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            BART TAYLOR

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a good day out for families, friends and anyone who happened to be passing by. Judge Milburn stood, top hat slightly askew, tailcoat open to display his brand new scarlet waistcoat, gold chain stretched across his ample paunch. He struck an impressive sight and townspeople felt confident they had in Milburn a man who meant business. Keyhole was once a dangerous and lawless place. Wives lived in dread of their husbands not returning home on a Saturday night, parents prayed their adolescent children would not fall into the clutches of some evil gang. It had taken a long time to tame it. Sheriff Halliday and Judge Milburn ran troublemakers out of town and arrested anyone who decided they wanted to stand up to the law. On this particular morning, with the church choir singing so plaintively, everyone had come out to watch Bart Taylor breathing his last, his neck stretched, his voice forever silenced.

      They caught Taylor the afternoon he and his two friends, the brothers Henry and Bartholomew Winkleton, robbed the haberdashery store over on Regent Street, one of the two main thoroughfares that cut through Keyhole. They chose to rob the haberdashery as the bank was closed that day. Painters were inside, redecorating the old place, and it was full of noise. Taylor, beside himself with rage, stomped off to the haberdashery store with the brothers in tow. “I’ll not leave this place empty-handed,” he declared, and burst through the door with his Colt Paterson in hand.

      A couple of customers, milling about, talking in low whispers, looked up startled as Taylor strode in. Behind the counter, the owner looked up, immediately sensed the threat and threw up his arms, the terror etched into every feature of his face.

      Taylor shot the owner, Bertrand Hollis, through the heart without so much as a thought. Before the poor man had breathed away his life, Taylor vaulted the counter and tore open the till. Hollis’s wife, Noreen, came through the back door and screamed. Taylor, jumping backwards in shock, spilt the bundle of dollar bills onto the floor. He cursed and went to pick them up. Noreen hit him across the head with a large spade. By the time he regained consciousness, Taylor was in the town jail’s cell. His first question when he sat up was, “Where are my boys?”

      His ‘boys’ had panicked after Taylor went down. They returned to the street, yelping and firing in the air, both of them wild-eyed and terrified. Young and inexperienced in their chosen lifestyle of crime and violence, Henry only just seventeen with Bartholomew a mere fifteen years of age, neither thought things through particularly intelligently. Aroused by the gunfire, Sheriff Halliday came out of his office, Winchester in hand. He summed up the situation almost immediately. He shot Bartholomew first, hitting the younger brother in the chest. Gasping, Bartholomew crumpled up, clutching at the wound and bleating, “Oh Henry, they done killed me, Henry!” Halliday ended the young man’s life with another bullet straight through the top of his head.

      Henry screamed and ran to his brother. Crashing to his knees, he flung his head back, wailing, “Mama, mama we needs you!”

      Halliday did not care two figs about how old these men were, nor did he know what had transpired in the haberdasher’s store. But, when he saw Noreen stumbling down the steps with the spade in her hands, he realised something massive had occurred.

      In stunned silence, he watched her advancing on the surviving brother. Henry saw her too. He fumbled for his gun but he was not quick enough. She swung the spade with all her might, screaming as she did so, and swatted him across the head, opening him up like a clam. He went down and did not get up again as the blood and the brains pooled around his broken skull.

      Halliday reached her before she struck the older brother again, seizing her by the wrists, breathing into her ear, “It’s over, Noreen. It’s over.”
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        * * *

      

      “You got no right keeping me in here,” blurted Taylor, shaking the bars of his cell as the deputy reloaded the Winchester and returned it to the rack.

      “You need to pipe down, boy,” said Felix Jones, another of Halliday’s deputies. “You’ll be facing Judge Milburn shortly and he will show no mercy for you, you murdering scoundrel.”

      “I ain’t murdered nobody,” said Taylor, gripping the bars until his knuckles showed white. “Let me out, I ain’t done nothin’!”

      Blowing out a loud sigh, Halliday swung around, pushed Jones out of the way, and advanced on Taylor with furious intent. Reaching the bars, he pulled out his pistol and snapped back the hammer. “You are a murdering, lying dog and you are gonna hang for what you did to Hollis. Open your mouth again and I’ll fill it with lead!”

      Taylor took the sensible course and did not reply. He slumped down onto the narrow cot running along the wall and put his face in his hands.

      Halliday slammed the door as he strode out of his office, leaving Felix Jones to stand and stare at the man in the cell. “You shouldna done what you done to Hollis, Bart. That was wrong and you is gonna pay for it with your life.”

      Taylor lifted his head. There were tears in his eyes. “Dang it, Felix, I never meant to kill him, only wound him! We was gonna rob the bank, me and the Winkleton boys, but it was shut up tight. Can you imagine that, a bank closed? I got so mad, Felix, I couldna control myself. I was outta my mind, Felix. I shouldna shot him, I know. He was a good man was Hollis. I shouldna shot him.” He broke down, putting his face in his hands again.

      “Well, you done fixed it for yourself this time, Bart. Them Winkleton boys is dead and you will soon be joining ‘em.”

      “I wish his wife had killed me with that shovel,” he whimpered. “That way I wouldn’t be suffering the way I am.”

      “I reckon most people in this town want you to suffer, Bart. Especially Hollis’s widow. She’ll be at the front of the crowd that watches you swing and she’ll be jumping for joy as you jump in your death dance.”
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        * * *

      

      Judge Milburn sat behind his desk, shirt sleeves rolled up, collar unbuttoned, his black waistcoat open to the waist as Halliday came in, breathing hard and face fiery red with anger. Milburn studied him as the sheriff flopped down in the chair opposite. “Something needling you, Sheriff?”

      “That damned Bart Taylor. He is so arrogant, so…” He threw down his hat. “I’m sorry, but he has riled me.”

      “Join the queue. I have just been reading through his details.” He lifted a piece of paper from a thin pile in front of him. “Seems like he has been in and out of jail almost since the day he could walk. His daddy was something of a firebrand too, I understand.”

      “Bill Taylor rode with the Youngers and was shot dead by the Pinkertons about fifteen years or so ago.”

      “You were a Pinkerton, were you not, Sheriff?”

      Halliday nodded once. “I was. Until I met Geraldine and decided to settle down here. It’s a good town now, thanks to the laws you have brought in and I have enforced. Scallywags like Taylor have no place living among good people. Even so, it shocks me more than I can say that he did what he did. He was a rough idiot, but I didn’t think of him as a murderer.”

      “Well, he is, and we have the proof.” Milburn replaced the paper on its pile. “There is more than enough evidence to convict him. The court shall sit tomorrow at nine, and then I shall sentence him to hang in the afternoon. Phil Bisby tells me he can have the gallows erected by this evening.”

      “Some might think that is a little pre-judgemental of you … Judge.”

      Milburn beamed and rocked back in his chair. “Oh, I don’t mind being that, Sheriff, not in this case at least. It’s open and shut, a clearer case of guilt than I’ve ever seen. He has no witnesses, the gun was smoking in his hand, and Mrs Hollis will give sworn testimony of what she saw. By this time tomorrow, Bart Taylor will be dead and burning in hell.”
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        * * *

      

      After a restless and uncomfortable night, Bart Taylor sprang awake at the sound of a tin cup being dragged across the cell bars. Deputy Jones, grinning like an ape, waggled the cup in his hand. “Breakfast is served, Henry. Mrs Billings over at the Lotus-Flower café has made you eggs with a strip of bacon. Ain’t that good of her.”

      Taylor sat up and rubbed his eyes. “I need to relieve myself, Felix.”

      “Sure you do.” Jones fitted the key in the cell door and turned it. The door swung open, and Jones stepped back. A second deputy hovered behind him, a twin-gauge scattergun in his hands. “I gotta manacle you, Bart,” said Jones.

      “Manacle me? How am I supposed to do anything if I is manacled, Felix?”

      Jones thought about this for a moment before he finally nodded, drew his pistol, and stepped aside. “Fair enough. We’ll take you outside. If you try anything, Vincent here will blow you in half.”

      Taylor stared meaningfully at the scattergun and Vincent, a huge red-headed youth, freckles covering his glowing cheeks. He was grinning and licking his lips. “I do so hope you make a break for it, Bart, I surely do.”

      “I’ll be sorry to disappoint,” said Taylor, and trudged outside, head down.

      The sky was overcast and cooler than of late. Taylor took several deep breaths, glanced over his shoulder at the two deputies, and undid his pants.

      After returning safely to his cell, he stared at the plate of food Jones plonked down on his lap. He lifted the plate and sniffed at the eggs. Making a face, he pushed it away. “Them is rotten eggs, Felix!”

      Chuckling, Jones lifted the plate to confirm Taylor’s words. “My oh my, that Mrs Billings sure is a joker.”

      “Damn it, Felix, I is hungry.”

      “Tell that to the Devil,” said Vincent without humor. “You can order something from his kitchen when you get down there.”

      “At least the coffee ain’t rotten,” said Jones, thrusting a steaming cup into Taylor’s outstretched hand. “You up against the judge at nine o’clock. A lawyer, name of Wilmington, is coming to see you in about ten minutes or so.”

      “A lawyer? What do I need a lawyer fer?”

      “Beats me. Seems like it is due process. You have rights, Bart, even though you are a low-life murdering piece of filth.”

      Wincing, Taylor sat back and drank his coffee. The cell door clanged shut, the lock engaged with an ominous-sounding clunk. It was the sound of his freedom finally ending.

      Less than ten minutes later, a nervous, sweating young man dressed in an ill-fitting brown tweed suit stepped inside the sheriff’s office. Smiling, he presented Deputy Jones with a paper. Jones shook his head and handed it to Vincent. “Read this, Vince.”

      “I can’t read.”

      Jones closed his eyes and sighed. He returned the paper to the man in the suit. “Neither can I. Who are you, mister?”

      “I’m Lawyer Wilmington. I have been instructed by Judge Milburn to represent one Bart Taylor.” He gestured towards Bart in his cell. “I assume that he is the accused?”

      “You assume right,” said Jones, and returned the paper.

      “I wish to speak with my client.”

      “I’ll pull up a chair for yeh. You can sit right in front of him.”

      “No. I wish to speak with him inside the cell … privately.”

      Jones gaped at the lawyer. He looked across to Vincent, who was as awestruck as his partner. “I can’t allow that, Mr Wilmington. This man is a dangerous⁠—”

      “He is innocent until proven otherwise. Now, unlock the cell door if you would be so kind and wait outside. Both of you.”

      “I’ll have to run this by Sheriff Halliday. I can’t just let you⁠—”

      “You do what you need to do, Deputy. In the meantime, open the cell and leave.” His face hardened. “Now.”

      “I’m kinda concerned he might overpower you, Mr Wilmington.”

      Wilmington drew back his coat to reveal a small Colt pocket revolver held in a shoulder holster under his left armpit. “I am adept at using my firearm, Deputy, have no fear.”

      Nodding, Jones looked again at Vincent, trying to find some support there. The big redhead merely stared and shrugged. “Very well,” said Jones, “but you is entirely responsible.”

      “Agreed.”

      “You heard that, didn’t you, Vince?”

      “Sure did, Felix.”

      Jones fitted the key and opened the cell door. “We shall be but ten minutes or so,” he said, and the two deputies went outside.

      Watching them go, Wilmington closed up his jacket and stepped into the cell. “Mr Taylor.”

      “Howdy,” said Taylor. He sat on the edge of the cot and studied Wilmington. “So, you is my lawyer.” Wilmington nodded as he fetched a small stool and sat down opposite the accused man. “You ever represented a murderer before, Mr Wilmington?”

      Wilmington arched a single eyebrow. “Is that what you consider yourself, Mr Taylor? A murderer?”

      “No, no, I didn’t mean … I didn’t murder him, Mr Wilmington. It was an accident.”

      “I see. In answer to your question, I haven’t actually represented anyone, Mr Taylor. This is my first case.”

      Taylor’s mouth fell open, and he gulped loudly. “Oh my … you mean, you is green? Then I got no chance, no chance at all.”

      “I wouldn’t go so far as to say that, Mr Taylor. I graduated second in my class at law school, so I should not worry too much if I were you.”

      “Yeah, but you ain’t me, is you? They are gonna string me up like a plump turkey awaiting Thanksgiving. I need someone who knows what they is doing.”

      Wilmington spread his arms wide. “And that is me, Mr Taylor.”

      He beamed a wide, toothy grin, and Taylor punched him hard in the mouth, smashing him backwards off his stool. He cracked his head on the cell floor and remained still. Taylor fished out the man’s Colt, checked the load, and went to step outside. He took a quick glance at the pole-axed lawyer and groaned as the blood spread around his head like a red rose. His eyes were wide open, staring into oblivion. He was dead.
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      Hahmood had taken the train from Goodland and, by the time he disembarked, he was feeling tetchy. Hot perspiring heavily, his black-grey pinstripe jacket over his arm, he struck an imposing figure. Passers-by shot terrified looks towards the Whitney Navy conversion that was holstered on the left of his gun belt, grip angled for a cross-belly draw. The only people who wore such a rig were either gunfighters or desperadoes. Hahmood was neither, although he was extraordinarily proficient with his firearms. A bounty hunter, his main focus was on making money. In his inside jacket pocket was the five hundred dollars he’d earned for the killing of the wanted Kid Kansas over in Goodland. Cashing in on the bounty was not such an easy task. The sheriff there seemed particularly reluctant to part with any cash, and it was only thanks to the intervention of Byron James, a former sharpshooter and one-time target of Hahmood’s, that he now possessed the full reward.

      Making his way to the bank in Temple Rise, a town he knew well, he sought a meeting with the manager there, a man called Dixon. A small, impressively attired man in his early fifties, Dixon greeted Hahmood with a firm handshake and an open smile. One could be mistaken for thinking Dixon liked Hahmood. He didn’t. He feared him more than any other man alive. Or dead.

      “Mr Hahmood,” he said, with that smile so wide, “how very nice to see you again.” He gestured for Hahmood to sit and signalled to the assistant at the door. “Bring something cool to drink, please, Antony,” said Dixon and, interlacing his fingers together, he leaned forward full of eager expectation. “Since we last spoke, Mr Hahmood, your savings have accrued some interest. We are still a long way from the target you need, however.”

      Without speaking, Hahmood brought out the envelope containing the reward money and pushed it across the desk to the bank manager.

      Dixon eyed the envelope for a moment before opening it. He wet his index finger and deftly counted through the dollar bills. “Five hundred,” he said, just as the door opened and Antony entered, carrying a small silver tray with a glass of water. He put it down in front of Hahmood, who nodded and drank it down in one. Dixon smiled and the assistant left. “Still not enough, I’m afraid.”

      Hahmood blew out a long sigh and sat back. “How much more do I need?”

      “Quite a few thousand, I’m afraid. This, together with your other savings, could be termed a grub-stake, but if you are going to acquire land, a ranch, perhaps some stock…” He shook his head sadly. “The bank would be willing to offer you a mortgage, Mr Hahmood, but only a forty per cent share of the property. Best thing, seek out something for sale, at a reasonable price, then come back. We can then move forward. This,” he lifted the money, “I shall deposit with the rest. I shall give you a receipt, of course.”

      Hahmood grunted. He had almost twenty thousand dollars in this account. “How much more do I need, Mr Dixon?”

      “Land is expensive, Mr Hahmood. Unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      “If you’d be willing to relocate out west, say California, even Oregon. The trail is well-used and almost all dangers have now been removed.”

      “Oregon?”

      “Yes, but you have no dependents, Mr Hahmood. A move out there would be relatively simple. It’s worth considering. Land is cheaper out there, but perhaps it won’t remain so for much longer. Medford is a growing town, the railroad there bringing a good deal of prosperity and opportunities for the distribution of wheat to the east. I have banking connections in Medford who can most easily assist you. Have a think about it, then come and see me again.”

      Standing in the street a few moments later, Hahmood lit himself a cheroot and blew a trail of smoke into the air. Oregon? He knew nothing about the place, only that it was a long, long way away. The one thing he did know was that he needed money, and lots of it. The idea of owning a ranch, settling down, putting his life of violence behind him, was something he had contemplated for a long time. Dixon’s words brought with them not only the solution but also considerable problems.

      Deep in thought, he decided to eat first. There were numerous restaurants in town, and he chose the one closest to the town livery where his horse was stabled. It was a half day’s ride across to Merlington. An idea was developing, and it was worth serious consideration.

      Some forty minutes later, well fed and armed with fresh supplies, he collected his horse and rode out across the rolling country. He stopped once for coffee and biscuits and a short nap, then continued to Merlington, a small town he never expected to visit ever again.

      The Bellinger Hotel stood at the far end of the main street, an imposing structure based on, so it said in the entrance, the Le Meurice in Paris. As he strode through the stunning foyer, with its high, ornately decorated ceiling from which dangled huge crystal chandeliers, and powder-blue colored walls, he had no doubts the claim of the proprietors was correct. This was a magnificent building and, although he was not acquainted with the original hotel or, indeed, Paris, he felt he was in the presence of wealth and privilege.
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