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DEATH AT THE RANCH





The young woman boarding the train appeared surprisingly cool and serene, considering the still-torrid blaze of the late afternoon sun and the stuffiness of the train. A wealth of blonde hair showed beneath her hat, and her summery frock was unusually stylish for such a region.


Suitcase in hand, she murmured excuses as she eased her way amidst the men and women who had gathered in the corridor, the better to feel the breeze sweeping through the open window as the train resumed its journey into the heart of Arizona.


She hesitated as she came to a compartment with only two men in it. Studying them through the glass she decided they looked a better bet than the average cattle dealer and cowpuncher. One of the men was huge, with a large paunch expanding before him, a black Homburg hat perched four-square on his head. He was dressed entirely in black, against which his collar sharply contrasted.


His younger companion was wedged in the corner seat and apparently snoozing. He was of more normal proportions, though still large limbed. From the cut of his clothes he was plainly not a resident of a hick town; possibly he might be an inhabitant of a city. On the seat beside him lay a second large-brimmed black Homburg.


Satisfied with her survey the girl pushed open the door, and then quickly closed it again as a powerful draught hurtled momentarily through the open carriage window. Turning, she began the job of heaving her suitcase on to the rack.


‘Allow me, miss …’


‘Pardon?’ She glanced round. The larger man was looming beside her and giving her a sense of extreme smallness. He had removed his hat to reveal a semi-bald head with grey hair thinning over his ears. His face was round, triple-chinned, with a full-lipped mouth. He was perhaps sixty and, except for his enormous middle, carried himself well.


‘At your service, miss,’ he murmured, with a slight inclination of his head, and taking the suitcase heaved it up to the rack.


‘Thank you,’ the girl said, surprised to find courtesy in this region. She settled in the corner seat opposite the dozing young man, then again looked at his companion.


‘My name, miss, if you will forgive the liberty, is Meredith,’ the Goliath explained. ‘Randle Meredith. I am a widower, and this is my son, Bart …’ He motioned to the sleeping man and made a sound suspiciously like a regretful sigh.


‘I’m sorry … I mean, I’m pleased to meet you.’


The girl looked out of the window upon the speeding desert wastes and scrubland – and, far away, a backdrop of purple where mountains loomed. Then she looked back at where the enormous Meredith had reseated himself, his hat still discreetly removed.


‘Are you by any chance related to the rancher David Meredith?’ she asked.


Before Meredith could reply the young man in the corner stirred suddenly and stretched his arms. His eyes opened lazily and looked straight into the steady blue ones of the girl watching him. He deliberately hesitated in his movements, absorbing details. She was young, he decided. Slender, too, with the trimmest legs and neatest figure he had seen for a long time. Not a trace of make-up marred her features. While lacking stunning beauty she had a definite prettiness. There was an air of the outdoors about her, of strength and alertness.


‘Hot, isn’t it,’ Bart Meredith remarked languidly.


‘It certainly is, son,’ his father agreed – and the young man glanced at him.


‘As a matter of fact, Dad, I wasn’t addressing you,’ he said candidly. Bart returned his attention to the girl, and though she quite realized his remark had been directed at her she made no response. As he had assessed her, so she now assessed him. He was handsome after a fashion, black-haired, with dark-blue eyes. In his late twenties, perhaps. Yet there was something odd about him. Though strength lay in the line of the jaw and set of the mouth, there was a dissolute weakness in his expression, as though he were ill, or … something.


‘I don’t expect to look my best at well over a hundred in the shade,’ he told the girl drily, and stretched out long, immaculately suited legs.


She still made no answer, studying him, and decided that when standing he was probably fairly tall.


‘The young lady was just asking, son, if we are related to David Meredith,’ Meredith remarked, smiling.


‘Yes; I heard her.’ The young man straightened up and smiled indolently. ‘Dave Meredith’s my brother,’ he explained, and he saw the girl give a little start.


‘Oh, is he?’ She sat back, clearly surprised. Then, recovering herself, she continued: ‘I know David Meredith quite well. He lives only a couple of miles from our ranch – where I live with my stepfather. We have the Slanting F, you know.’


‘Have you?’ Bart’s grin widened. ‘These Western terms all sound slightly crazy to me. I’m a city man.’


‘I can tell that,’ the girl said, and there seemed to be a slight edge of contempt in her voice. ‘Which city?’


‘Best city there is, far as I’m concerned … Boston.’


‘You’re an Easterner, then?’


‘Uh-huh. And I’m not apologizing for it, either.’


The girl reflected. ‘I’d always assumed David Meredith had been born in Arizona, same as the rest of us. He was in Mountain Peak Valley when my stepfather started his spread there – and that’s fifteen years ago. Since I was only five then I don’t remember much about it.’


Bart smiled to himself at this subtle method of revealing her age; then he said:


‘My brother is twelve years older than I am, Miss – er—’


‘My name’s Jane Talbot,’ the girl said frankly, and the two men nodded.


‘Obviously,’ Bart said, extending a gold cigarette-case at which the girl shook her head, ‘you’re not particularly keen on city men.’


‘City men are usually soft.’ The girl shrugged. ‘And men who are soft don’t survive the rigours out here for long.’


A look of bitterness seemed to settle on the dissolute mouth as Bart lighted his cigarette.


‘I suppose it kills some and cures others,’ he said, waving the lighted match into extinction. ‘Far as I’m concerned I hope it cures.’


‘Why? Are you ill?’


‘No,’ the young man responded, grinning. ‘But just the same my father seems to think that it would improve my health no end if we came out here and lived with my brother for an indefinite period. On top of that my old man has the idea that it might make me less irresponsible. Seems a bit late to start, considering I’m twenty-seven, that is … Ill? No!’ he emphasized. ‘You may not think it, but I once was champion wrestler of my college – Judo expert and all the rest of it. Dad here will confirm that.’


‘Quite correct, miss,’ Meredith verified.


‘In other words, the change from Boston to Arizona is supposed to make a man of you?’ the girl asked.


‘I’m not sure I like the way that you say “supposed”.’


‘I’m sorry, but you just don’t seem like … good material,’ the girl explained frankly. ‘The men out here are as hard as rocks. They have to be to stand it. I find it difficult to believe you are David Meredith’s brother. He’s about one of the toughest men in Mountain Peak Valley.’


‘Once he was a city man, like me,’ Bart said. ‘The only difference between us is that he left home twenty years ago to live in Arizona from choice; I’ve come because I’ve effectively been ordered to. And what I have seen of the West so far I don’t like one bit.’


Abruptly the girl got to her feet, her cheeks colouring. Swinging away from him she began to struggle with her suitcase on the rack.


‘Hey, just a minute!’ Bart jumped up and stumbled over to her as the train rocked. ‘I was just talking about the district – the West generally. Nothing personal!’


‘I’d like my suitcase,’ she said. ‘Or are you too city-soft to lift it down?’


Bart did as she asked and gave the suitcase to her. She took it, then left the compartment, closing the door sharply behind her. Bart hesitated over following, sighed, and then returned to his seat in the corner. After a moment or two his father looked at him out of the tail of his eye.


‘Can’t say I altogether blame the young woman,’ he commented drily.


‘Be hanged to her,’ Bart growled. ‘Seems to me that women are all alike – even out here in the West. Can’t trust ’em. Turn their noses up at the least thing.’


‘A somewhat biased viewpoint, son. Your late mother and I were very happy.’


‘I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t mean—’


‘I know you didn’t, son,’ Meredith said quietly. ‘I was just thinking that since she resides in the valley where we are heading – Mountain Peak – she might have been invaluable to us in directing the way. I understand that these Western districts are rugged, to say the least of it.’


‘We don’t need her. Dave will be there with his wagon, or whatever he calls it. Only thing is, the journey might have been less boring with her to talk to … Oh, forget her!’


Meredith smiled to himself, aware of the lack of conviction in Bart’s voice. Jane Talbot had been different, very different indeed from the socialites with whom Bart had wasted so many hours of his life since reaching manhood.




 





When the train finally pulled into Mountain Peak it was some six hours late, thanks to the roundabout nature of the route and occasional cattle hold-ups. It was also early morning, which served to make the wayside halt so dead that it was a wonder it was on the map at all.


Bart was not in the best of tempers either. When the train had been held up some ten miles out of Mountain Peak he had watched many of the passengers alight, presumably to find other means of transport to town. Amongst them had been Jane Talbot. Though he insisted he was not in the least interested in her he found that he still had the memory of her slim form striding away into the twilight. And now …


He and his father surveyed the dead stillness of the Arizonan railway station at one in the morning and watched the train’s rear light vanishing round a bend in the line.


‘A dump, Dad – a dump,’ Bart commented, putting down his suitcase on the gravelly stones which marked the platform. ‘Maybe we should have got off the train when Miss Talbot did.’


‘I’m inclined to agree, son,’ Meredith said, and turning slowly as though on an invisible turntable he absorbed the view.


The night was coldly bright. The lingering warmth of day had long since radiated into the cloudless sky. The stars looked about ready to fall out of the violet heaven, paling a little to the east where loomed the mighty Catalinas. To the west was a flat, indefinable wilderness cloaked in mist – pastureland, desert, and mesa interwoven in a common grey patchwork, which to the two uninitiated men, told nothing. To north and south the view had the same grey uniformity, except that the dim shapes of huddled buildings – the ramshackle town of Mountain Peak itself – broke the monotony.


Nowhere a light, a movement, or a sound, save a faintly clanging bell echoing from the distance where the train was continuing on its way to Caradoc City.


Bart stirred himself as he sat on the suitcase.


‘Thanks to the blasted train getting held up we’re hours late and Dave must have gone back to his ranch. What the blazes do we do next?’


Meredith pointed to his right.


‘Some kind of dwelling over there. Probably belongs to whoever looks after this station. We can see, anyway.’


He picked up the suitcase and followed Bart to a low-roofed brick outhouse standing at the end of the gravel-stoned platform. It had one window, tightly shut and dark, and a door. Upon it Bart rapped sharply.


There was a long pause, then abruptly the door opened and a shadowy white face appeared.


‘Well? What in blue tarnation d’yuh want at this hour o’ night?’


‘Sorry, but we’re strangers around here,’ Bart apologized. ‘I’m Bart Meredith and this is my father. Where can we get transport? We’ve got to reach my brother’s ranch – the Double Y – in Mountain Peak Valley.’


Long pause, then: ‘Say, I reckon you must be Dave Meredith’s brother!’


‘Right! How do we …?’


‘Ain’t no horses or buckboards at this hour. Durin’ the daytime mebbe, but this is night. So I reckon you’d best walk. Ain’t far. About three miles – the Double Y is down the trail apiece. Y’can’t miss it. The trail joins the high street.’


‘The what?’ Meredith inquired.


‘High street. I reckon you two jiggers are ’bout six hours late,’ he added. ‘Your brother Dave were over here durin’ the evemn’ a-waitin’ for yuh. Then he gave up and went back to his spread.’


Abruptly the door closed and the silence of the cemetery descended once more.


‘Well, that seems to be that,’ Meredith said. ‘Presumably we go down the trail apiece.’


His enormous figure moved in the starlight, suitcase in hand, and Bart mooched after him. Together they headed down the cindery road which crunched under their feet, moving towards a handful of wooden buildings.


‘I don’t think I’m going to like this place one bit,’ Bart declared presently.


‘I don’t know.’ Meredith seemed quite philosophic. ‘I admit that it appears a trifle dull after Boston, but there is the compensation of these open spaces, the smell of the desert, the sparkling air, the natural life. It may serve your health a lot better than crawling round the city in search of new pleasures.’


Bart did not answer. He and his father might have been the only people in the universe as they walked slowly down the centre of the ‘high street’, glancing about them as they went. The rising moon only served to accentuate the shoddy flimsiness of the ‘town’ of Mountain Peak.


The high street was a rutted, sun-baked trail leading between two parallel, railed boardwalks, set back from which were wooden buildings of various sizes. Dimly, signs on windows, or hanging lopsidedly into the street, proclaimed an assayer’s, trading store, a drugstore, a livery stable, a lawyer’s and sheriff’s offices, and – separately, as though respectively proud of their vice and sanctity – the Painted Lady saloon and a tin tabernacle.


‘Perhaps this ghost town will assume an air of life when daylight comes,’ Meredith commented.


‘It needs it! As it is I’d sooner walk through a cemetery and know the folks in it are dead.’


They walked up the high street without anything disturbing the impression of a mausoleum, and found themselves following a broad, rutted wagon-track. Still with the feeling that they were alone in the universe they plodded onwards. Both of them could smell the intangible wind blowing from the desert and mesa, bringing with it its queer suggestion of vast, untamed spaces, of distances reaching out beyond imagination. They listened ever and again to the remote sound of a mountain lion, or the nearer hoot of an owl. Occasionally, startling in its gentleness, wings brushed their faces as a night bird fled before them.


‘The West has quite a distinctive atmosphere, don’t you think?’ Meredith remarked after they had walked perhaps a mile.


‘I’d swap the whole lot this moment for a brandy and soda at my club back in Boston! I’m not cut out for this Wild West stuff, Dad. You’ll see: it won’t cure me. I’ll – what was that?’ Bart broke off, startled, as something shot across his feet.


‘Possibly a pack-rat or a ground squirrel, son. Unless, perhaps it was a figment of – hmm …’


‘Drink?’ Bart suggested. ‘OK, say it. I don’t mind … Oh, for the love of Mike, let’s get on to Dave’s ranch!’


At the end of two hours’ solid tramping there was still no sign of the Double Y ranch and the trail, hard and clear in the rising moonlight, seemed to stretch to infinity. To either side of the trail reared tall, coarse-grass banks topped with small juniper, cedar, and oak trees, their half-developed leaves rustling in the cold wind sweeping down from the mountain heights.


‘I think the trees are beginning to thin out,’ Meredith said, straining his eyes in the moonlight. ‘It looks as though we are coming to pastureland and that should mean ranches.’


He was right. Another half-mile’s progress brought the end of the trail where it lost itself in the verdure of a valley. The rutted, sun-baked dust had changed to a dark carpet of grass. Perched at various angles on the valley’s sides were vaguely discernible dwellings, all of them dark as though nobody lived in them.


‘Perhaps a dozen or more ranches,’ Meredith said, coming to a halt and surveying the scene.


‘Out of which we require just one,’ Bart reminded him. ‘And not one with a light! Dammit, what’s Dave playing at? He could have left a lighted window as a guide for us turning up late – or something.’


‘He might – unless he has given up expecting us until tomorrow. Only thing we can do is to conduct a search of these ranches to discover the right one …’


The going was easier on the springy grass and ten minutes brought them to the first of the ranches. Over the main gateway it said – SLANTING F.


‘Mmm. Jane Talbot’s place,’ Bart murmured. ‘And I suppose she’s hit the hay like the rest of ’em … What else is there?’


The two men went further and examined several more ranches, marvelling inwardly at the various designations they discovered, before they arrived at a fairly large-sized spread with a double Y carved out of wood perched over the open yard gates.


‘’Bout time,’ Bart commented, studying the dark mass of the ranch house and the extensive corrals. ‘No red carpet out,’ he added drily.


‘Or any cattle in the corrals,’ Meredith mused, and there was anxiety in his tone. ‘The further corral gates are open, and there aren’t any cattle anywhere.’


‘Meaning rustlers?’ Bart suggested drily. ‘You’ve been reading too many dime novels, Dad. If there are no steers in the corral I’m pretty sure Dave knows what he’s about.’


Meredith in the lead they crossed the deserted yard, passing a solitary buckboard outside the stables, and so reached the three steps leading to the ranch house porch. The outer screen door was closed and, so it appeared in the dim light, was the main door behind it. Meredith knocked discreetly and then waited.


‘You’re too gentle, Dad,’ Bart told him, and kicked his heel violently on the frame. Then, to his surprise, the screen door vibrated and swung slightly to and fro.


‘Open!’ Meredith exclaimed. ‘I don’t like this, son.’


Puzzled that his brother should leave the door undone – unless it were left that way on purpose so Bart and his father could enter – Bart tugged the screen door wide and found the inner door also unlocked. He entered a dark stretch of what he judged to be a hall, his father coming up in the rear and blocking the vague moonlight with his huge figure.


‘Hello there, Dave!’ Bart called. ‘You anywhere about?’


The ranch house remained dark and undisturbed.


‘Fine welcome this is,’ Bart muttered. Finding his matches, he struck one and in the splutter of yellow flame held high over his head he and his father peered about them. As they had judged, they were in a hall. From it led four doors, one of them open. Automatically they moved towards it, but the match-flame expired before they reached it.


‘More I see of this the less I understand it,’ Bart said, as a match-head scraped again. ‘Dave seems to have – My God!’


Both men both dropped their suitcases, their fingers giving way in sheer surprise. Together they stared blankly at a long-legged figure in riding-pants and check shirt swinging six feet from the wooden floor, a strong rope knotted about his neck and carried over a central overhead beam.


‘He’s …’ The words stuck in Bart’s throat and the match went out as it scorched his fingers. Recovering himself Meredith dived forward in the gloom and grasped the body, raising it so that the weight was taken from the rope.


‘Still warm,’ he said, breathing hard. ‘But I’m afraid he’s dead. Quick – we need another light. Find a lamp or something.’


Another lighted match in his hand Bart stumbled about amidst the furniture, then a dim yellow glow began to cast upon the fairly comfortable living-room, log-walled, the niches plugged with red clay. There were rough but serviceable chairs, a bureau, an old-fashioned safe, a table, and matting and skin rugs were on various parts of the floor.


‘I’m cutting him down,’ Meredith said. ‘He’s a dead weight.’


Bart had to force himself to look at the swinging body: the staring eyes, protruding tongue, and blue-white complexion … then he gave his father a hand and between them they lowered the body reverently to the floor.


‘It’s Dave all right,’ Bart muttered, staring down at the face.


‘Yes, son. A trifle older than I remember him from ten years ago when he came to your mother’s funeral …’ He paused, struggling to find words. ‘Thank God she never lived to see … this.’


‘Why did it happen, Dad? What terrible thing could have led him to take his own life?’


‘Don’t talk like a fool!’ Meredith snapped. ‘David was murdered! Look around you – there is no article of furniture nearby from which he could have jumped. The length of rope is only a couple of feet and the nearest furniture is yards away …’


‘God, you’re right, Dad,’ Bart whispered. ‘He must have been lifted to the beam and hanged from it.’


The logic had an inescapable quality, and it deepened Bart’s frown.


‘But who’d want to kill him? Last I heard from him he said he was doing fine here – and prospering.’


‘If he were prospering, son, there would have been cattle in the corral. I was uneasy about that and now I’m afraid we have the explanation. The open gates suggest that the cattle have been driven elsewhere, and as for poor David – his fate is obvious.’


‘What do we do in a case like this?’ Bart gave an uneasy glance about him. ‘Advise the sheriff?’


‘We’ll have to, but frankly, son …’ Meredith put his hand to his eyes, ‘Right now, I can’t face another journey back to town on foot. I just don’t seem to have the strength …’


‘Of course, Dad.’ Bart moved forward and put his arms around his father’s shoulders. ‘Dave can’t be any deader in the morning than he is now so we’ll leave it till then and try and get some rest. Better find yourself a chair whilst I carry Dave’s body into a bedroom.’


Meredith slumped into the nearest chair. The immediate horror of the discovery was fading, to be replaced by a smouldering anger and resolve to find the man – or men – responsible for his elder son’s murder.


Bart meanwhile had located the nearest bedroom, and laid the corpse gently on to the bed and then covered it with a rug. He stood with head bowed for perhaps a minute, then, coming to himself, he went in search of the kitchen.


In ten minutes baked beans, some toast and coffee were on the rough table and the two men settled down. The lamplight illuminated their tired, travel-and-grief-stained faces. Bart’s dark-blue eyes were puzzled, even a little afraid, as he ate and reflected.


His father, on the other hand, was increasingly looking as if he had – outwardly at least – completely come to terms with the unexpected tragedy they had found. It was almost as if the transference from their comfortable city atmosphere of the Meredith residence in Boston to this rustic backwoods of the world had given him a new purpose and challenge in life. One he intended to meet head-on.


Presently Bart asked a question:


‘Do you suppose it would do any good if we asked the other ranchers whether they’ve any notions about what’s happened?’


Meredith considered as he drank his coffee, then he shook his semi-bald head.


‘They might resent being awakened at this hour of the night to be asked a lot of difficult questions. We’re Easterners, don’t forget, and that might breed hostility from the locals – as Miss Talbot made evident. I think we should leave things alone until the morning and then inform the sheriff. We should at least be able to borrow horses from a neighbouring ranch to make the journey into town.’


‘Granting I can remember how to ride one,’ Bart said. ‘It’s years since I was taught by Dave how to do it. Don’t like the beasts …’ Bart struggled to muffle a yawn behind his hand and then glanced at his watch. ‘Hell, it’s four o’clock! I noticed earlier that there are two beds in the room over there, Dad.’ He nodded in its direction. ‘Dave must have prepared them for us, before … before …’


‘He was murdered,’ Meredith finished, heaving himself slowly to his feet. ‘OK son, let’s turn in, and try and get what rest we can.’
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