and made the statement that in light of Mr James Keap’s absence: it would be prudent to postpone any court proceedings until such time as he is found and available to give evidence.


The sheriff pressed his lips together when he read the telegram. ‘Lawyer Harris,’ he then said out loud. ‘That is for the court to decide, not me and not you.’









CHAPTER 5


 


Full Market Price


 


The body of Morris Wilfred Tambling was shipped back to Pittsburgh in a refrigerated rail car.


‘Lord knows how much that cost?’ said Clem Osborne.


The sheriff just shrugged. ‘I have no idea.’


‘About the same as a side of beef,’ said a joker who was listening in.


The undertaker was mortified by the comment.


When the body arrived in Pittsburgh it was moved to Arlington Avenue under the care of Bingham & Son. At their funeral parlour the body was redressed in a bespoke navy suit made by an English tailor on Delray Street, then laid out in a solid mahogany casket lined with white taffeta. The head of the deceased lay upon a silk covered pillow.


The service was conducted at the First Presbyterian Church of Pittsburgh. The congregation was small but included some notables, mostly old men who had long retired from their professions and had come to pay their respects to the father of the deceased, Richard Standley Tambling; a tall, thin man with cold eyes and a frigid handshake.


Tambling senior did not speak at his son’s funeral; that duty was left to others. The first was the preacher, a young man with a liking for theological language who lamented the loss, then referred to all the joys of Christianity and ‘the welcoming we shall all receive on that day of reckoning’. The looks from the faces before him were reflective but unconvinced.


The second was Lawyer Harris who was respectful but brief.


‘It’s not what he said, but what he left out,’ came the comment on the lawyer’s eulogy from an old senator, who whispered to a banker who sat next to him. ‘There was always scandal surrounding that boy and his mother. How Dick could have allowed himself such folly with a woman like that was always beyond me.’


‘If you don’t know by now, you never will,’ came the reply.


‘What do you mean?’


The conversation continued in low tones and from the corner of the mouth. ‘She was half his age,’ said the banker. ‘And for that he paid the price in cold hard cash.’


The final speaker was Ralph Stanthorpe, who had been Morris Tambling’s schoolteacher. He spoke in vague terms with emphasis upon class attendance rather than classroom performance. It seems that he was a boy who could read and write, but enjoyed the outdoors and hankered for adventure.


‘He could be a spiteful little chap,’ said the banker.


‘I’ve known many spiteful men,’ said the old senator. ‘But is it a sin?’


‘No, but the way he spent money was. He never seemed to know its worth. It all came too easy.’


The service finished on time and Morris Wilfred Tambling was laid to rest in the Tambling family plot in the Union Dale cemetery to the sounds of a muffled drum. The inscription upon the headstone, which was eventually put in place, was simple: Unto God, it said with the dates: 27 January 1880 to 4 April 1899.


His personal possessions, which had been marked for the attention of Lawyer Harris, were then passed on to Richard Tambling, who dismissed the engraved pocket watch with disdain, but showed a keen interest in the Colt Frontier. ‘Did he have this with him when he was killed?’ he asked.


‘I believe so,’ said the lawyer.


‘Then why did he not defend himself?’


‘I don’t know; perhaps he tried.’


‘Hmm,’ said Tambling senior as he continued to examine the handgun. ‘It looks unused.’


‘The items included a letter from the sheriff asking for instructions as to what should be done with Morris’s saddle and horse,’ said the lawyer.


‘Has he made an offer?’


‘No, I don’t believe he wishes to purchase them.’


‘If he does,’ responded Richard Tambling in a caustic tone, ‘He will have to pay full market price.’









CHAPTER 6


 


Fright


 


The judge was just one week shy of his eightieth birthday; this would be his last circuit and therefore his last opportunity to deliver justice from the bench to the citizens of Bismarck County. The sheriff presented him with the sheaf of legal papers bound by a red ribbon. The judge pulled upon the tie and read the cover sheet.


‘Tambling, Tambling, where have I heard that name?’ The judge licked the tip of his finger, then pressed it to the top corner of the page and turned, his eyes downcast as he read. ‘Any word from the family of the deceased?’


‘My dealings have been via telegram and through the family lawyer in Pennsylvania. The body has been returned, but I have no more information than that.’


The judge kept reading as he stroked his white beard to a point under his chin. ‘When was that?’


‘Two, three weeks.’


‘Are they wanting to be in attendance?’


‘I don’t know. Do we need to wait?’


‘No, I don’t think we need to hold up the trial. It isn’t going to bring Morris Wilfred Tambling back from the grave and you have been feeding the accused for over a month.’ The judge pulled at the point of his white whiskers. ‘What about young Justin Roy: any family?’


‘Mother only. On a small farm, Iowa way.’


‘Does he want representation?’


‘Hasn’t asked.’


The judge turned another page. ‘What’s his temperament like, Ben?’


‘Remorseful and worried.’


‘That’s a good start.’ The judge turned another page, his eyes darting over the first of the witness statements. When he got to the end he gave a small sigh, then quickly moved on to the following two statements. He nodded as he read the second.


The sheriff sat on the corner of his desk, observing but not interrupting.


The judge got to the last of the documents and saw the photograph of the body. He examined it in detail, a crumpled young man lying on his back, one leg twisted at an odd angle, a hand turned upright with fingers curled as if to hold an apple, and two open eyes staring into vacant space with a look of frozen astonishment. He turned back to the start of the papers and looked at the name Justin Roy, the accused.


‘You have charged him with unlawful killing. That seems fair on the basis of what I have read. It can be upgraded if needs be.’ He then looked at the cover sheet again. ‘Tambling, Tambling,’ he said. ‘Where have I heard that name before?’


‘Sound familiar?’


‘Familiar yes, but from where I can’t recall.’ He slid the ribbon back around the papers, then looked up. ‘Do we have a jury?’


‘I have seven men and the three witnesses.’


‘Jury of six is all we need, but keep number seven in mind until I take a look at them. What do you make of the witnesses? Reliable?’


‘One is a local who spends most of his spare time in the Silver Eagle.’


‘Big drinker?’


‘Can’t afford it. Old miner who’s mostly chasing company. No trouble. Likes to have a chat.’


‘Second?’


‘Manager of the stock and feed store. I’m not sure if he is even a drinker. He had taken one of his customers over to the saloon. He’s a no-nonsense type, would make a good mayor, but he’s not interested in politics.’


‘Smart man. And the third?’


‘Bartender and part-owner of the Silver Eagle. He’s a reluctant witness.’


‘And why is that?’ The judge stiffened as he spoke.


‘All these boys were under age and he was serving them hard liquor.’


The judge relaxed a little. ‘I see, so he doesn’t have anything against the law, he just doesn’t want to be implicated and have his licence revoked.’


Sheriff nodded. ‘That’s about it.’


‘Well, that will keep him on his best behaviour when he gives evidence.’


The sheriff looked shy and rubbed his hand across his mouth. ‘We did have a fourth, but he ran out on us, even before we could get a statement. His name is James Keap. He was staying in the Windsor with Tambling and had known him for about a week. They had come into the saloon together and were then joined by Roy. He was there when the shooting occurred.’


‘I saw his name on the list.’ The judge’s voice was like gravel and showed his displeasure. ‘So how come he got away?’


‘He was excused to relieve himself when we were taking statements down at the Eagle. As soon as he got out the back door he was gone. He went straight to the livery, got his horse and went. Didn’t even pick up up his personal belongings from the boarding-house. I put out a recall by telegram, but he’s gone.’


‘Not like you, Ben. You always play by the rule book. So what happened?’


The sheriff was uncomfortable and shifted his backside a little on the edge of the desk.


The judge kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff, who rubbed his mouth a second time. Then he looked over at the deputy at the front of the office, who was serving a woman at the counter.


‘It was young Jim who fell for that trick, wasn’t it?’


‘I was still in charge,’ said the sheriff, ‘you can’t blame him.’


The judge picked up the papers. ‘We go to trial tomorrow. Can you have everyone in the community hall by eleven?’


‘Eleven,’ repeated the sheriff back to the judge. ‘I’ll have everyone there.’


‘Well, not everyone.’


The corners of the sheriff’s mouth pulled down with embarr-assment at the dig by the judge over his missing witness.


As the judge stood up he put his hand on the lawman’s shoulder. ‘Don’t fret yourself on this one, Ben. Some men run away from the first sign of trouble, and it doesn’t necessarily make them any less courageous or any guiltier than the rest of us. When a young man sees death up close for the first time he can sometimes get the fright of his life.’
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