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A Young Man’s Mistakes
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Joshua Dillard, earlier an operative with the famous Allan Pinkerton Detective Agency of Chicago and New York, was often led on false and bloody trails during his career as a freelance troubleshooter.

This was neither to his discredit nor extraordinary. The justice-seekers of his time and place, which was the whole of the American western frontier, survived in a wild and violent land. Strong and competent – as they had to be – they also made mistakes. They hurt the people they cared for or served; they sometimes succumbed to tarnishing impulses.

Many had no notion of how to earn a fortune, let alone keep it.

Most of these features were exemplified in Joshua’s handling of the Emily Greatheart affair, a commission which took him to Arizona in search of a dying man’s missing daughter. Yet the major errors in the matter perhaps arose out of the flaws in another man’s character – a young fellow who was dead before the case was put in Joshua’s hands.

Frank Clamorgan was the son of John and Augusta. John Clamorgan, deceased several years, had been smart and hard-working, growing his Slash C ranch based on an old Mexican holding to thousands of rich acres of good grass amply supplied with permanent water. Eventually the Slash C, by absorbing neighboring properties, formed a sprawling piece of excellent cattle country – the lion’s share of the immense Welcome Valley.

After his death, his widow, Augusta, worked the holdings in name though responsibility for the physical operation had fallen to the Slash C range boss, Ramon Rubriz. John’s son Frank wanted none of it – except the privileges and easy wealth.

“I ain’t no cow-nurse,” he told his mother, a scowl marring his smooth young face.

“No, dear, and I never wanted the monotonous routine of ranch life to be yours either. We have Ramon Rubriz and the rest of the hired vaqueros for that.”

Mrs Clamorgan held a misguided excess of maternal fondness for her only child. She overlooked his naturally indolent disposition. At the age of twenty, he’d never earned a nickel that could rightly be called his own – made money – but he’d spent plenty on lording it in the Pike’s Crossing saloons and on various short-lived hobbies.

*      *      *
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It was inevitable that Frank’s fleeting fancy should alight on the old mine situated on the northern boundary of the family lands. Here the ragged foothills to the snow-dusted, indigo peaks of a far mountain range made a natural boundary and were the only real scar on the Slash C perfection. The irregular badlands took in ravines and arroyos choked with head-high brush. Prickly pear with vicious spines had taken over the dry, rocky slopes, making them tricky to negotiate. On the sloping wall of one of the gullies was the entrance to the mine.

The workings were said to be Spanish in origin, nigh on two centuries old, and had been walled up with rocks for as long as anyone could remember, maybe to keep out straying stock or to deter varmints seeking homes. The only watch kept on the wasteland was by the red-tailed hawks that circled intermittently in the thermals overhead. And the gavilán’s interest was not in ore but nesting rodents.

Frank roweled an unwilling roan mare up the disused branch trail. She shook her head, snorted and showed big yellow teeth that jingled the bit-pieces. “Keep going, you ornery beast!” Frank said. “I don’t believe a hoss can be spooked by windies.”

The tall tales of Welcome Valley old-timers had it the old mine was “ha’nted.”

The treacherous ascent over the loose surface safely accomplished, Frank slipped from his silver-mounted saddle and approached the wall of rock barring obvious entry to the mine’s dark recesses.

The punishing sun was dropping but still hung like a great ball of fire in a gold and crimson sky. What attention he had on his footing was taken up by a consideration for rattlesnakes, known to lurk in the shadows of the crags. When he stumbled on a raised outcrop, he cursed mildly, kicked at it a second time pettishly.

It was then he noticed the offending rock was an exposed vein of dark quartz, protruding several inches above the general surface and about six inches wide. It angled off in the direction of the mine entrance, disappearing beneath prickly pear and weathered detritus.

Frank was no prospector and his knowledge of geology and minerals was trifling, but because he wanted to find something important, he made his find a bigger deal than it was. He kicked loose some more of the weathered stuff, gracing the pieces in his head with the title of specimens. And sure, they were somewhat out of the ordinary – heavy in his hand and gray-blue on the outside. He smashed one against the rock wall. The late sun bounced back sparkles of light from its exposed core.

Silver! Frank thought, and next day took his samples to an assayer in Pike’s Crossing.

The man was unimpressed, but he knew he was dealing with the heir to the richest spread in Welcome Valley, and folks had long gotten out of the habit of upsetting Clamorgans. He clapped an eyeglass to it, his squint disguising his true assessment.

“It’s galena, the most important ore and the principal source of lead,” he mumbled to Frank. “It’s made up of lead sulphide, but chance is there’s considerable silver associated. Hundred ounces to the ton if’n you’re lucky. Could be other accessory metals likewise – mebbe a little gold ...”

The word was enough for Frank. Courtesy of his doting mother, who untied the purse strings with her usual alacrity, he was promptly riding a ticket to Denver, Colorado. At this time, more mining machinery was built in the mile-high city than in any other center in the world. Frank was going to order all he needed to restart the mine.

Leastways, that was his intention before he stepped into one of the substantial, brick-built shops in Larimer Street to buy a box of his favorite cigars. There he met and was figuratively bowled over by Miss Emily Greatheart who was working behind the store’s counter.

She wore a dark green, neat business suit with a tightly cut bodice which revealed a shapely figure as perfect as her delicately formed, ivory-skinned face and high-piled red-gold hair. Frank was flattered by her attentive manner and instantly decided she was the epitome of city sophistication – elegant, cultured, refined. Yet she was somehow small and fragile-looking at the same time. Excitement coursed in Frank, because he sensed this girl of such great charm and beauty was as much impressed by him as he by her.

Though his mouth went dry he managed, before completing his purchase and leaving, to make an invitation.

“I’m so rushed,” he said. “Would you mind wrapping my cigars in brown paper and bringing them to my hotel around supper time?”

“Of course, sir. It will be a pleasure.”

“Perhaps you’d like to share my table, to dine with me?”

“Why, that would be lovely!” the vision breathed. “Thank you.”

Both were naïve in many respects. Though Frank didn’t realize it, his rapid decision that Emily Greatheart had sophistication was based on his illusions – a relative judgment based on knowledge limited to girls in and around Pike’s Crossing, a backwater. His initial good impression arose simply from the tutored responses of a helpful shop assistant; hers from response to a face tanned by Arizona sun and to an easy drawl.

But Emily’s natural, youthful charm did extend beyond the bounds of a counter. One meeting led to another and before a week was out, Frank was totally captivated. Emily lived with a widower father whose health was not robust, and they were unchaperoned, unadvised.

The Arizonan wooed her in a lightning romance and they became engaged to be married.

*        *        *
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Frank Clamorgan returned to his home in the South-west alone but cock-a-hoop. His beautiful wife-to-be would follow as soon as she could resign her position at the Larimer Street store and housekeeping arrangements were finalized for her pa.

Augusta Clamorgan received her eager son’s glad news as though she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“Oh, Frank!”

“Why’ve you gotten tears in your eyes, Mom? She’s a grand filly.”

“They’re not tears. It’s just that – ”

He went to her and she put her arms around him. “Emily’s real pretty,” he said. “It’ll work out fine.”

She stiffened, taking a grip. “Son, you’re committing yourself to something. How do you know this shop-gal is worthy? You’re too young to know what you’re letting yourself in for.”

“Why do you have to make things difficult?” he burst out petulantly.

But she didn’t, wouldn’t reply and Frank, thoroughly disgruntled, took himself to the stable where he saddled up his roan mare to take himself into town. At bottom, pursuit of pleasure was the sum total of his aspirations in life and he didn’t like having his actions criticized by his doting mother. He wasn’t used to that a-tall.

Where could he turn? What could he do?

Like many a man in a moment of weakness, he turned to liquor. He shouldered in through the batwings of the Golden Horse saloon in Pike’s Crossing, sauntered to the counter and caught the apron’s eye. He slapped his wallet on the slop-stained mahogany and reached out to stop the bottle and glass that came sliding down to him from the attentive barkeeper. It made a fellow feel good to command respect and immediate attention to his wants, he thought.

He filled the glass, emptied it in a couple of gulps and refilled it. Before long he was feeling a mite giddy, a little drunk ... Naw, he wasn’t drunk! Just mellow. It was all one with the bright lamps, the tobacco smoke and the tinny piano music in the background.

He thumbed through his wallet and found his picture of Emily. She was darrn pretty, that was for sure. And he was going to put a ring on her finger, make every delicious inch of her all his in the flesh. He poured more of the strong liquor to celebrate the coming thrill of it.

“I’d go easy on that stuff,” a voice said at his elbow. “Might make yuh too limp for Mattie’s gals.”

The speaker was Jake Phelps, a Rocking W hand; built like a king rat, small head, big body. Mattie ran the local whorehouse.

“Don’t need no soiled doves!” Frank snapped at his provoker. “I’m saving myself for a fine girl I met in Denver. She’s coming to marry me.”

Vincent Waller himself, son of the second biggest rancher in Welcome Valley, Phelps’s employer, joined in the taunting.

“Some raddled lady of the night you met walking Market Street, huh?”

“No, Waller, you dumb ox! Look – this is her picture. See for yourself how beautiful she is.”

The hand who’d started it said artfully, “Why, sure, she’s a smooth hide. An’ when she turns up, guess she’ll soon notice han’some Vince here.” He drew closer to Frank, nudged him, winked and rasped into his ear, “It’s s’posed to be private but Vince sparks all the pretty she-noodles in this neck o’ the woods. Has ’em hoistin’ their skirts an’ slippin’ their drawers to someplace round parted knees sweet an’ quick as drippin’ honey. Must be somethin’ to do with his fam’ly bein’ up-an’-comin’ an’ all.”

The barb was designed to strike in several directions. Vince had a voracious desire for women which was alleged in confidence to be always accommodated with or, on occasion, without co-operation. Meanwhile, the rapid growth of the Rocking W was driven by the ego and paranoia of the young stud’s father, Bart Waller, who was determined to wrest power in the country from the long-established Clamorgan interests.

“Emily ain’t like that,” Frank said hotly, seeing no farther than his current interest and the insulting challenge to his brag. “You got no right to talk like Emily’s a – a whore! Her pa is Big Jack Greatheart, an old-time lawman and gunfighter who cleaned up boom towns.”

“Yeah, you got no right, Jake Phelps – shuddup!” Vince said. “Do tell, Frank – what boom towns were these?”

Frank screwed up his face the better to produce an answer from his drink-fuddled memory. “Abilene ...”

“Oh?” Vince said. “Thought that was some other jasper.”

“Well, mebbe it was Dodge ...”

“Mebbeso. Or Ellsworth or Wichita,” Vince added, smirking. “Come to think, way you’re talking, this old man could be Wyatt Earp hisself!”

Whereupon, with gales of laughter, the Waller bunch departed for an upstairs room to play five-card stud.

Frank had hoped his talk of a gunfighting lawman might have impressed them – after all, most of ’em were gunslicks themselves, hired by Bart Waller more for their gun-handy, bully-boy ways than their range skills. It was only later, and after Frank had downed still more bonded whiskey, that he noticed his chaste picture of Emily was missing from the counter.

He groped through the thick wad of greenbacks in his wallet and it wasn’t there either. Nor in his pants pockets. It must have been that funning Vince Waller and his rannies; they’d gone too far and filched it while his gaze was diverted.

He shook his head to clear the cobwebs and lurched toward the staircase to the upper floor, determined to retrieve his stolen treasure.

At the foot of the stairs, an advertisement was fixed to the wall. His weaving path brought it into focus when he was really up close. Under a painting of a voluptuous nude, discriminating gentlemen’s attentions were respectfully drawn to the pleasures to be had at Mattie’s Boarding House on a nearby cross street. The names and photographs of several girls were appended – Sadie and Irene and Queenie ... and Emily.

Someone had tacked Frank’s picture to the advertisement after scrawling on it in heavy pencil “Emily – Cuming Attrackshun.”

*      *      *
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This time the insult to Emily – or maybe it was to his pride – hit home so Frank couldn’t ignore it despite the mellowness.

“The goddamned bastards!” he blurted, his face darkening. He tore down the picture and pounded up the stairs.

A well-placed kick slammed open the door to the card-players’ smoky sanctum.

Vince Waller dropped his hand and jumped from his chair. On the baize-covered table chips were scattered and drinks slopped over.

“Chrissakes, Clamorgan! You can’t come busting in here!”

Frank roared, “A man’s entitled to defend his lady’s honor, you dirty skunks!”

“Simmer down, kid,” Phelps warned. “Yuh’re drunk, an’ yuh got a hell of a temper.”

Vince said, “Aw, throw the asshole out, boys!”

The card game broke up in a hurry.

Frank lost his head and unholstered his forty-five. “No one lays a hand on me. Stay put, the lot of you! I want the man that defiled Miss Greatheart’s picture. He’s gonna pay!”

“Pay what ’xactly?” Phelps said with deceptive mildness but distracting emphasis.

As Frank’s gaze shifted, Vince threw himself to one side and grabbed for his own sidearm, cocking the hammer and squeezing the trigger all in the one eye-cheating movement.

Vince’s revolver blasted. The shot screamed across the room, passed close to Frank’s head and went out the door. Frank ducked involuntarily, feeling the scorching heat of the bullet as it sped past his face. He was almost blinded by the shocking, sobering nearness of death. When he jerked off a return shot, it went hugely wild.

Vince promptly fired again.

Frank staggered from the impact of the slug, which felt like a mighty blow to his chest. Mortally hit, he fell back, exclaiming, “I’m shot!’ His gun fell with a thud from a suddenly limp and nerveless hand, and then he was on the floor, unable to talk, with a roaring in his ears and hot blood oozing through his cold fingers.

It was over in seconds.

“Get Doc McAdams!” someone said.

“Too late fer that, the poor damned idiot,” Phelps said. “That was the saltiest, dumbest play I ever saw.”

Drawn by the gunfire, a curious crowd gathered cautiously in the saloon below. The boldest started to edge up the stairs to investigate, the apron to the fore.

The news was passed down. “Frank Clamorgan’s been killed!”

Vince’s impassive, even-featured face betrayed nothing.

“He got a shuck in his snoot and asked for it. I reckon everyone saw what happened. Another Clamorgan gone. Reckon my old man will be pleased.”

“Sure. Thar’s allus bin bad blood ’tween the families,” Phelps said. “But if’n this Denver filly gits to show up, she ain’t gonna be pleased, Vince. I hope y’all c’n – uh – comfort Miss Emily Greatheart.”

Vince stooped and retrieved the picture from where it had fluttered down and was now alongside Frank’s bleeding corpse.

He examined it speculatively. “Reckon I could give it a damned good try, Phelps. Why, it’d be a pleasure.”
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Where Is Emily?
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Big Jack Greatheart directed Joshua Dillard to the straight-backed chair at his bedside with a weak wave of a wasted, twisted hand.

Joshua was appalled. The famous ex-marshal he’d come to see in his handsome, two-story brick house in Denver was no more than a living skeleton, a mere shadow of his former self. Many had once admired him; badmen had feared him in the heady days when he’d tamed more than one lawless town on the western frontier. Now his once tall and powerful frame was reduced to skin and bone. The gaunt face amid the pillows propping him up was of a papery, yellowish complexion in the lamplight.

“Set, Mr Dillard,” he said in a voice that had lost the means to boom. “It was good of you to come.”

“I come out of considerable respect, sir, as well as the obligation to earn a living,” Joshua said.

“Ah, yes,” Big Jack said. “Your financial position hasn’t been good since you – uh – retired from the Pinkertons, I hear.”

Joshua replied with customary frankness. “No, it ain’t. I come to the bottom of the barrel mighty often these days, but I’m ready to go half-shod when a job takes my fancy. I hate cheaters and lawbreakers.”

“They say you’re very good with a gun,” Big Jack said questioningly.

“If it’s called for, I’ll comb the right heads with a six-shooter even when the client’s dinero don’t add up to
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