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Death in Deming


 


When ‘Dangerous’ Dan Tucker is asked to go to Deming, he looks on it as another routine case he doesn’t want to do. He’s forced to go there by Harvey Whitehill, US Marshal of Grant County, to help clean out a few bad men who have taken over the town for their own ends. His visit to the town is prompted by one need: money. He will do the job and retire from a life in which he knows he will end up dead. His suspicions about the town are confirmed when the murders begin.


Who is the man known as Wishart who does what he wants and avoids Tucker as much as he can? Why is he being threatened at every turn by forces he doesn’t understand? Forced into a corner, Tucker does what he does best and comes out fighting. It’s do-or-die time, and he isn’t the one who is going to die.
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Chapter One


 


Marshal Harvey Whitehill, who was also a sheriff in his own jurisdiction of Grant County, looked at the man who was standing in front of him. The sheriff was seated in a bentwood chair behind the desk, a spot that was usually occupied by his companion. It was clear that this was no ordinary space, because alongside the marshal were eight cells. These were capable of holding twenty-four individuals at the most, although at three to a cell prisoners would find it rather cramped because these were by no means luxury abodes. It was perhaps a testament to the very people who were presently occupying the office space that all of those cells, bar none, were empty.


‘So, I’ll ask you again. Tucker,’ said the marshal, shifting his long legs a little for comfort, ‘will you do me just this one favour?’


‘Harve, the favours you ask of me have a way of nearly getting me killed,’ said his companion. Tucker was a man of medium height, and he was of such a bland appearance that it was hard to put a label to what he really looked like. His features were pleasant and even, without being particularly remarkable in any way. Although he was far from what the ladies of Silver City, where they were currently ensconced, would have called ‘handsome’, he was far from ugly. Neither was he yet middle-aged, and indeed looked to be in his mid-thirties, while the marshal seemed older than his forty-odd years.


The two men contrasted in other ways too. Whitehill affected the long hair and the drooping moustache that had been common in the early days of Silver City, when it was just a tent city and barbers were in short supply. His hair was shot with streaks of grey that were not just there because of age, and his moustache was showing threads of silver. Tucker ran a hand through brown hair that was cut short, and he was clean-shaven. He was also neatly dressed in corduroy trousers, a dark green shirt and wore a black waistcoat. This was cut away in an unusual fashion at the hips, but anyone looking closely would have seen that this was because it would give him free access to the Colt .44 that sat holstered on either side. The last thing he needed was some minor entanglement that would prevent him from accessing the weapons as quickly as he wanted.


‘Let me ask you something: what do you know about the town of Deming?’ asked Whitehill, exhaling a cloud of smoke.


‘Mighty little, to tell the truth, except that it’s a spot where a garrison’s worth of miners was headed in the last few months to try and find the alleged gold in the hills all around.’


‘I think you’re being a little disingenuous, my friend; there’s something else about Deming that stands out.’


‘What? You mean that railroad stuff? All that’s happened is that the governor of this here territory of New Mexico took himself off, killed the fatted calf with the locals and drove a silver spike into a hole at the side of a metal rail.’


They both knew that this was a bold statement of fact that went a lot further than the words implied.


‘Hell, if the meeting of the Southern Pacific with the Topeka Santa Fe railroads is a little event, I guess that description would do,’ said Whitehill blandly. ‘You do know that what happened that day just a little while ago, in this year of grace 1881, was the meeting of two huge railroads that go from “sea to shining sea”, as stout Balboa might have said when he looked out at the Pacific.’


‘There’s money in that place,’ said Tucker. ‘I don’t doubt that for a moment.’


‘I met her, you know,’ said Whitehill conversationally.


‘What do you mean, “her”?’


‘Mary Deming Crocker, the wife of Charles Crocker. Know who Charles Crocker is? He’s one of the richest gents in America. He owns shares in both railroads. Well, he came through Silver City in 1877 with his wife on a fact-finding mission – no easy task, I can tell you. I became their personal escort out to what eventually became Deming. We had a few frightening moments, what with the weather and the injuns, but they were both determined to see what they were getting for his considerable investment. She was a wonderful lady, pretty and charming; you would have liked her.’


‘Maybe so, but I don’t see as to how it has any bearing on what you asked me to do.’


‘Let’s get straight down to it, Tucker. She was a gracious lady and I don’t much like the idea of a town named after her being sullied by these miscreants.’


‘What miscreants? That is the question.’


‘That I don’t rightly know,’ said Whitehill, having the grace to look a little baffled. ‘Deming, even though it’s still under my jurisdiction, is making a lot of noises about splitting from Grant County and being within a jurisdiction called Luna. There’s times when they don’t seem to want my help at all, but the truth is the place is being overrun with those who would like to put it to their own use, take the money and run.’


‘Excuse me for saying so, but why are you so bothered about a one-horse town that ain’t known to most of the world? It’s not as if they haven’t got their own sheriff.’


‘That’s true, and when I helped get Mars appointed I though he was the right man. Now I’m not so sure.’


‘Frank Mars?’ Tucker looked genuinely interested for the first time. ‘He was one of the defenders who went out with me during the salt wars. I even shared a tent with him out there. He was a good fighter when I thought we weren’t going to survive the rebellion.’


‘Then you’ll go there for the sake of Frank?’


‘It’s still a no, Marshal,’ said Tucker staunchly, ignoring the fact that the other man stood up for the first time, towering at least a head above his subordinate – a subordinate who was also a friend.


‘You know the real reason I’m asking you to go, don’t you?’


‘I sure don’t think it’s out of real concern for the citizens of that little town, considering how you regard Paschal.’ Paschal was a nearby mining town beside Chloride Flats. There was some degree of enmity between the sheriff there, Gladius Moore, and the lawman that kept order in the mining camp, someone by the name of James Burns. They had a petty rivalry going on that was rooted in who had the right over the two territories when it came to enforcing justice, and Burns was very protective of what he saw as ‘his’ miners.


‘Come to think of it,’ said Tucker, ‘why don’t you send Moore? He likes to strut about as if he owns the place, maybe he’ll settle their hash – whoever “they” are.’


‘Gladius ain’t the right man for the job, Dan, and you are,’ said Whitehill. ‘It’s a pity Mayor Barkis is being so obstructive.’ He thought about the matter for a minute. ‘Just let me ask you, what do you think of Chicago?’


‘I know they call it the city on the lake,’ said Tucker. ‘Haven’t been yet; too busy running errands for a big smart-ass marshal.’


‘You know what? In 1859, just before the Civil War, Chicago was mostly prairie land with hardly a building in sight. Just a few years later, at the end of the war it was a city of 80,000 people.’


‘Well, Silver City’s on the way to being that now.’


‘I guess so, but then in 1871, just ten years ago, the city was scourged by fire. Did they let that bother them? No, sir; within a few days the new city was springing like a phoenix from the ashes of the old one. It now claims, with some reason, a population of half a million.’


‘I don’t see what this has to do with Deming.’


‘That’s the point, son. Chicago was made by the railroad. Let me give you an example. When people come to Chicago they come to the Grand Pacific Hotel, only a block away from the lake. I’ve been there. Do you know they have the most magnificent hall to be seen in the continental United States? They have the most wonderful apartments there, ones as good as those to be found in any city. You feel like a king in there.’


‘Sounds good; I’ll make a point of visiting,’ said Tucker, with an air of indifference. He was an outdoor man, really. He had always been a rider of the plains.


‘And the food, man, you’ve never seen the like; shad and whitefish from the eastern rivers, asparagus from Memphis, green peas from New Orleans, every fowl from duck to goose, roasted beef, and fruits of every variety – and that’s just in one building.’


‘I guess you like it there,’ said Tucker.


‘Twenty years ago that mighty city was wet and springy prairie; now the streets are paved with wooden blocks for the population to use in their daily perambulations. All right, it’s taking a while for them to do it, but that’s to be expected. The wooden blocks are being replaced with paving stones of fine granite, tall buildings are springing up wherever you go, the swamps that surrounded the city all overcome by progress.’


‘Sounds like you ought to immigrate to Illinois right now.’ The information still failed to excite Tucker. He would never be a city dweller.


‘But that isn’t the only reason Chicago is significant, not by a long way. In the early days, when she had a population of 80,000, she used to take in fifty thousand cattle. Now she receives over a million. In the early days she received two hundred thousand hogs. Now she receives over four million.’


‘I think you’re telling me this because it has something to do with Deming,’ said Tucker, ‘but at least it’s stopped you from asking me to be your servant there.’


‘They talk of other markets in the west, but Chicago has the biggest livestock markets to be found anywhere. The yards and buildings for the stock market cover hundreds of acres of land. They have hundreds of cattle yards, the same for hog and sheep pens, and their own network of water and sewer pipes. This is a huge operation never seen out here in the west before.’


‘The point being?’


‘Just be a little more patient with me, Tucker. Where was I? Oh yes, Chicago receives cattle from Missouri, the upper Mississippi, Nebraska, Kansas, Wyoming, Dakota, Colorado, the distant plains of the Texas Rio Grande and, of course, from right here in New Mexico.’


‘Sounds like a mighty big operation to me, and one they’ll never equal anywhere else. Not around here, at least,’ said Tucker, but there was a little twist to his smile as he spoke that showed he knew exactly what he was saying.


‘That’s clearly the point,’ said the marshal. ‘With the meeting of two transcontinental railroads, there’s no reason why Deming can’t be developed in the same way as Chicago. The southwest could become a centre of industry of the cattle business. Think of it: we’re not that far from the Mexican border. We could trade with that very country instead of engaging in countless wars, driving through millions of heads of cattle a year as the population of the area expands.’ Tucker could not help noting that there was a shining look to the marshal’s expression that seemed oddly out of kilter when compared his normal poker face. This was a man who had a mission very close to his heart. They talked about evangelicals, and that all that stuff was connected with God, whoever that might be, but people could have a mission close to their hearts that gave them just as much zeal as any religion.


‘You don’t even know the half of it, Tucker. The railroad company has built a huge hotel in Deming called the Metrople. It’s nothing compared to the Grand Pacific, but it’s a huge investment, and think of the reason why. The amount of travellers coming to this area is set to rise by the hundreds of thousands every year. And there’s a possibility it might all turn to ashes.’


‘Let’s see: you’re putting so much weight on my shoulders that if I don’t do this I’m destroying the chances of Deming becoming a city? Thanks, Harve.’


‘I’m going to ask you this directly, Tucker: will you please take on this last job and then you can get on with your life?’ By the time the words were out of his mouth, Tucker was already heading for the front door with the air of a man who has a great deal to achieve and needs to get on with his day.


‘Just because it’s you, I’ll think about it,’ said Tucker with a pleasant nod, closing the door behind him on the way out. ‘But think about it is all I’m doing,’ he said sotto voce as he climbed down the steps leading up to the office.









Chapter Two


 


Silver City was exactly what it pretended to be: an ever-growing town founded on the premise that there was an inexhaustible supply of silver to be found in the district. Tucker knew that as early as 1833 Kit Carson had travelled across the plains with a band of Crow Indians, and that the intrepid explorer had named the surrounding area Gold Canyon where he panned in the sluggish waters of the river for gold, finding enough to give rise to the name. The surrounding hills, troughs and the descents beneath gave rise to what was the real discovery in the area – that the earth contained possibly millions of tons of silver ore.


This was not a process that had happened overnight. Geologists had come out and assessed the potential of the area in the ’50s, pronouncing on the huge reserves of silver lying locked into the ground. At the tail end of the Civil War a great deal of time and investment was put into the area, with Uncle Sam encouraging investment companies to bring men here and set up production facilities. The systematic search for metal had started, while other settlers came in and looked for gold rather than silver because it was more profitable and easier to get in some ways, through near-surface digging and the panning of waters.


These lone prospectors worked at claims that were managed carefully by a licensing office in the town. When Harve Whitehill arrived there from Ohio in 1871, appointed and charged with being the representative of the forces of law and order in this county, much of his work had to do with disputes over claims, claim jumpers, and the violent and frequently bloody feuds that often occurred over such events.


Whitehill was no softhearted fool; he had hung quite a few men in the court of rough justice in his day, showing the rest what their fate would be if they behaved badly. He was a God-fearing, upright man who rarely drank, while in his personal life he was somewhat staid but faithful to his principles, which meant that he gained a great deal of respect and trust in the community.


Tucker unhitched his horse and made his way through the streets of Silver City. From humble beginnings, when it was little more than a succession of tents and mud-brick dwellings, the city had acquired a solidly built Main Street where many of the shop-fronts and the goods within would not have disgraced a large city like Houston or New York – another sign of the changes wrought by the railroads.


As Tucker rode towards the outskirts of town the more solidly-built dwellings gave way to low-frame houses that were a throwback to the early days, with many barely more than elaborate tents hastily put together and shored up with whatever available materials were at hand.


The quartz mills were on the outside of the town, separated from it by a series of railroad switches and yards containing long, low buildings with timber walls and corrugated iron roofs. These buildings were known as sheds. The mills themselves were made of a more solid grey brick that housed the machinery within.


A pallid smoke lay over the whole area, the smell of which contained an acrid tinge so that if some drifted his way, which it often did, it would make Tucker cough if he breathed it in, and the acidity would make his eyes water.


As he rode he tried not to think of those who toiled below him, often hundreds of feet below the earth. He could not imagine living such a life, yet there were thousands of men in Grant County who turned into human moles and spent their youth – for most of them were young – toiling in earth, mud, mire and darkness for a few grains of precious metal.


Not far from the quartz mills were the cones of crushed stone that had been worked over and discarded. These raised high above the sheds and dominated the skyline like silent giants who were just biding their time, waiting to stir.


Silver City was based on a series of terraces that rose into the hills, with the meanest dwellings above and the best below in stark contrast to most cities of that type, where those with the most money would establish grand homes in the hills. There was another reason for this: most of the mining owners did not live out here, but back east.


Tucker rode out of the valley, which rose and fell like undulating waves, until he was high enough, once over the bluff of a hill, to see his ranch, a sight that gladdened his eyes. The Bar-Q had been purchased by Tucker from a rancher whose sons had decided that they were going to make their fortunes in other trades. Old Man Ryan, the rancher, had decided that he wanted to retire to a larger city – in this case out east – and find a woman to share his ease, his wife having passed away more than twenty years since.


Even out here he could still hear the distant but muffled clunking of the mills as he rode towards his spread, and he noted that his arrival had been observed; his farm manager, Taylor, was coming out to see him.


Josh Taylor was a big, solid man who, as he came forward on his big roan, stopped the progress of his employer before he could get much further. The ranch was behind him. It was a good size, taking in a great deal of land, most of it being unfenced except for the area around the main building, the barn and all the smaller outbuildings such as the tack room and the stables that were needed in an operation of this size. The pastures, too, were fenced with a windmill at each side of the farm tapping into the aquifers that flowed far beneath the soil of the land and brought up the precious water that kept the grass green so that he could feed his herd.


Side by side, leading their horses, the two men walked the remaining distance leading to the ranch. Taylor was dressed in stout boots and blue overalls beneath which he wore a somewhat grey cotton shirt. Dressed in this way, with his balding head and his rural method of speaking, he looked like a slow, solid workman. He was the kind of man who might toil for ten hours in a row without having much more on his mind than a beer and a steak at the end of the day.


Like all men who have to make acute judgements in their daily life, Tucker was not fooled by this apparent density of being. Taylor had been a foreman in the mines, and he was a shrewd man with an aptitude for planning ahead that went well with the job of manager. In the spring he would be anticipating what would happen come the winter months, he would plan for contingencies such as feed shortages due to drought, and on the opposite scale what would happen when the monsoon rains came pouring down. He was also not a man to shirk from his duty.


‘You haven’t been here for a few weeks, Dan. I’ve kept the news from you because I wanted to tell you in person.’


‘What news?’


‘Your new herd has cattle cough.’


‘I know that. They were brought in by rail; you know what happens to animals travelling in carriages in those conditions. The dust gets into ’em from the sand and dust in the cattle trucks. It should start clearing up any day now.’


‘Dan, that’s why I waited.’ They both remembered the day the herd was brought in from the nearby (comparatively speaking) railroad. They were solid beeves, not like the Longhorns that were traditionally bred out here, but big black-and-white Durhams with horns that sprouted upwards for only a few inches. They were amiable animals that had a reputation for being good for both milk and meat – products that would find a ready market in town, where there was an insatiable appetite for such things.


Even then he had noticed there was a certain degree of wetness about their mouths and nostrils, and some laboured breathing amongst some of the individuals, but then he had been assured by the cattle agent, one James Pike, that the dust from their journey had affected them adversely and that any problems in that regard would soon settle down. Pike was the same agent who had departed soon afterwards with his money, never to be seen again.


‘So it ain’t a dust cough?’ asked Tucker.


‘The truth is, it looks like a regular cattle cough to me,’ said Taylor, ‘the one caused by infection.’ Although Tucker had not been a cattle man before making what now looked like an ill-advised purchase, he had seen enough information to know about the dreaded infection. It was similar to pneumonia and tuberculosis in humans in that it was caused by bacteria that got into the lungs. People gave the animals their own infusions made of thinned-out molasses and alcohol, but in fact there was very little that could be done once a herd was affected except to hope that it would pass.


‘Let’s have a look at them,’ said Tucker, the first thing any wise man would do. They hitched their horses and went to where the herd was penned up in a roomy pasture behind the ranch. With only an occasional bellow the beasts looked at him with dull eyes and heaving chests. Most of them had lost weight since he had last seen them.


‘Why didn’t you get in touch with me sooner?’ he asked.


‘I sent messages for you to come, but I guess you were engaged elsewhere,’ said Taylor.


Tucker did not argue with him. As the sheriff of these parts he had been given an engagement that went well above the call of duty. Two robbers – their names didn’t matter – had robbed the takings of one of the big hotels in Silver City. Tucker had been at a loss to find them because they gone off into the hills, but a couple of days later a smallholder called Norrie Stevens had wandered into town complaining that some rather angry gents had turned him out of his own dwelling in a nearby valley. They would have killed him too if it had not been for the fact that he had been working outside when they had raided the area. Norrie had run for his life with bullets zinging past his ears, and it was only by sheer luck that he had survived long enough to get into town.


Tucker could have easily been caught up in a gunfight, which would have involved recruiting some of the local men as his posse, riding out to the valley and bearding the outlaws in their den. He was, however, not made of that kind of stuff.


The outlaws would be certain that the smallholder had perished in the desert. Tucker simply took a couple of horses, weapons and enough food for a couple of days and headed for the valley in question. He also got Norrie, the smallholder, to accompany him, and this might have been risky since the older man had been through so many privations lately. But this was not a sudden confrontation; that was not Tucker’s way. Instead he took shelter in a rocky enclave to which he was guided by his companion, who knew the landscape better than anyone else since it was around here he made his living, and then Tucker simply kept an eye on the building in the valley. It was a far from palatial place in which to live; it was really just a temporary hidey-hole, and within another day the two outlaws came out and started making preparations to get away with their ill-gained loot.
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