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Every Colt Has Its Day 
 

By Joe Archibald 
=============================================================== 

Will Chessman admitted rustling those Rolling J beeves. And a ranchman jury 
reckoned a dose of the noose would cure Chessman permanently. But the Rolling J 

boss figured an even tighter way of law-branding that hard-riding gallows bait. 
=============================================================== 

 
RECK SUNDERLAND looked up 
from his cluttered desk in the big 
living room of the Rolling J ranch 

house to watch his wife, Faith, carry a 
bowl of fresh flowers to the table near the 
window. She was still slim and straight 
and very beautiful, and during the twenty 
years that she had belonged to him the 
passage of time had made little impression 
upon her. His thoughts reached out to a 
night long ago when he had seen her for 
the first time. The few words she had 
spoken then had changed the tenor of his 
whole life. 

He said, “They’re not pretty enough to 
do you justice, Faith,” and she turned 
slightly and gave him the smile he was 
ever eager to see. “This reminds me of that 
night. The thunderclouds rolling in off the 
hills. That quiet just before a storm.”  

“Claire stopped by this afternoon, 
Breck. She talked of hardly anything but 
young Will Chessman. She’ll make him a 
good wife, I know.”  

Sunderland said, his face losing some 
of its softness. “He’s a headstrong lad, 
Faith. I wonder if he’s good enough for 
her.”  

“You said the same thing about 
yourself when I said I’d marry you, 
Breck.” Faith laughed and leaned against 
his shoulder. They could both look out of 
the big window and see the land they 
owned as far as the dimly outlined low 
range of hills miles to the south. Breck 

Sunderland had gone a long way in twenty 
years and in Parsang, ten miles away, he 
was an important man. 

The thunder growled closer and Faith 
Sunderland said, “It looks like we’ll get 
some of it, Breck. I must go up and see 
that the windows are closed.”  

 
She left the room and Sunderland 

dropped into a chair and heaved a great 
sigh of contentment. He filled his pipe and 
was touching a match to the bowl when he 
heard a thump of steel-shod hoofs on the 
long grade stretching down from the low 
butte back of the big corrals. He walked 
out onto the porch and waited for a 
horseman to come up. The man rode a bay 
horse and Sunderland knew it was Hack 
Saltoun of the Slash O. Hack swung close 
to the porch rail and leaned out of his 
saddle to speak to Sunderland. 

“Breck, I think you better come with 
me. We got a man dead to rights with a 
few head of your stock.”  

“Who?” Breck Sunderland asked. 
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Saltoun whispered, “Will Chessman, 
Breck. 1 didn’t figure you’d want the 
sheriff sittin’ in yet. I let Lin Scott know.”  

Sunderland said, “Be with you in a 
minute, Hack.” He strode down to the long 
bunkhouse and called to a little man 
cooling himself off on the steps. “Saddle 
up for me, Bill.” He stood waiting and 
listened to the thunder roll over the sky, 
watching the lightning lick at the high 
crags, and again his thoughts went back to 
another night. 

“Breck,” Faith called from a window. 
“You’re not going out? The storm—”  

“Figure there’s something to attend to, 
Faith,” he said and turned slightly. “I 
won’t be long.”  

Sunderland rode out with Saltoun and 
took a road stringing southwest. 

“We run into him in a coulee, Breck, 
me an’ three of my riders,” Hack 
explained. “An’ he showed no fight. I 
figure we’ll settle this our own way. Some 
of the new law we’ve been gettin’ in this 
neck of the woods has been too cut and 
dried.”  

“Good thinkin’, Hack,” Sunderland 
said and felt drops of rain spatter his 
cheek. “How about Will’s boss?”  

“Sent a man to get Frank,” Saltoun 
said. “He’ll want to put on the pressure.” 

 
HEY rode for almost another hour 
before they came to the coulee where 

seven men were waiting. Lin Scott of the 
Diamond T and Frank Starbuck, owner of 
the Crow Track, appeared atop a ridge 
when Saltoun and Breck Sunderland 
slipped off their horses. Sunderland saw 
Will Chessman sitting on a windfall, his 
hands tied behind him. 

“Hello, Will,” said Sunderland. 
“Howdy, Mr. Sunderland.” Will 

Chessman was very young for a foreman, 
but he had ridden and roped since he had 
been able to keep his legs glued to the 

sides of a bronc. “I haven’t a thing to say. 
I figure they got me to rights. Just do it 
almighty quick if it’s on your mind.”  

Starbuck said, “Let’s get it over with, 
Breck. What are we waitin’ for?”  

“Charlie Olmstead, Frank. This has got 
to be a fair trial,” Sunderland said. 

“Why bring him into this, 
Sunderland?” Will Chessman asked. “He’s 
Claire’s—”  

“I know, Will. But four men ain’t 
enough to give a fair vote. I figure Charlie 
will want to be a part of this jury.”  

“You know how it’ll go,” Will said. 
“How many head of stock have you 

stolen, Will?” Hack Saltoun asked. 
“None,” Will grinned. “You caught me 

with these, my friend.”  
Starbuck snorted. “He’s lyin’, Breck.”  
“Why should he?” a Slash O rider 

wanted to know. “What can he gain?” 
The storm rumbled overhead, mostly 

wind and very little rain. Charlie Olmstead 
rode down into the coulee, his slicker 
flapping in the wind. . 

“You crazy fool, Will,” he yelled when 
he got out of the saddle. 

“Reckon,” Will said. “Somebody slide 
a cigarette in my mouth, will you?”  

“We’ll get goin’,” Breck Sunderland 
said. He tried not to look at the rope that 
was thrown over a limb. He thought of his 
wife, Faith, and years that might have been 
different. “Mind if I act as foreman of this 
jury, gents? They were my cattle.” 

“You’re welcome to the title, Breck,” 
Starbuck said. 

Sunderland said, “We have got to be 
fair here. Will Chessman is no scum of the 
hills. In every youngster I’ve ever known, 
there has been a reckless streak that has to 
be satisfied at least once. Sometimes they 
need a little finery or a new saddle real bad 
or somethin’ you can’t measure in terms of 
cash or the equivalent thereof. A youngster 
hates to wait even though he has more 
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time in which to do it than men our age, 
my friends.” 

Starbuck showed his impatience. “We 
didn’t come here to listen to a sermon, 
Breck.” 

“But you are goin’ to, Frank,” 
Sunderland said, lifting his voice above a 
drum roll of thunder overhead. “You can 
hang this man for one mistake or you can 
let him go and watch him become a 
respected member of society. I know one 
man in Parsang who is looked up to by all 
who know him. You all know that man. If 
it wasn’t because somebody gave him a 
second chance once, he would have been 
dead many years. 

“He was a lot like Will Chessman 
here. He fell in love with a pair of tooled 
boots with silver spurs and a saddle 
trimmed with brass studs. He stole a horse 
to get them gewgaws. He had a narrow 
squeak in Shermanville, just fifty miles 
from here.” 

 
RECK SUNDERLAND stopped and 
swept the faces of the ranch owners 

around him. They were silent now, 
attentive. 

Will Chessman choked out, “I’ll take 
what’s comin’, boys. Why drag this out?”  

“Shut up, Will,” Sunderland said. 
“There isn’t hardly a man in the county 
who hasn’t stepped outside the law at least 
once in his life. Every one of you here 
start lookin’ back. If you’d been caught 
an’ judged right sudden, a lot of you 
wouldn’t be here. That man of Parsang 
that I mentioned did something men have 
hanged for. 

“Will Chessman had a reason to do 
what he did. Charlie Olmstead ought to 
know. Claire is a girl who is mighty sweet 
an’ fine and Will is in love with her, and 
the days were gettin’ too long for him to 
live apart from her. He figured she was 
worth a gamble—”  

“Keep her out of this,” Will said. 
“Hurry and finish, Sunderland, so’s we 
can pass the plate and sing—”  

“Was I right, Will?” Breck asked 
evenly. 

“Let’s say you are,” Will Chessman 
said under his breath. 

Brook Sunderland said, “Starbuck, if 
your past is lily white, if you’ve never 
gone outside the law even a little, you vote 
to hang Will Chessman. You, Hack—and 
you, Charlie. And how about you, Lin 
Scott? Don’t tell me you are all angels and 
never hankered to grab a little excitement, 
take a short cut to somethin’ you wanted. 
Maybe I can tell you the name of the old 
horse thief, my friends. We’ll take a vote 
now.”  

Starbuck spoke. “It’s raining harder, 
Breck. Let’s finish it here.” He looked at 
Sunderland, as quickly dropped his glance. 

“I’m voting for acquittal, Breck,” 
Charlie Olmstead said. “I suddenly 
remembered the time when—”  

Starbuck interrupted him. “If it’s all 
the same to you, Breck, let’s call it a 
unanimous vote. Reckon Will has got his 
scare. You think so, Chessman?”  

“Lost ten years sittin’ here,” Will said 
while a man loosened his bonds. “You got 
my word. If I ever—”  

“You’ll hang right quick,” Breck said. 
‘‘Get on that bronc and ride like the 
hounds of hell was ridin’ your tail.”  

When the reckless kid had gone, 
Starbuck looked at Charlie Olmstead and 
said, “Since when was you respected by 
everybody in the community, you old 
horse thief?”  

“I could ask the same of you, Frank,” 
Hack Saltoun said. “You are kind of quiet 
yourself, Scotty.” 

“I guess you won’t find out in a 
hurry,” Breck Sunderland grinned. “In the 
mornin’ you can wake up feelin’ pretty 
proud of yourselves when you might have 
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woke up with a picture of Will Chessman 
swinging at the end of a rope. The Bible is 
quite a book of law, friends. That part that 
says you should cast the first stone if your 
own soul needs no cleanin’, it’s strong 
medicine and will always be. One thing 
those paid lawmen ought to get more 
interested in, boys. They call it the human 
equation.”  

“You talk too big for me,” Hack 
Saltoun said. “Anyway, I’m gettin’ wet 
and I’m goin’ home.” He held out his hand 
to Breck, and then Scott and Starbuck and 
Olmstead got in line. 

Breck Sunderland said to Olmstead 
when they shook hands, “And see Will 
gets a start, Charlie, and before he’s too 
old to get on his knees to ask Claire a 
question.” 

Sunderland got off his horse in the 
Roiling J ranch yard close to midnight. He 
walked into the ranch house and there he 
found Faith waiting for him-as she had 
been waiting for him another night long 
ago.  

“You’re wet, my dear,” his wife said. 
“Whatever made you go out on such a 
night?” 

“Had to get somethin’ settled with the 
others, Faith,” Breck said. “It is a wild 
night.” He crossed to the fireplace. 

Faith smiled and came over and knelt 
down beside him. She looked up at him 
and said, “Just as wild as the night you 
came riding into Shermanville as if 
demons were after you. You were a 
reckless looking man and you scared me to 
death at first. You got more than you 
bargained for, didn’t you, Breck? 
Remember, I hid you in that closet and 
then when they had gone I wouldn’t let 
you go?”  

He grinned and drew her closer to him 
and thought of an old saddle that was 
hanging out in the stable. It was studded 
with little chunks of brass, and from the 
horn a pair of old boots dangled that must 
have been wonderful to look at when they 
were new. 

“That Will Chessman,” Breck said. 
“Claire will make him a good wife.”  

“I won’t ask where you were tonight,” 
Faith said softly. “Somehow, my dear, I do 
not wish to know.” 

 


