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Bad Day in Greenville


 


Joe Flint got up that morning to just another day in Greenville. But when you live in a border town in New Mexico every day is different: this was going to be a bad one. Who was the dead man on the mysterious coach that rode into town? A coach that carried a badly injured woman and a crying child. Who was the drifter called Ty who came into town and who wanted to find out about the injured woman?


When Flint tries to investigate the mystery merely deepens. He has to go to the nearby prosperous town of Afton and find out if anyone there knows who the girl and the dead man are. The investigation should be simple enough, yet he is soon dragged into a fight for his own life. But with the help of a stranger Flint learns to fight back against the evil Nat Parker for the answers he so richly deserves.
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Chapter One


 


Greenville was in Doña Ana county, New Mexico, not too many miles from El Paso to the east, and from the border of the adjoining state of Texas. It was a town of expansion and contradiction. The area had been inhabited for thousands of years by the Pueblo Indians, and even though the days of the Mexican Indian Wars seemed all but gone, Greenville still had memories of a short but violent past to dwell on. The territory was still considered to be theirs by many Mexicans, and not just the low-born campesinos, either, but the more nobly born who remembered the days when they were ruled by the Hapsburg empire. It was common to see Mexicans on the streets and in the saloons conducting business and many of the buildings of the town had a distinctly Spanish feel about them.


Thanks to the Homestead Act (generally regarded by the local inhabitants as a Land-grabbing Act) the area was nominally owned and ruled by white American settlers.


Joe Flint was thinking of some of those anomalies as he took a slow swagger around the town. It was getting towards eleven and like most inhabitants he wanted to be finished in enough time to indulge in his mid-day siesta. In his experience the sheriffs in most of these small border towns were individuals who avoided as much work as they could, drank a great deal of coffee, stayed indoors warmed by their pot-bellied stoves, and leaned heavily on their deputies to actually get any work done. This was not his style.


When he took a job he made sure it was done properly. He patrolled the town morning and night. He listened to the gossip in the saloons and coffee-houses, and he watched out for what was going on. That way he was often able to nip trouble in the bud before it had time to blossom. Trouble was never that far away in a town like this, where tensions could rise high between the many cattle-dealers, farmers, and people of a distinctly shady character who passed through any border town, and who could leave a trail of destruction in their wake.


His thoughts turned then to Afton, the nearest town, about twelve miles away as the crow flew and quite a bit more by the rutted trails that passed for roads in these parts. Despite being situated only a short distance back from the border Afton had everything that Greenville lacked. It had been built on the success of the Santa Fe cattle trail, the coming of the South-Western railways, and on mining silver, none of which showed any signs of ceasing to be profitable in this year of 1881. Afton’s streets were wide and the place had a solid, prosperous air: the main drag was one of several tree-lined boulevards, and there were redstone townhouses for the rich who still lived there and hadn’t decamped back North to live the high life in New York or stand for Congress in Washington.


Flint envied Ben Couhard, the sheriff of that town. They weren’t buddies in any shape or form, but they had met for the occasional beer when business of one kind or another brought them together. Ben was a little older, a little slower and gave the impression that he did as he was asked by the authorities, albeit with his deputies doing most of the work. Without actually saying a single derogatory word he managed to make Flint feel like a country cousin.


The town of Afton had some local characters like Douglas Quinn; a man who had made a fortune on railway stock, rightly sensing that a large number of people were willing to bet on the railways. By taking their investments and putting them into rail for commission, he had made far more money than anyone who invested in the railways directly. He was also the owner of several hardware stores and a business that offered loans to the unwary on the High Street in Afton. He was rich beyond the dreams of Flint, who accurately described himself as ‘just an ordinary Joe’. Yet they said that Quinn, for all his money, was lonely and reclusive, that he had retired to his timber-framed mansion on the edge of town after disastrous relationships with his family.


Joe didn’t know most of the details; he was entirely uninterested in the lives of rich men. He was more worried about the outlaws who crossed the borders around here. Greenville was set between the Doña Ana mountains, the flood plains of the Rio Grande, and the southern end of the San Andres mountains, and it was easier to cross the border here than go by the hills.


In his office he had a pile of papers and posters relating to fugitives from the law: Norales, Gonzales, the Clancy brothers Jack and Dave, Gil Beemis, ‘Hot’ Hodges, and even one or two women like Rural Annie and Bad Liz.


Most of the posters for these criminals were of little or no help. The one of Beemis had him looking rather like a gorilla, at least going by illustrations of those beasts that Flint had seen in some of the more sensational dime adventure stories that he liked so much to read, while Bad Liz looked as if she had even more muscles than Flint, who was in good condition and still in his thirties. Today he was wearing a blue shirt that had faded a little with time, but it fitted well and was one of his favourites.


His mind turned from outlaws to a more pressing subject, that of his ‘friend’ Katie-Jo. He thought back to how he had met her. As the local sheriff in a town of about a thousand inhabitants, some of his more pleasurable tasks were to go to local events such as the horse races that the cowboys held during the day at the weekends, or the social events hosted by the richer inhabitants.


There was also a local dance held at least once a month on a Saturday in the schoolhouse, a big dark-brown wooden building in the middle of town that had been paid for by public taxes and some private philanthropy. The schoolhouse had two classrooms, one for the small children and one for those over eight years old. Most children went to school only until they were twelve.


When a dance was to be held the desks and chairs would be stacked against the green-painted walls, then in would troop men who were cowboys and sodbusters by day, bearing fiddles, guitars, squeezeboxes and drums. They would form an ad hoc band, playing a mixture of old Irish and Scottish tunes, or Spanish airs played with great gusto, along with folk-songs and waltzes from the rest of Europe and from America itself, the songs of Stephen Foster such as ‘Camptown Races,’ and ‘Oh Susannah!’ being particularly popular.


Joe was usually content to stand with a beer and chat with the other men, not making any particular effort to join in the merriment, but one day his eye was caught by a particularly fine-looking young lady in her early twenties who, like the other women who attended, was using the dance as an excuse to dress in her finest clothes. She wore a black dress, a red silk scarf and red dancing shoes. Her shining fair hair was held back from her face by a band of patterned ivory and she had the most sparkling eyes and perfect bowed lips he had ever seen.


‘Who’s that girl?’ he asked the mayor, a whiskery old man of sixty called Oscar Chavez, who was a seed merchant in his working life.


‘A pretty sight, as you can see,’ said the mayor. ‘That’s Katie-Jo Landers, the new schoolma’am. Hired her myself, Señor Flint – well, me with the other members of the eddication board.’


‘I thought the school was supervised by Miss Morse.’ Flint pictured the rather thin, serious spinster in his mind.


‘Surely is, but the population’s only gettin’ bigger,’ said Chavez. ‘Soon be gettin’ more pupils and we need an educated set o’ kids who can read and write in these modern times.’


‘Sure,’ said Joe sturdily. He himself had not had much of an education, yet he loved books and was self-taught in all the important matters of his life. Still, he was quite startled when the young lady in question lighted upon him and gave him an arch glance from under those shapely eyebrows.


‘Sheriff Flint,’ she said, in a tone that seemed to mock and approve of him at the same time. ‘Care to dance with the new girl?’


He was not a dancer but some impulse moved him forward and the next thing he knew he was waltzing about the dance hall holding the most beautiful girl in the room in his arms.


It seemed that she was a typical new girl in town, finding her feet. It had been a smart move for her to hook up with the sheriff, and after that night she kept the relationship between them warm but jokey. Flint, who was ultimately a serious man but one who could see the funny side of things, could not make her out at all. She seemed to enjoy his company, flirted with him all the time, had kissed him long and hard – but had never gone any further.


She seemed to fill his thoughts more and more. He was seeing her that very night for a meal in her home. He didn’t know yet whether she was his girl or not, but it was certainly begining to look that way and on the whole he was happy with the situation.


He was strolling by the mission as he thought all this. The mission was run by the Sisters of St Xavier. The buildings, grouped together in a seemingly haphazard way, consisted of a chapel with adobe and brick walls, a long hall, living quarters, and a small hospital run by the sisters. They were funded by means of a variety of collections and charitable giving, along with larger gifts from patrons. The sisters were not full nuns, but wore a simple white robe and a large hood with a dark line running around it; they could put this over their heads when it was cold or when they were out in public.


One of the sisters was outside the mission at this very moment, feeding corn to some of the speckled hens that were scratching about in a fenced-off area beside the church hall. Her figure was rather dumpy and he immediately recognized Sister Theresa, who was a force to be reckoned with in the community. She spotted him walking along and immediately waved to him, then lifted the hem of her robe so that she could climb over the fence, revealing her wooden sandals in the process. She smiled at him.


‘Why, Sheriff Flint, good to see you again.’ She squinted up at him against the sunlight.


‘Good to see you, Sister Theresa. Keeping busy, I see.’


‘The Lord’s work is never done; even the chickens are part of his great plan for us all. Have you asked that young lady of yours a certain question or not?’ She could be very blunt.


‘She’s not really my “young lady” as you put it, ma’am. We’re just good friends.’


‘I don’t think she sees it that way. Snap her up when you have the chance, that’s my advice. Well, these hens won’t feed themselves.’ She went back to her self-appointed task as Flint walked on, the smile he had been giving her becoming rueful as he pondered on her words.


He did not have much time to ponder. A coach and four came jangling down Main Street. Normally such coaches slowed down when they entered the streets of Greenville but this one did no such a thing. The horses were lathered in sweat and their eyes were rolling, a sure sign that something had scared the bejesus out of them. The town was not particularly busy, with just a few people going about their daily business, but it was busy enough for a runaway coach to become a distinct danger.


At the front of the coach, perched on his seat, was the driver. The problem was that instead of holding the reins tightly, as he should, he had let them slacken and get tangled around his still hands. The man was middle-aged with grey wings of hair on either side of his head and a balding pate. He looked as if he was half-asleep or drugged in some way. There was, however, another explanation for his demeanour, which was to become apparent in a short while.


Flint was not about to let anyone become trampled or suffer grief from a runaway carriage. As it came towards him it was evident that if he remained where he was he would be trampled under those hoofs that were thundering so relentlessly upon the ground. He flung himself to one side, waited for the coach to come level with his body, then jumped on to the step that would take him up to the seat beside the driver. It was a dangerous thing to do. The coach was moving so rapidly that if he missed the step and fell forward there was a distinct chance that he would be crushed under the wheels of the carriage.


It said a lot for him that he did not hesitate in his attempt. There was a wooden rail set in the side of the coach for the very purpose of assisting the driver to mount, and his questing fingers managed to find this. He put his left foot on the step, pushed upwards, then found that he was seated beside the semi-conscious man.


Flint snatched the reins from the driver. Luckily the man still had a tenuous hold of most of them. The carriage was heading towards a sharp bend in the street by then and Flint knew that if the horses did not swerve or turn they were going to get hurt, and so were many pedestrians.


‘Whoah! Whoah!’ he shouted, almost standing on the seat as he tugged at the leathers, ‘Whoah!’ For a moment he thought they were going to mount the boardwalk and crash right into a hardware store, then the team slewed over to the left and carried on. He shouted ‘whoah’ a few more times and kept tugging hard, feeling the leathers biting into his hands. There would be marks there later on from his efforts at getting the horses to stop. Then they slowed and came to a frothing, neighing, panting halt.


Flint looked round at the man beside him. The driver, no longer having anything to anchor him to the seat, lurched sideways and fell with a thud to the dusty, alkaline dirt of the street. Flint assured himself that the horses were not going to take off again, then got down from his seat and ran to where the driver lay. Leaning over the fallen man he noticed for the first time that his left-hand side was soaked in blood; he was wearing a dark-red jacket which was why Flint had not noticed the blood at first. It was obvious that the man had been shot and wounded. The weapon had probably been a handgun of some description, if his expert eye were any judge.


 A number of spectators had gathered, among them was little Billy Price. Flint looked up at the boy.


‘Billy, don’t just stand there, go and get some help. We’ll have to get him to the infirmary.’


‘Sir.’ Billy took off on his mission.


‘Here, make yourself more comfortable.’ Flint took off his wide-brimmed hat, which had shaded his eyes and neck from the sun, and folded it over as a makeshift pillow to raise the man’s head. ‘Help’ll be here soon. What’s your name, friend?’


‘She’s there,’ sputtered the man, ‘the ’burg . . . he shot . . . the road . . . too late quick . . . quip . . . .’ The man’s voice faded away and his head fell to one side. Flint felt for the pulse on the man’s neck and found nothing. He took his hat from under the man’s head and covered his face. The man was completely beyond medical help.


As if this wasn’t bad enough, Flint heard the sound of a child crying. He thought at first that it might be an infant in the arms of one of the spectators who had gathered round to see what had happened. But he was faced with mostly shopkeepers, assistants and cowpunchers; there wasn’t a young child in sight. Flint straightened up, feeling like a very old man, with a dark foreboding in his soul. He went to the side of the dusty carriage and jerked the door open. There was a child all right, a lusty-looking boy of, perhaps, between twelve and sixteen months. He was twisting around and bawling. Worst of all, he was in the arms of a young woman who had suffered a terrible head wound; her long dark hair was matted with blood as she held the child clasped in her apparently lifeless arms.









Chapter Two


 


The woman was dressed simply in a long dress that might once have been a pleasant shade of yellow before it had become spattered with her own blood. She did not have a jacket or a bag beside her, or any kind of luggage. Flint took these facts in with an eye that was used to analysing a situation quickly. He often had to act swiftly in his job as sheriff of Greenville and he was used to investigating facts in a logical manner. This told him that she had left in a hurry with the child, who was now bawling lustily as he kept up his struggles.


Flint turned fiercely and looked at the gathering townspeople.


‘Nothing to see here,’ he said, knowing that the Greenville Sun would have the story – drawings and all – the very next day.


He was just assessing what to do next when he heard the faintest of groans. The young woman stirred weakly. She wasn’t dead after all; nevertheless it was clear that if she didn’t get some kind of attention soon she would surely pass away.


‘You, you and you,’ said Flint to some of the more able-bodied men who had gathered round to gawp, ‘help me lift her out, let’s get her to the infirmary.’ He went into the carriage and gently disengaged the infant from the woman’s arms. It was a harder task than he had expected because she had quite a firm grasp of the child. As her infant was pulled free she gave a gasping moan, then subsided again, her lips moving in a wordless mumble.


Flint arranged to have the corpse of the former driver taken to the undertaker, Lawrie. That individual had a whitewashed stone cellar where he kept the bodies of those whom he was preparing for burial. It was about the coolest place around here and, if the mystery wasn’t solved, Lawrie would have the job of burying him for the county anyway.


 


Old Doc Hollins had finished examining the young woman. She was lying on a flock mattress in the infirmary, the simple iron-frame bed the same as the kind used by the sisters for their own needs. Her wound had been cleaned up and her head had been bandaged to stanch the blood that had flowed from her wounds. The sisters, including Sister Theresa who had cleaned her up, had cut away some of her long auburn hair and the doctor had sewn up the wounds in her scalp with catgut. She was dressed in a white shift and her pale hands seemed to float like lilies on the dark surface of her coverlet.


Flint had not been present while she was being looked after. After seeing that she had been taken to the infirmary he had closed the door of the carriage – with the child still inside – and taken it to the livery, where he had given the proprietor a few silver dollars and instructed him to look after the horses. He had also told the man to leave the coach untouched so that it could be examined more thoroughly later.


Then he had picked up the child, who had continued his full-throated bawling as they drove to the livery. No wonder the infant was distressed after what he had gone through: being jangled along at speed in the arms of a near-dead woman, then thrust into the back of an otherwise empty carriage and taken somewhere completely strange. It would have been more than enough to unsettle an adult, let alone a child who seemed little more than a year old. Yet as Flint lifted the child out, discovering that he was rather heavier than he had expected, the child looked into Flint’s face, put out his brawny little arms and gave a loud chuckle, instantly winning over the sheriff who thought himself to be so hardened.


‘I don’t know your name,’ muttered Flint as they left the livery. ‘Guess I’ll call you Hank. Husky Hank, how does that sound to you, kid?’ The child gave a cry of laughter at this and pressed into Flint’s shoulder. The sheriff had kept the child from going to the infirmary because he knew the perfect person to look after him. Besides, he had a feeling that a mission was not the kind of place where a child would thrive, and the sisters already had enough on their plate with the injured new arrival.


He knocked on the door of the modest clapboard house that belonged to the schoolma’am. It was part of her reward for coming to teach in a place as wild as this. There had been other teachers over the years, but none like her. She answered the door.


‘Joe.’ She said his name before taking in that he was holding a lively bundle in his arms. Her home was not far from the livery, so he had just walked there carrying the child. One or two people who knew what had happened had looked at him and remarked on this sight as he strode down the main street, but he was a man on a mission. He had a baby to find a carer for and that baby should be looked after by a woman. He had more urgent and better things to do.


‘Joe, what’s going on here?’ asked the schoolmistress. She was dressed in a dark jumper and a black skirt. Her hair was a little straggly, unlike the tidy bun worn when she taught in the school, and was hanging down to her shoulders. He thought he had never seen anything as pretty in his life, but he had to focus on the matter in hand.
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