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No Coward


 


When a man has nothing left to lose be careful, he can be dangerous, very dangerous – and Olford Tate is now such a man. At the end of a cattle drive from Texas to Missouri, a physician hands the young cowboy a death sentence. His dangerous state of mind results in the cold, calculated killing of a man in front of a room full of witnesses.


When an ageing US marshal with a missing finger and hard-nosed approach to the law comes to his defence, it results in an odd and unlikely partnership. But is Marshal Henry Owens being straight with young Olford or using him for his own purposes? What follows is a treacherous and unpredictable journey as their relationship is tested to the point where there is no room for the coward.
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Chapter 1


 


Nothing Left To Lose


 


Sedalia, Missouri – 1885


 


‘Doc, I’m, I’m bleeding.’ The words came out in a slight stammer between short breaths and with a sense of relief before the cowboy hung his head.


The physician seemed not to notice and continued to write, his eyes cast towards the desk. ‘Name?’


The cowboy exhaled with resignation. ‘It’s Olford. Olford Tate.’


‘Olford?’ The doctor looked up, questioning, then spelt out each letter. ‘O-L-F-O-R-D?’


The cowboy nodded.


‘What do you get called? Ollie?’


The cowboy shrugged. ‘My mother called me that but Mr Dennison, the team boss, he calls me Ford and the others do the same, most of the time. I like Ford better than Ollie.’


The doctor concealed his smile as he continued writing with care, the nib of the pen scratching its ink on to the small index card before him.


The cowboy watched in silent impatience. ‘Doc?’ he said at last, with annoyance.


‘Shush,’ said the doctor, ‘I’m concentrating.’


The young man lifted his eyes skyward to gaze up at the pale-blue pressed-tin ceiling, to study the embossed pattern for a moment or two, as his fingers turned his sweat-stained hat like an upright wagon wheel. ‘I’m going,’ he mumbled and slid the heel of his boot back towards the chair to stand, scuffing the bleached timber floor.


‘You sit. I’m nearly finished,’ commanded the practitioner as he laid down the pen, then slowly and carefully placed the card into a little wooden box, between the index tabs marked S and U. ‘Done,’ he said. ‘Now, bleeding, eh? You better get your pants down and let me see.’


The lines on the young man’s brow pinched in surprise. ‘I didn’t tell you where I was bleeding from.’


‘No, but it’s not a gunshot wound, is it?’ The doctor’s voice was matter of fact.


‘No, of course not.’


‘Or a knife wound?’


‘No.’ The cowboy’s tone had a hint of hurt.


‘So you must be bleeding in your pants.’


‘How did you know that?’


‘Men who are shot or cut leak like hell and are mostly lying down but you’re sitting up.’ The town doctor smiled to reinforce his humour before gently closing the lid of the box. His eyes now engaged the cowboy, who sat stiff and straight before him. ‘You going to drop ’em?’


‘If I have to.’ It was a lament.


‘I have no other way of knowing, son, until I take a look and, believe me, if there were I would. This is going to be as much fun for you as it is for me, but I need to find out what’s causing your bleeding.’


The cowboy stood up, uncurling like a snake that had just found some winter sun.


‘So what are you using to mop up the blood? Cotton?’


The surprise on the cowboy’s face had been replaced by resignation. ‘I put a wad of it down there.’ He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. ‘It gets uncomfortable sometimes.’


‘How long have you been bleeding?’


‘Started a couple of months back, not a lot at first but getting more now. Can itch like hell too.’


The cowboy didn’t get to see the concern on the physician’s face. ‘Two months?’


‘Yes sir.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty-three. Twenty-four the month after next.’


‘Mmmm.’ The noise came from deep in the doctor’s throat and sounded like a growl.


The cowboy looked at the older man, enquiring. ‘What?’


‘Normally only occurs in a man twice your age or more. You lost any weight?’


‘A bit.’


The doctor looked at the young man’s leather belt that now hung open. ‘Have you pulled it in a notch or two?’


‘Three.’


‘How many stone have you lost in the last two months?’


‘One. Maybe two, but I’ve been on a drive up from Waco. Always lose some weight on a drive.’


‘Eating?’


‘Sure. I eat whatever is put in front of me.’ The belt-buckle made a clunk on the floor as the trousers fell.


‘Mmmm.’


‘What?’ asked the cowboy, now concerned with the noises the doctor was making.


‘I just said mmmm.’


‘It didn’t sound good.’


‘Mmmm?’


The cowboy started to reach back down towards his crumpled britches. ‘I’m going.’


The doctor saw a bony wrist protrude from the dirty cuff of his shirt. ‘You’re not well, son, and you and I know it. You’ve known it for two months while I’ve known it for less than two minutes. But I’m here to help as best I can, so you turn around and bend over and let me take a look, then we can figure out what to do.’


‘You’re not going to stick anything up there, are you?’


‘Not if I can help it. But I need to see first.’


The cowboy turned around in small shuffling steps then lifted his shirttail as the doctor unbuttoned the trapdoor of the young man’s long johns.


‘Bend over and part your cheeks for me.’


The physician could see a mass of bloodstained cotton waste packed in tight between the cowboy’s legs. He took a pair of metal tongs and started to tug at the wad, pulling away fibrous clumps stained black with congealed blood. Then carefully he placed the mire into a yellow enamel bowl.


The cowboy let out a yelp at each yank; the inside of his legs were streaked with dried blood.


The doc leant across towards the washstand. ‘I’m going to have to clean you up so I can take a good look. How often do you change this?’


‘Every couple of days.’ The answer came out part whisper and part whimper.


‘You a little worried?’ asked the doctor.


The young man nodded in silence, his eyes squeezed shut.


‘I can understand that, but this is more common than you think. It’s just we don’t like to talk about it, because, well, it’s personal. Getting shot or cut is different, bit like a badge of honour, but bleeding from the. . . .’ He didn’t finish.


The young man nodded again, his eyes now open.


The doctor started to wipe away the dried blood with a moist cloth. The room was now silent except for the sound of water being squeezed from the rag after each renewed dunking in the washbasin. Then the doctor said, ‘Damn.’


‘What is it, Doc?’


‘I was hoping like hell you had haemorrhoids from spending too much time in the saddle, but you’ve got nothing protruding, nothing at all. You’re just leaking.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘Means. . . .’ The doctor drew in a breath, then looked down into the basin at the red water. ‘It means I can’t fix it.’


‘Why not? Can’t you give me a medicine? A potion?’


‘No. There’s no potion for what you’ve got. It’s all on the inside, a growth within you, in the gut, somewhere.’


‘What does that mean?’ Ford asked again.


The doctor continued with the clean-up in silence.


‘Doc?’


The physician looked grim. ‘You want it straight?’


‘Sure I want it straight. That’s why I’ve come to see you.’


‘Well, it means you’ll make your twenty-fourth birthday but probably not your twenty-fifth. What you’ve got isn’t good. I can give you something better to mop up the blood and some ointment to deal with the itching, but I can’t fix this. No one can.’


‘What should I do?’ Ford’s voice showed his bewilderment.


‘You don’t belong to this town, do you?’


‘No. I’m from Round Rock.’


‘Texas, eh?’ said the doctor.


The cowboy nodded. ‘Got here three days ago and was paid off with the rest of the team. They have now headed back south, left this morning.’


‘Then follow them up. Go back home to your family in Texas and make yourself comfortable.’


‘Got nothing back there, not any more. I had planned to head north for a bit, to try my luck in some place new.’


The doctor wiped away the last of the dried blood from the inside of the cowboy’s legs. ‘You’ve been paid, you said?’


‘Three months’ wages.’


‘Well then, go spend a little of it on yourself. Maybe some wine, women and song. It’s all here in Sedalia.’


‘I guess I could do with a drink.’


‘Expect you could. Let me get you some padding.’ The doctor left the small room, then returned holding an oblong white pad. ‘I think you’ll find that this will work better. More comfortable and it can take a lot more blood.’


‘What is it?’ The cowboy took it from the doctor and began to examine it closely, his pants still down around his boots.


‘It’s. . . .’ The doc screwed up his nose a little, then looked away. ‘It’s a cotton cloth menstrual pad; it’s not unlike the pads I used for gunshot wounds during the war, but I can’t deny what it is, it’s a woman’s menstrual napkin. You can wash it out and I’ll give you some to take with you.’


The cowboy looked up at the doctor, his eyes glassy and his lip quivering ever so slightly. ‘Doc, will I need to wear one of these all the time?’ Then he added. ‘Till I go?’


‘I’m afraid so.’ The physician’s head dropped a little. ‘Nothing else I can offer. I’m sorry, son.’ The older man put his hand on the young cowboy’s shoulder in the gesture of a father. ‘I wish it were otherwise.’


‘Nothing else? You can’t do nothing else?’


‘No, I’m afraid not. I have nothing left to offer you.’


The cowboy positioned the pad between his legs, then drew up his trousers. ‘If you have nothing left on offer, then that leaves me with no future, no nothing, doesn’t it?’


Doctor Kelvin Peck didn’t answer.


Ford’s hands pulled on the belt-buckle. ‘I guess if there is nothing’ – he pushed the leather tail through the large loops on his pants – ‘then I have nothing left.’ He tucked the tail of the belt away before he looked up. ‘Nothing left to lose, have I, Doc?’


The doctor thought for a moment or two. ‘No I guess not,’ he said in a tone of resignation. ‘Nothing left to lose.’









Chapter 2


 


One Rose Left


 


Jacob Hicks was the lone barman in the Arcadia saloon that night, as he carefully polished the whiskey glasses, and watched the half dozen patrons. The cowboy at the far end of bar was also on his own, his lean frame hunched forward with a foot perched upon the brass rail. He seemed to be deep in thought.


OK, thought Jacob, he’s been no trouble since he walked in just before sundown, but the bottle of Four Roses bourbon whiskey was now three parts empty and his half-closed eyes, along with a hanging head, showed that he was drunk. Very drunk. Maybe he’d make it to closing time, then he’d stagger off back to his boarding house and to bed. Jacob sure hoped so, he hated drunks, especially young drunks who spelt trouble; and he was sick of trouble. He was too old, too tired and his stomach was dyspeptic, again.


‘Trouble,’ he said, the word coming out as a grunt of displeasure as he placed the glass on the shelf, then threw the well-worn cloth over his left shoulder. He walked slowly down towards the end of the bar and gave a false smile just before he spoke. ‘Only got about one rose left,’ he said, to open the conversation.


Ford looked up, his eyes glazed and a little confused. ‘What?’ The cowboy’s voice was husky and soft.


The barman’s eyes glanced at the bottle with its floral label of four roses in full bloom. ‘You’ve drunk three of the roses.’


The cowboy still seemed confused, then he looked down at the bottle. ‘Oh, yeah,’ he said slowly, then wiped his sleeve across his eyes.


The light caught the cowboy’s face and the sight of it took the barman by surprise. Jacob could see that the young man had been crying, so he stepped in a little closer and pulled the towel from his shoulder to wipe the bar. He’d seen crying drunks before but this one was different. He had the look of a mourner who had come straight from the graveside. ‘You OK, son?’


The cowboy looked up quickly as if responding to a command. ‘Not really,’ he said; he wiped his face with the other sleeve, then sniffed.


‘Bad news?’ the barman asked.


‘Yeah, sort of.’


‘You know this won’t help.’ The barman’s hand crept towards the bottle then twisted it half a turn.


The cowboy looked down. ‘No, I guess not.’


The response was not what the barman had expected. ‘They say a man should never drink on his own,’ he said.


The cowboy nodded in agreement. ‘I don’t normally touch the stuff, but I just needed to. . . .’


Jacob Hicks kept his hand on the bottle, then gently started to slide it towards him. ‘You don’t have to drink it all. You want, I can take it away.’


The cowboy was silent.


‘You only pay for what you drank. Might save you some money,’ Jacob added.


The cowboy sniffed again. ‘Yeah, I’ve had enough.’ Ford’s foot slipped off the bar rail as he stepped back, swaying a little.


‘Woah there,’ said the barman.


Ford grabbed the edge of the bar to steady himself, then he straightened up, slowly sliding the fingers of his right hand into his top left shirt pocket, to pull out a folded wad of greenbacks along with some single crumpled notes. One scrunched note fell upon the bar, unseen by the cowboy, as he examined the money in his hand.


Jacob leant over and took the crumpled note. ‘This one will do fine,’ he said.


Ford looked down. ‘Where did that come from?’


‘Fell from you pocket. You need to be careful.’


The cowboy nodded and stuffed the money back into his top pocket. ‘I do,’ he said with emphasis. ‘This is all I got in this world and might be until the day’ – he roughly patted his pocket – ‘the day I die.’


‘I hope not,’ said the barman.


‘Me too,’ said Ford. The cowboy drew in a deep breath as he stood tall to announce: ‘I’m from Texas.’


‘I guessed that,’ said Jacob.


‘Round Rock, Texas.’ It was said with pride.


‘Round Rock eh? Heading back soon?’


Ford nodded and took in another deep breath that seemed to make him sway a little more, like a slim tree in a stiff breeze. ‘It is time for me to say good night, sir,’ he said and turned, a little unsteady, swaying on the spot again before he stepped off towards the door.


‘Good night, cowboy,’ said the barman as he watched Ford Tate’s deliberate steps.


Ford returned a lazy wave and the slightest of smiles came to Jacob’s lips as he lifted the whiskey bottle, then wiped the bar. So, he thought, the kid wasn’t trouble after all, as the rattle of coins upon the bar interrupted the barman’s contemplation. Two young men were paying up as the larger one of the two, unkempt and with a dark growth of beard, was leaning in close to whisper a message to his companion. Jacob couldn’t hear what was being said, but he knew the other young man was being urged to drink up so that they could both leave quickly.


The barman moved fast, walking back along the length of the bar to press the palm of hand down upon the coins, so that none could be reclaimed before the two men departed. He then quickly counted the cash. The money was correct and he relaxed a little; they weren’t trying to run off without paying the full amount. But as he watched the two leave an uneasy feeling in his dyspeptic stomach stabbed sharply against his wide girth. They weren’t just leaving – they were following after the man who had just left: the polite but drunk young cowboy from Round Rock, Texas.









Chapter 3


 


Texas Trash


 


The cool night air hit Ford like a splash of autumn creek water as he stepped down from the saloon veranda and on to the dirt street. He drew in a breath, which made him hiccup, so he stopped and took a second deep breath. That started to make his head spin, slowly, tilting the view of the barbershop on the other side of the road. He reached back, feeling for one of the porch posts to brace himself, while he fixed his gaze on the red-and-white striped barber’s pole. That too now started to spiral oddly. He closed his eyes for a second or two, then opened just the right eye. The pole had stopped turning, so he started walking, carefully, in halting steps that seemed to jar his spine as each heel scuffed the dirt. ‘Homeward bound, Ollie,’ he said aloud. ‘Homeward. . . .’ He opened the other eye and the barber’s pole began to turn again, so he placed his left hand over the left eye and continued on his way.


He was close to the end of the street before he realized that he was going in the wrong direction. ‘Not homeward bound,’ he mumbled. ‘Need to turn this steer around and mosey back, Ollie boy. But’ – he looked around – ‘first things first.’ He hiccuped again. ‘I need a pee and I need a pee fast.’


To his left an alleyway stretched deep into the dark, down besides Bothwell’s Hardware. Towards the end was a docking ramp where an empty buckboard sat. It was positioned close to the wall, its tail hard against the ramp and its two long straight hitching shafts pushed back, so that the poles reached high into the air like horns. Ford caught sight of the silhouette and let out a little whoop. ‘Hold fast, dogie,’ he said to the wagon, ‘while I pee on your leg.’ He gripped at the wagon wheel with his right hand and pulled at his belt. ‘You better hurry, Ollie-boy, or we’re going to have an accident.’ His belt came free and his pants dropped to the ground from his narrow hips as he continued to fumble with the buttons on his long johns. When he was free and able to relieve himself, a sense of calm came over him; he closed his eyes and started to hum, swaying slightly, back and forth.


The blow that struck Olford Tate came in an instant – fast, hard and brutal. The clenched fist was aimed at the cowboy’s temple but inaccuracy landed it just below the ear knocking him hard against the wagon wheel. His arm passed between the spokes, his shoulder striking the top of the wheel as he twisted and fell, pinning his right arm as he dropped to the ground.


The second blow was also inaccurate. It had been aimed at the centre of his face but as he fell he was saved from its impact. The fist grazed his forehead, then struck the top of his shoulder, wedging his arm down against the hub of the wheel. Instinctively he raised his left arm to protect his face as the third blow struck his hand, forcing it to whack back against his face.


‘Get the money,’ came the voice from the dark. ‘He’s down. Just get the money.’


Olford slumped to the ground on his knees but his arm, pinned by the wheel, kept his torso upright.


‘Not yet,’ came the second voice. ‘I want some sport with this Texan, ’cos I hate Texans.’


The blow that followed hit like a thunderbolt. It came from the boot, a kick that struck the side of the cowboy’s face on the upper cheek, just below the left eye. It cut like a knife, splitting the skin open so that a squirt of warm blood gushed from the wound, then ran down his neck. The second and third kicks made contact around the body while the fourth struck between his legs and into his unprotected groin.


The battering made the Texan feel as if he was being tumbled down a hill in a water tank, before a sense of lightness, of floating came upon him, as if in one of those odd dreams where the mind seems to leave the body. It was not an unpleasant feeling, just a curious one. Is this death, he wondered?


‘That’s enough, Zac. Just get the money and let’s go.’


‘Texas trash,’ came the reply. ‘That’s all he is, Texas trash.’


‘For God’s sake, Zac, let him be or you’ll kill him.’


‘No matter, he’s just a Texan.’


A hand pulled at Ford’s shirt pocket, ripping the corner as the folded money fell at the cowboy’s knees.


‘Get it all,’ called the voice.


The battered cowboy couldn’t see who was talking, only that the voice seemed far away in the distance. Then, whack, into his left side came the final blow from a boot that knocked the wind from his lungs. He immediately pulled his arm into his side, trapping his assailant’s foot for just a second as he cast his eyes down to see a bright flash. It was at the tip of the boot, a polished metal toecap, embossed, silver, new and smeared with blood.


‘Zac, let’s go.’


Ford saw the two dark figures standing above him and heard the final words of abuse from the larger of the two men. ‘Texas trash.’


‘Zachary,’ said the other, ‘I said let’s go, now, he’s done for. Let him be, before you kill him.’









Chapter 4


 


Out of Luck


 


The buckboard was halfway loaded when old man Bothwell shuffled from out of the large stockroom at the back of the hardware and on to the landing. In his hand he held a small sack of one-inch nails, weighed, labelled and addressed to the Circle T. When he stepped up on to the buckboard he paused, in some uncertainty, then looked around for a suitable place to stow the goods. He decided to put them up near to the driver’s seat. It was then that he caught a glimpse of the Texas cowboy’s body, curled up under the front axle next to the wheel that was closest to the wall. He thought at first that it might have been a cloth sack, some debris, discarded during the night.


‘Kids,’ he said with scorn. ‘Damn kids.’ But he cut his contempt short when he saw the dark stains of blood on the clothing and upon the ground. He climbed forward over the cargo, carefully, like a frail long legged spider, on to the driver’s seat, then down to the ground. He leaned in underneath the buckboard to take a closer look. ‘Oh no,’ he mumbled before calling, ‘Lindsay. Lindsay, you get on down here. There’s a man under our wagon and I think he’s dead.’


Lindsay was old man Bothwell’s only son and he came immediately to his father’s call. ‘Where, Dad?’


‘Under here.’


Although now in his fifties and a little overweight, Lindsay was a strong man from a working life of lifting and putting. ‘Let me in, Dad. Let me see.’ He put a hand on either side of his father’s shoulders and eased him back out of the way, so that he could bend down and crawl in under the buckboard.


The body lay on its side with the face almost turned to the ground. Lindsay put a hand on Ford’s shoulder and gave a gentle shake. There was no response, so he shifted a hand towards the head and touched the side of the face. The skin was caked with congealed blood and dirt, but it was warm, just. ‘Dad.’


He got no response.


‘Dad, you hear me?’


The response was a muffled ‘yes?’


‘Dad, we’ve got a hurt man here – real hurt. Go tell Pearl to get on up to Doc Peck’s and tell him I’m on my way with a wounded man. You stay and keep an eye on the store. I’m going to ease him out and lift him up on to the landing.’


‘Pearl,’ called the old man as he shuffled off. Then he stopped. ‘You want to wheel him? Be easier. I can get a wheelbarrow from inside.’


‘No, he not a heavy one, I’ll carry him. Be faster,’ said Lindsay Bothwell as he started to pull the injured cowboy back out from under the wagon by sliding him along the ground as gently as he could. ‘Oh Lord,’ he said as he sighted the young bloodied face with its heavily bruised eyes and deep gash on the left cheek. ‘I haven’t seen the likes of this since Charles Town, but that was war.’


 


Doctor Kelvin Peck wiped Ford’s face with a wet sponge, the water washing dirty into the enamel bowl.


‘I don’t know who he is,’ said Lindsay.


‘I do,’ said the doctor. ‘His name is Olford Tate and he is from Round Rock, Texas. I got a card for him. Saw him just yesterday. Looks like he’s been run over by a herd of buffalo.’


‘He’s been in a stampede all right,’ said Lindsay Bothwell. ‘But it wasn’t buffalo or cattle that got to him. He’s been set upon and I had to hitch his britches up. They were down around his legs.’


‘So, Lins, what do you think has happened here?’ The doctor didn’t look up but kept flushing water over the deep wound on the side of the cowboy’s face.


‘I’d say he was relieving himself next to our wagon sometime last night and got attacked. He was probably drunk.’


‘Yeah, I guess he was, but it’s a bit hard to put up a fight with your pants down around your knees.’ The doctor turned Ford’s head to one side. ‘He’s also been hit from behind, see here.’ He pointed to a mark just behind the ear. ‘I don’t see a lot of men with injuries from being jumped. Most fights are face to face, so I’d say we have a coward in town, one who is out looking for easy marks.’


Ford’s face was almost clean and was showing swollen skin stretched blue with bruising and patchy red welts. But it was the deep gaping gash to his cheek that looked most alarming to Pearl. It seemed to cut deep to the bone, showing white below the bloodied purple flesh.


‘Did a knife do that?’ she asked.


The doctor looked closely. ‘It was something with an edge and delivered with heavy force. If it had struck higher, to the eye, then he would have lost his sight.’ Doctor Peck looked up. ‘Lins, if you and Pearl can spare me a little time, I’d like you to help me while I stitch up his face. I want to do it before he wakes, so if you stand here, just behind him and hold his head real still, and Pearl, I’d like you to stand over there and hold his hand and tell me if you feel it move.’


The two moved into position without saying a word.


‘Before we start though, you want to check his pockets for me, Lins? He told me yesterday that he had just been paid but I suspect he’s been robbed.’


Lindsay slid his fingers into the open flaps on the shirt pockets. The left one was torn away. ‘These are empty,’ he announced. Then he tried the trouser pockets, to retrieve a screwed-up red-and-blue bandanna but nothing else. ‘Not a cent on this boy,’ he said. ‘Seems he’s out of luck.’


‘Luck?’ said the doctor. ‘That’s one thing this cowboy is way out of. Yesterday he received some bad news and now this happens to him. He is way out of luck.’
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