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Easy Money


 


Easy money has never been so hard to make.


John Cavendish is down on his luck. Released by the Pinkerton Detective Agency after suffering a terrible injury, with his rent going up and his money going down, Cavendish has to take desperate measures to survive. He heads to the snowbound plains of north Nebraska where the Indian wars are raging and where his brother, Luke, tells him there is easy money to be made.


When Cavendish discovers Luke has been gunned down he is determined to find the killer. But with bootleg whisky and illegal gun-running on the agenda, and the biggest deal of all just days away, there are men who will do anything to stop Cavendish.
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Chapter One


 


Reading, Pennsylvania, Summer 1877


The Lebanon Valley Railroad Bridge had been burning all day. As night fell, the glow in the western sky became more apparent. The breeze that had been fanning the flames for hours carried embers high into the air and brought the smell of fire to the noses of the strike-breakers.


‘You easy with this?’ the man marching alongside John Cavendish said.


Cavendish glanced at him. There was a glint in the man’s eyes. A smile on his lips. He carried his carbine loosely on his back, the strap over one shoulder.


‘They’re paying us and the boss ordered me to come,’ Cavendish said.


‘They shouldn’t have burned the bridge. That was their mistake.’


‘Desperation makes men doing desperate things.’


Cavendish sensed the man looking at him. ‘You on their side?’ the man said.


‘I’m a soldier. I do what I’m told,’ Cavendish said.


‘Soldier? I don’t recognize you.’


‘I was generalizing. I was a soldier.’


‘You’re not from Allentown, then? Not part of the Fourth?’


‘I’m a Pinkerton.’


‘A Pink?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘What are the Pinks doing here?’


Cavendish looked at the man again. They were marching between high buildings now. The structures blocked out the last of the light and the man’s face was dark. All around them other men strode forwards, each following the person in front. It wasn’t a disciplined march, not like the old days. These men had come from different places, different organizations. They had different rifles, different clothes, different attitudes.


Cavendish ignored the man’s question. ‘You know the cut?’ he said. ‘Seventh Street? Marching into it this way doesn’t feel good to me.’


The strikers had chosen the Seventh Street cut as the ideal place to block the railroad. They’d set up barriers and had stopped a locomotive there. With the bridge on fire across town there were no trains moving at all.


The man said. ‘I ain’t from Reading. You know we don’t need the Pinks. The Guard can handle this.’


‘I guess someone thought otherwise.’


‘Well, if you want to, you can stick close to me. We’re trained for this type of thing.’


‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ John Cavendish said.


 


As they entered the Seventh Street cut, walking along the railroad ties, crunching across the gravel and cinders, Cavendish found himself somewhere in the middle of the column, surrounded by National Guardsmen, militia, and tough guys employed by the Railroad. He’d lost sight of his Pinkerton colleagues way back when the officer in charge – whom Cavendish later found out was Brigadier Frank Reeder – had first set the makeshift army marching out towards Seventh Street. The high walls of the cut, chiselled vertically into the hills by hand to enable the railroad tracks to be laid flat and straight, blinkered the grey night sky and plunged everything into shadows.


But there were fires up ahead, and when the crowds of marching men started to separate – splitting either side of a stationary line of flatbeds and boxcars – Cavendish saw the silhouette of the locomotive up there. He saw men, too. Lots of men waiting for them, and in the distant light of the fires he saw they had sticks and guns.


A noise started. It rose like the grey and silver smoke from those fires, lifting and thickening, at first just jeers, then individual curses, and soon hate-filled diatribes.


‘Gowen’s boys!’


‘Judas!’


‘Come on . . . You . . . Red-hair. One on one. Now!’


‘Cowards!’


‘You’re not brave enough, are you?’


Cavendish heard women’s voices, too, shrieking down, sharp as blades.


‘You’re not men! None of you!’


‘Oh, you’re not starving are you? Well fed soldier boys! You don’t know what it’s like to starve!’


Cavendish looked up. High above them on the top edges of the cut were hundreds of people. There were fires burning behind them. Some held flaming torches. In the dancing light of those torches their faces were wild and skull-like, yellow, red and orange. They looked like devils.


Now their curses became so numerous that individual words were unintelligible. There was so much noise it was physical in its intensity, like being buffeted by a storm. Around him soldiers were lowering rifles from their shoulders, working actions, drawing deep breaths. He pulled his own six-gun free from the holster inside his thin jacket. Sweat glued his shirt to his skin. He could smell ash and smoke. The dark scent of fear and anticipation rose from the men around him.


They were deep in the cut now, either side of the blocked train. They’d stopped moving and he could hear the soldiers at the head of the column yelling at the strikers up there to move their barricades. But the soldiers may as well have been shouting into a hurricane. Their words were soaked up and thrown back at them a thousand-fold.


We should have come at them from up there, Cavendish thought. On the high ground.


Someone at the front fired a shot. Cavendish never found out if it was fired by the strikers or the strike-breakers.


Somebody closer yelled ‘Let ’em have it!’


A storm of rocks and bricks, lengths of nail-studded wood, pieces of railroad iron, broken wheels, and scores of other things that weren’t recognizable in the darkness, rained down on the column. The man standing next to Cavendish was hit on the temple by a rock. He swore and looked upwards, swinging his gun skywards, but then his legs weakened and he crumpled to the ground. Other men yelled. Some screamed.


Another gun went off, the explosion echoing back and forth between the sheer walls of the cut. Someone shouted, ‘Hold your fire! Hold your fire!’


Now dozens of burning torches arced down from the high edges of the cut, leaving trails of sparks in the air. The men below, in an effort to avoid the flames, pushed into each other, tripping and falling. A second volley of missiles rained down on them. Hundreds of stones and pieces of metal ricocheted off the roof of the box-cars. Others rattled like gun-fire on the flatbeds.


Cavendish held his hands, one still holding his Colt 45, over his head. A rock bounced off his fingers where he held the gun and the pain scythed all the way up his arm and into his neck. Acrid smoke blew along the cut from the fires in front of the locomotive. Cavendish looked upwards between his forearms and elbows. Against the lightness of the smoke the sky was filled with so many objects it looked as if a flock of black birds was diving towards them.


There was another gunshot, this time followed by a scream so piercing that it cut through the noise like a streak of lightning briefly illuminating the darkest of nights.


‘Hold your fire!’


But the command had come too late. It was weak and solitary in the face of all the stones and metalwork being launched at the men.


There was a volley of shots. Too many to count. Screams overlapped the echoes of the gunfire. A second volley blasted out. The soldiers around Cavendish started to shoot, too, aiming vaguely upwards at the men and women lining the cut.


Cavendish held his gun, unfired, by his side, his other arm still protecting his head, and watched the people up there pushing each other backwards, jostling to get away from the edge. One man lost his footing, his arms wind-milled, and then he was falling downwards into the cut.


Something made Cavendish turn.


He saw the iron pipe a second before it hit him. Someone up there had launched it like a spear, gravity, anger, and brute strength giving it a speed that belied its weight. He saw it too late to avoid it altogether, a slim, dark shape coming down at him from a slightly less dark sky. He rocked backwards, swivelling his body away from the trajectory of the pipe. It hit him on the inside of the knee and he felt his leg snap. His body crumpled as if he’d been shot. Then the pain came and he was helpless to do anything but reach upwards with his free hand, pleading for help from anyone, trying not to scream, eyes screwed up as the agony rolled over him.


It was a full minute before anyone noticed him. By then the gunshots and the hail of stones and metal had both stopped.


It was his last day on the job for the Pinkertons.









Chapter Two


 


Julesville, Nebraska, Winter 1877


The men rode through the snow up a slope populated by Yellow Pines. The trees grew sparsely enough that the four of them could ride in pairs, yet one of them, a kid, rode alone, two riders in front of him, one behind. The kid had his hands tied to the pommel of his saddle. The back of his jacket was dark with sweat despite the cold.


‘I ain’t done nothing,’ he said, twisting in his saddle to look back at Caleb Stone. ‘I ain’t said nothing. I swear.’


Stone smiled at him.


‘Say something,’ the kid said. ‘You been quiet all the way up here.’


Stone said: ‘Sometimes it’s best to keep your mouth shut, Lester.’


‘I told you, I kept my mouth shut. I never said nothing. It’s the truth.’


‘We’ll find out.’


‘What’s that mean? How you going to find out? What you going to do?’


‘Just shut up, kid,’ one of the other riders said.


‘Damn you, Joe. Damn all of you.’ The kid spat on the ground and turned to face forwards again. A moment later he said, ‘I can smell smoke.’


They rode into an area where the ground was scuffed and the undergrowth flattened from animal tracks converging and crossing. A man in a blue coat hunkered down over a fire, feeding it kindling. He had a pile of snapped tree branches on the ground by his feet ready to add to the flames. He looked over his shoulder and nodded at the approaching horsemen. Another man, tall and thin with a dark beard, stood watching the riders approach. He smiled. Two missing teeth – one from the top and, right below it, one from the bottom gum – made it look as if a black stripe had been painted inside his mouth.


Tied to the trunk of the tree directly behind the fire was a young man with shoulder-length jet-black hair and the dark eyes of the Cheyenne. He wore white man’s clothes and his face was bruised. There was blood clotting on his lips and nostrils.


‘Cain!’ the kid with his hands tied to his saddle said. ‘God!’ He twisted around again. ‘What’s going on? Please? What’s going on?’


There was some snow in the small clearing, but the high branches caught most of the weather.


‘How’s the fire?’ Caleb Stone asked the man on the ground.


‘Couple more minutes, Cal.’


‘Nice.’ Stone looked at the riders who had ridden up with him. ‘Tie this one to the tree. Then we’ll have a coffee whilst the knife heats up.’


 


Cain, the half-Cheyenne, could hear Lester whimpering. Lester sounded like a dog that had been bitten badly in a fight and had been left outside to die. A dog that you didn’t want to waste a bullet on. Lester’s fingers dug into Cain’s wrist, then worked their way up as far as his knots would allow, and held on to Cain’s forearms. Cain could feel the sweat making Lester’s cold hands slick. Lester’s fingers kept twitching, kept searching for a new grip on Cain’s skin, as if somehow that was going to help.


‘So,’ Caleb Stone said, standing up, rolling his shoulders. ‘Who wants to go first?’ He’d taken his coat off, despite the weather.


Cain and Lester were tied either side of the same tree. Cain was tied facing the five men who until a moment ago had been hunkered down drinking coffee. He could smell the coffee and he could smell the smoke, and it may have been imagination, but he thought he could smell the blade they had placed in the fire, smell the scorched metal, like a hot gun barrel. The men were laughing, but he knew they were uneasy. All but Caleb Stone. Stone didn’t have an uneasy bone in his body. The others though, they weren’t so sure. But they’d do it. They’d do whatever Stone asked of them.


‘Please,’ Lester said.


He was tied facing into the forest. He couldn’t see what was going on. Cain knew they’d done it that way on purpose. Seeing them heating a knife was one thing. Not knowing what they were doing was worse.


‘We were going to say something,’ Lester said, his voice sounding thin and weak. ‘But we didn’t. I swear.’


‘It’s the truth,’ Cain said. He looked at Stone. The man was big, wide shouldered. His thick beard had flecks of grey in it. His eyes were dark. It may have been the way he was standing and the darkness beneath the canopy but there were no reflections in those eyes at all. It was like looking into the eyes of a dead horse.


Stone said, ‘The thing is, part of me wants to believe you. I mean, not just wants to. But does. But you see these boys – African Joe, there. And Arkansas Joe. And Rudy and Sam. I have a responsibility to them. It would be wrong of me just to take your word for it. You understand?’


‘How can we make you believe us?’ Lester said from the other side of the tree. Sobs interspersed his words.


‘I figure if we ask you a few questions and you keep your story straight, then we’ll believe you.’


‘Please . . .’


‘He’s telling the truth, Mr Stone,’ Cain said. One of the men over by the fire tried picking up the knife but had to snatch his hand away quickly. Another of the men laughed. Get your riding glove, the laughing man said. ‘We were going to tell the Captain next time he came to town. That’s what we were talking about when Flynn overheard us.’


‘Uh-huh,’ Stone said. Flynn was the agent up on the reservation.


‘I thought they might look kindly on me,’ Lester said.


‘Who?’


‘The army. The Captain.’


Stone looked over towards the fire.


‘Rudy?’


‘Yes, boss?’


‘You deserted, too. You think the army would welcome Lester here back with open arms if he gave us all up?’


Rudy was smoking a limp cigarette. He was a lanky youth with a straggly beard, brown teeth, and hair that, like Cain’s, grew all the way to his shoulders. But where Cain’s hair shone with his Cheyenne heritage, Rudy’s was simply greasy.


‘Maybe boss. Maybe a year’s hard labour instead of two or three.’


‘Worth doing then?’


‘If you want to get back in the army.’


Stone looked back at Cain. ‘So Lester wanted the army to look kindly on him. You?’


‘My mother is Cheyenne. My father is white. I don’t want the war.’


‘Some folks say my rifles will bring the war to an end more quickly.’


Cain looked at the big man. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. But either way we didn’t tell the Captain. We were just talking about it.’


‘OK.’


‘OK what?’ Lester said from the other side of the tree. His voice sounded a few notes higher than its natural pitch.


‘OK, let’s see what we can find out,’ Stone said.


 


Afterwards, Stone had Rudy shoot both Cain and Lester.


The smell of burnt flesh hung in the air, and it seemed to Caleb Stone that the echoes of Cain’s screams were still rebounding back and forth inside his skull. He shook his head to clear the sound. He’d liked Cain. The kid was tough, and to the very end his eyes had been full of determination. Stone knew that whatever he did to Cain the kid wouldn’t give in. Within reason anyway. Didn’t the Indians go through rituals that were far more painful than anything he could dream up? It was a shame to shoot someone like that. But needs must. Doing it the way they had, Lester had wept and begged, prayed and cursed. He had soiled himself and he had sworn a revenge that all the men knew was never coming. Yet he had stuck to the story that he and Cain had maintained all along. And they’d never even laid a finger on him. Lester hadn’t even seen what they were doing to Cain. But he could hear and he could smell and even when Cain’s fingernails had drawn blood from Lester’s wrists Lester had still maintained they were going to tell the Captain but hadn’t actually done so.


‘Cut them down,’ Stone said. ‘Leave them for the foxes and weasels. It’ll be a long winter.’


‘You happy, boss?’ African Joe said. African Joe came from Virginia and assured anyone who cared to ask that he could trace his ancestry right back to Plymouth, England, and insisted his blood was as red and white as Queen Victoria’s. It just happened that his skin turned dark every spring when the sun started to get warm. And it just happened that there was another Joe in the gang, too, so they’d both been given names. Arkansas Joe had stuck, but Virginia Joe had, somewhere along the line, become African Joe.


‘I’m happy they didn’t tell anyone,’ Stone said. ‘But I’m not happy they knew about us in the first place. I think I need to pay Flynn another visit.’









Chapter Three


 


Reading, Pennsylvania, winter 1877


The red-headed nurse, Grace Nowakowski, said, ‘Martha in the Post Office gave me this for you.’


She handed John Cavendish a letter. The envelope was creased and dirty, and there were fingermarks clearly visible on the edges. The letter looked as if it had travelled a long way and had been handled by many different people. But it was still sealed.


‘It smells in here,’ Grace said, as Cavendish turned the letter over in his hands. ‘Shall I open the windows?’


‘There’s only one that opens. The kitchen window. The others are warped.’


She walked to his door and opened it a few inches, then she went into his tiny kitchen and he heard the scrape of wood against wood. He felt a gentle breath of fresh cold air flow into the room.


‘Have you tried standing today?’ she asked.


‘Of course.’


She came out of the kitchen and looked at him disbelievingly. He lay on top of the bedsheets. He wore a red woollen shirt over a grey undershirt. His trousers were thin and loose with little weight to them – a hangover from when he had first hurt his knee and couldn’t bear anything to touch the leg.


‘Are you warm enough here?’


‘I was until you opened the door and the window.’


She gave him a look that said: Aren’t you the funny one? ‘You could light the stove.’


‘I’d probably burn the whole place down.’


‘I’d like to see you stand. Maybe take a few steps.’


He sighed.


She said, ‘I put your food in the kitchen. I clean your clothes. The least you can do is humour me.’


‘What would I do without you?’


‘They’d find you dead,’ she said, nodding as if to reinforce the fact she mightn’t be joking.


‘My stick.’


In the corner of the room his walking cane rested against a three-legged table. On the table was a bottle of whiskey and a glass. There were a couple of fingers of whiskey remaining in the bottle. The wall behind the table was covered with an orange paper that was peeling away at the ceiling and beneath the window. The wallpaper was sprinkled with dark blotches of mould, some of which had caused the paper to bubble and swell, giving it the appearance of smallpox.


‘You left it there,’ she said.


He sighed again and sat up. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed.


‘Keep going.’


Very gently he placed his feet flat on the bare wooden floor and pushed his hands down on the thin mattress, levering himself upright, trying to keep as much weight on his right foot as possible, grimacing when some of the weight inadvertently went down his left-hand side. He reached out for the wall, steadied himself.


Then he was upright, swaying slightly, breathing heavily, and the pain wasn’t as bad as he’d anticipated. It never was. Not these days. But the anticipation of that pain was always there. The first few months had been so terrible it was as if those memories would never leave him.


‘Good,’ she said, smiling genuinely now. ‘Very good.’


‘You’re a hard taskmaster.’


The truth was she had been, literally, a life-saver in the early days when the hospital had told him they’d done all they could. She had fed and washed and cared for him when he was almost as helpless as an infant with no mother.


‘Your stick,’ she said.


‘Are they still paying you?’ he asked, taking a tentative step towards the three-legged table.


‘No.’


‘I knew that. I asked you last time.’


‘And the time before that.’


He took another step, his hands held out either side of him like a rope walker searching for balance.


‘Why do you keep coming?’


‘Who else is going to?’


He made it to the table. He grabbed his stick and planted it firmly on the floor, enjoying the confidence that the cane gave him.


‘I’ll pay you.’


She ignored him. They both knew he had little money.


‘Come into the kitchen,’ she said. ‘You need to eat.’


‘I will. One day.’


‘What are you going to do?’ She walked ahead of him, but stood aside to let him into the kitchen. There was only room for one in there, especially one with a walking stick.


‘Do?’ he said.


‘Do.’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Well, now you can walk again best you get to thinking.’


 


After Grace had left he lay on the bed and opened the letter. It was from his brother. Luke had found his way to a place named Julesville in north Nebraska. At the edge of the plains where the land starts to rise again, Luke had written. He always was a poet. And a dreamer. He’d spent his life criss-crossing the country and had found a particular love for the frontier, out where he could do his own thing without feeling closed in or pressurized by expectations. You should join me. There’s easy money to be had and it would be great to see you again. John Cavendish smiled at the order of the ideas. Easy money came before seeing each other.


He dropped the letter on to the bed and stood up. It really was getting easier every time. Easier, but not easy.


It was one thing Luke talking about easy money in Julesville, but he needed to do something here and now in Reading. He shuffled across the room and took his coat from the back of a chair. He slipped it on, relishing the warmth. There were flurries of snow outside. Fire risk or not, he knew he was going to have to get the stove in his tiny kitchen going soon. The hot nights of summer and autumn were long gone. If it wasn’t for the sweat of pain when he inadvertently put his foot down too hard, he’d have forgotten what it was like to perspire. Clutching his stick in his left hand, he edged outside.


It was time to go back to work.









Chapter Four


 


Julesville, Nebraska, winter 1877


Flynn O’Donoghue’s office was situated in an old stage-route relay station, several miles north-west of Julesville. The route had never amounted to anything, and these days the station’s old stable block was piled high with sacks of horse feed, flour, biscuits, seeds, sugar, salt, and other stuff that Caleb Stone wasn’t sure what it was. There were crates of tools for working the ground: knives, axes, hoes, spades and forks. Coils of rope were piled against one wall, and there were winter coats, shirts, leather belts, string, and shoes made somewhere out east and shipped to Julesville more in hope, Stone figured, than any belief that they’d be needed. There were wraps of wax paper holding candles, and matches and soap, and there were empty bottles and unused water barrels, and there were two huge iron ploughs resting up against the wall. Crates of cans without labels sat atop bags of vegetables. Only in a few of the old stalls were there horses – Flynn’s beautiful piebald mare which had been a gift from the Cheyenne, a small mule that Flynn called Pig, and a chestnut Indian pony that Stone didn’t recognize.
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