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Bad Name Drifter


 


Sam Galway is settled in Dalton, Kansas, and is now a local dignitary and respected family man. However, Dalton is a town split in two: north of the railroad line life is decent and ordered, but south of the line, cowboys raise hell and the riff-raff of the world frequent the streets.


Into this town comes Sam’s younger brother, Wes. Wes has seen action fighting for the Union, and now lives by his wits and his gun. He has also lost the dearest things in life: his wife and son. Wes wants to change his life, but there are complications: there’s his nephew who worships him, and his brother who hates him, and he’s fallen foul of the town marshal.


A confrontation has to come. Seems like life won’t let Wes put down roots, but he won’t stop trying.
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CHAPTER 1


 


For eight hours, the land had looked exactly the same. Looking out at the brush and the rocks, and the long vista of a still only half-known territory, his boredom made his eyes search for movement – a cougar, a jackrabbit, a prairie dog – anything to stop him dropping to sleep exhausted. He was ready to talk to himself, and he had gone through all the songs he knew anyway.


He was starting to tire now, with Newton around twenty miles behind him, and he thought he should have stopped there. The Chisholm trail was close, and Ellsworth was not too far, but he had Dalton in his mind and he had been determined to press on. Trouble was, now the dirt was hard in the lines on his face and his belly was rumbling for some food. He could sense that his tough Appaloosa needed some rest, too. He gave in and found a rock to lie against, letting his horse have some time without the saddle.


Would it all work out? He was giving up everything, but the life he had chosen had outlasted its days. Everything moved on, just like folk who moved west and west again. It was the way in this new country that his father had come to, and though he had not moved out of the city, his sons had moved – and moved west. Now here he was, after years of fastening on to every opportunity that was offered, and every chance that was worth a gamble, setting out to change his life.


His reputation was like a paint stain on his coat. It couldn’t be moved, erased. He had resolved to be someone else, to do different things, but it wouldn’t be easy.


His mind plagued him with thoughts of what kind of reception he would get when he finally reached Dalton. It was ten years since he had seen his brother Sam, and they had never really got along. Big brother was in for a shock. The last he heard, from their old friend Carter the medical man, was that Sam was settled in Dalton, and that was the limit of the knowledge available.


The closer he had come to the town, and thought of Sam, the more his mind went to the faces of his dear wife, Hannah, and their son, Joe, taken from him by the first men whose lives had been taken so he could do what the law refused to do. He had carried that sorrow like a burden that you couldn’t unload, and he rarely spoke of it. Yet it was always running through his mind, that ride home, expecting a welcome, his saddle-bags with gifts and his heart full of love. He could be doing things that lifted his mood, and there could be a smile on his face, but inside, the picture of that scene – her lifeless body, with one fatal knife wound, lay as if asleep. He had called her name, shaken her poor body, and then, seeing that death had put his foot on her, he had screamed to heaven in pain. It was all done again when he held what was left of his Joe, too. There was only a limp something, a body with nothing of his beautiful son in it.


He sat there in thought, tormenting himself with what kind of reception he would get from Sam. They had never been close, but then Sam never had any feelings that a person knew about; if he had affections, they were kept locked away in a room only he knew about.


But he was not meant to rest. There was shouting from somewhere close, and he sprang to his feet with his right hand hovering over the Navy Colt. From a point ten feet above, he looked down the other side of the slope and he saw a man sitting on a wagon with hands raised, and two men were pointing guns at him. ‘OK, so you’re not meant to rest up, Wes Galway. . . .’ he spoke to himself, as he did so often. He knew lonesome, like a man could know an ornery sort of pain that hurt every day. He was needed, and he wasted no time, moving silently down the slope, keeping to the cover of some vegetation where he could, eyes fixed on the scene.


‘So Mister Moran, drop the hands now, and get down here.’ This was the taller of the two standing by. The man got down, and immediately was struck so hard across the face that he fell back against the wagon, then was hit again, by the smaller man, and both attackers stood over their prey, laughing.


‘Not so sure of yourself now, Moran, hey? Them words of yours is all dried up, mister.’ The smaller man, who was dark-skinned as if he had been burned by the plains sun for the last decade, put away his pistol and sat down. The tall man called him Slug and the man replied with, ‘What you planning for the paper man, then, Max?’


‘That depends on whether he’s scheming to be a nuisance to the boss any more or whether he’s tired of life.’ He chuckled and Slug joined in. Max was spinning his gun around the fingers of his big, solid hand. Everything about him suggested a cowpoke and his accent was Texan.


‘I just do my job . . . I relate the news,’ their victim said.


‘No, you’re bending the facts, mister. What you do is throw dirt all over a man’s good name,’ the man called Slug responded.


It was time for Wes to act, and he stepped out into the light. It was coming to the end of the day, but there was light enough to see the meanness on the faces of the two men who now turned to face him, while their victim lay, barely able to move, in the dust.


‘G’day gentlemen. I see you feel very little affection for this poor man?’


‘Keep your nose out and move on, feller . . . who the hell are you anyways?’ Max spat at the ground, gobbing a mess of chewed tobacco next to his boot. He was tall, all muscle and shine, and full of the wounds of a hard life. His face was perpetually in a frown, and he looked at life as if enemies were around every corner, and some more were in front of him.


Slug laughed again. His partner, Wes saw, only had to pull a face and Slug would copy him.


‘I never tell a stranger nothing, mister, particularly strangers like you who are clearly violent types.’ Wes enjoyed Max’s wry smile. ‘See, I never pulled a gun on you . . . I was passing by and I saw that you were treating this gentleman in such a brutal way I had to intervene.’


Now Wes was playing a game. He was teasing them, turning the screw ever so slowly. Confusing the opposition was always a good move. Max asked Slug what to do, and this was a feint. In fact he went for his gun, but Wes’s hand was greased lightning and in a split second he ducked to one side as he fired into the tall man’s arm. Slug was going to reach for his holster but thought twice about it and froze in fear.


Max was grasping his arm and moaning. Now that Wes could see that the man from the wagon was getting to his feet, it was time to make an exit. He walked to Max and knocked him out cold with a blow to the cheek. Then, as Slug tried to wriggle away, he got the same treatment. The bullet had only chipped at the edge of Max’s arm, and it was more burn than wound.


‘Ah, peace at last! You are?’ Wes held out a hand and the man shook it, smiling. ‘Hey mister, I don’t know who you are, but I might just owe you my life. I’m Ed Moran by the way . . . of The Dalton Courier.’ Wes gave a response that showed the man he knew nothing about the paper.


‘You not from these parts then, Mr . . .’ he asked, still brushing dust off his long black coat. He was every inch the pen-pusher, Wes thought. There was even ink on his cuffs. He was thin, lean and middle height, with cropped fair hair and a very severe, black outfit covering his now stiff limbs.


‘No, but I’m on my way to Dalton, so reckon I made a good acquaintance, Mr Moran. Name’s not important.’


‘I’m Ed . . . call me Ed. I guess the man who saved my life should be on amicable terms, eh?’


‘Who are these men? You know them, Ed?’


‘Sure I know them. They work for Marshal Argyle.’


‘You mean they’re lawmen?’


‘Since Dalton was swamped by Texans off the Chisholm, and we got the railway, the line between the law and banditry got blurred. It’s all down to Argyle . . . and the men in dark suits and darker souls . . . men like Sam Galway!’


A shiver ran through Wes’s whole frame. Hearing his brother’s name like that sent all kinds of thoughts jabbing at his insides, and his brain worked hard to match his brother with anything criminal. But he held back the questions. It was time to move on to the town. ‘Ed, help me get these idiots onto your wagon. We need to fasten ’em up like hogs and take ’em to their marshal.’


Wes brought his Appaloosa around and tied it to the wagon, then sat with Ed Moran to ask some more questions before they reached Dalton. In the back of the wagon, squirming among barrels and packages, were Max and Slug, bound and gagged and burning with hatred for the stranger. Wes had taken their guns and let their horses run off.


‘Ed, any man coming to this town needs to know why a marshal’s men were attacking a man like you. You a killer on the run?’ He smiled.


Ed Moran was weighing up the stranger. Here was a strongly built man, wearing a long coat, pants tucked into high boots, a vest and fancy bandana, with black hair long enough to brush his shoulders, and above all, he was a scarred man. He had maybe grown his moustache and beard to hide some wounds, but he had some on his face – a cheek was pitted and a deep scar could be seen close to his left ear. He wore a Texan hat but he was hard to pin down by his voice.


‘No, sir . . . I told you, I run a newspaper.’


‘Is that a crime?’ Wes asked. ‘Last I heard it was a good thing. Why were these dogs snappin’ at you, Moran?’


‘I tend to pull holes in everything Marshal Argyle puts together. Basically, he’s supposed to keep the law . . . and by God we need it, with the Texans coming into town at the end of the trail . . . looking for skirts and whiskey. Oh, and a good roughhouse scrap. See, our town is split right down the middle and the railroad track is the border. My job running the Courier is to stir things up, to point out where the law lets ordinary citizens down. Well words in print can annoy these scoundrels as much as bullets sometimes. I keep reminding Argyle that he’s about as much use as a bow-legged steer . . . Well, mister whoever you are . . . civilization don’t end because a coward like Argyle stops trying. His men have been threatening me almost every day for a month. Today I think they would have finished me, if it hadn’t been for you . . . That reminds me, what about you? Why can’t you name yourself?’


For a few seconds Wes thought about that, and finally, thinking the truth about him would come out anyway when he reached Dalton, he said, ‘Wes Galway.’


Moran looked at him afresh, with a different look. A shadow came across his thoughts and he frowned. ‘You mean you’re. . . .’


‘I’m his little brother. Fought for the Union, came out with a few metal souvenirs and holes in my body . . . lived by my gun. Some folk call me . . . The Settler.’


‘My God . . .’ Ed Moran pulled hard at the reins. The wagon stopped abruptly and the two men in the back had their heads cracked on a wooden crate. ‘You’re The Settler? Christ . . . I got nothing, mister . . . nothing you want. This is just biscuits and baking stuff . . . and some shirts. Mister, your name is known from the prairies, down the trail to Texas and across to the East. I read about you . . . is it true you turned lawman?’


‘I’m trying to start again. Trying not to send any more men to hell. But types like the scum you have here are making my resolve mighty difficult. Drive on, man, I ain’t going to slit your throat!’


As they drove on, and came to the outskirts of Dalton, with some strains of a band coming from one of the saloons to their left, and shrieks from men and women letting off steam, Ed Moran’s imagination ran riot. He thought of all the pictures he had seen of this man, a supposed gunfighter who had young bucks lining up to take him on. Now here he was about to join his brother, a man with aspirations to run half the world if folks let him.


God help Dalton, he thought to himself, glancing sideways to look at the guns that had taken so many lives, and sure, there were the ice-cold eyes of a killer. The men tied up behind were lucky to be still drawing breath.


They pulled into town and Ed asked, ‘Suppose you want to know where your brother lives?’


‘No. Hotel tonight . . . I need to clean up, get the stink of the wild off me.’


‘Sure . . . well, the Equity is what you want. Tell them Ed Moran sent you.’


‘I’ll just rid you of your baggage first!’ Wes untied Argyle’s men and sent them scuttling off to tell their boss about him. There would be trouble that night, for sure. But Wes needed to wash out his innards with some rotgut and wash away half of Kansas from his skin.


Before he reached the hotel, a hundred Dalton folk watched him from their windows and yards. Ed was a news man and he spread the news faster than Wes could walk.


As Wes came near the Equity Hotel he saw the most impressive building in view. It dominated the town like some wooden castle. The whole front extended around a hundred yards, and a stable was included at one side. There in giant letters were the words:


 


GENERAL UNIVERSAL STORE


SAMUEL GALWAY


You got a need, we got stock and feed


 


It sure was strange, seeing his name up there, above the street, the name of an important man. The store was massive; big brother had made something of himself, that was certain. What must it feel like, he asked himself, to have your name up there, seen by every passing stranger and every visitor, who would all know that there was a man called Galway here, and he was important. The brother he remembered, though, would have wanted that. He was always wanting attention, always needing to be looked at, admired, told he was worth something. Another kid brother, maybe not so hard-cored as himself, might have resented the elder, and could have let hatred grow inside him, but that was not the way with Wes Galway. No, it would have been a true sign of weakness, and nothing that the world had knocked into him was weak. He had been moulded by the frontier, made strong by the trials of a series of ordeals thrown at him by fate, something more than the weather, and more of a challenge to throw off the trouble fate gave, and move on, determined to succeed.


It was an alienating sensation. Everything he looked at reinforced the sense that he didn’t belong. Yet here he was, and this was real. Maybe they would shake hands, have a drink and talk about Ma and Pa. Or maybe Sam would be just as moody and difficult as he was as a child. The mystery and speculation were exciting. He had always been excited by what was new, and now, oddly, here was something old that was now new. It was a brother, and a forgotten one, who was maybe now stranger than a workaday stranger.


Well, Wes thought, you came a long way from a New York back-street, big brother. There was a mix of excitement and apprehension as he thought of the coming day, when he would embrace Sam again, after so long apart.









CHAPTER 2


 


Standing in his bedroom and looking out into the open space of farm land and paddock, Jess Galway was brooding. He had been banished to his room yet again, for answering Pa back in a row over guns. What was wrong with having a pistol? He was fifteen and good as any man. It rankled, that state of still being considered a boy, a child. Why, he had read in the frontier stories about children fighting off the Indian warriors as the savages circled the wagon train. Now here he was, in Kansas, where the fearful Comanches never came, or at least had no reason to come, and he was forbidden the basic arms of a fighting man.


One day he would be out there, in the open prairie, facing a Sioux war-party, or maybe standing in the hot sun, in the dry street of a tough mining town, where men killed each other for silver. Whatever his destiny, it would be with a pistol in one hand and a dagger in the other. But for now, here he was in a room – a room made by a woman, his mother, and not at all the kind of den an outlaw might find himself in. It was a room in a perfectly ordinary home, in a plain Kansas town, where unless you were a few miles further south, the only threat was from the kick of a horse in the stable.


He was in the Galway house, he reflected, and he was meant to grow up and be the next Galway who ran the General Universal Stores, and he would be filling crates with packs of coffee, not cleaning his gun ready for the next shoot-out outside the saloon.


The Galway house was the smartest and fanciest in the town, though it was five miles from the main street. It had a long white wooden porch, with carved arches along between the balustrades, fixed to a red brick core, and three tall chimneys jutted up above the long, round-topped high windows. Galway had created a basement too, mainly for his collection of books and sacred music, and any other old relics he came across, as he saw himself as an antiquary, and was thought to be a scholar by the locals. Sam Galway had built the place to be seen, to be noticed. Riders saw it from a good way off, and they talked about it.


For the son, though, it felt like a jail; yes, it was sturdy and built to last. When Sam Galway first arrived in the area he was planning to move on west, up into Nebraska and maybe Wyoming territory, but he didn’t reckon on meeting Lizzie, who never wanted to leave Kansas, and who had been left a great parcel of money enough to last a lifetime.


Jess caught sight of himself in the cracked mirror on his wall. There he could see a man – a slight young man admittedly, in need of some bulk – but a person almost five feet nine, cropped fair hair, a tough face when it had the right expression on it, and bright blue eyes enough to pierce the enemy with an ice-cold stare. But he looked again at his frail build. He looked as though a strong wind would blow him away; he would never be a physically strong man, old Jack Lee had told him, a really strong man has power in his heart. He glanced at the bottom drawer of his desk as he thought about this. In that drawer was his .36 Navy model that Jack had given him. It was twenty years old now, but it was enough if you were in a tight situation. If his pa found it, there would be a leathering.


But for the time being he would have to make do with his periodicals and dime novels, with tales of buffalo hunters, miners and mountain men. They told of a world out west beyond the horizon, well away from the safe streets around him, in north Dalton. He took up his favourite and looked again at the wonderful pictures of the explorers and hunters of days long gone. The pull of wild country was strong in him. Course, he knew that there was always the south town, Loose End the locals called it, where a man could prove himself. One day he would walk in the street down there, two six-guns strapped low on his legs, and chaps over his breeches, shouting out his enemy from the saloon. One day soon. . . .


‘Jess . . . time to eat. Come down please, son.’ His mother called. He hadn’t thought about food at all but now suddenly he felt hungry and his belly felt hollow. He put the stories away and went downstairs.


Lizzie Galway was standing at the table, ladling out soup. ‘You’ve done your penance, sit down, Jess, Your father will join us in a minute. He’s writing his speech.’


She was reckoned to be the real belle of the county, but she was only ever seen walking behind Sam, or standing in his shadow. However, she was a striking woman, and her son felt a wonderful maternal power come from her when she was caring for his pa and him. Today the long fair hair, parted down the middle, and combed long, hung over a full house-dress with some folds and frills at the neck. Her body was not adorned except for the bracelet she always wore, one with six diamonds and a silver strap, given to her by Sam on their fifteenth anniversary.


She called for Sam as Jess sat down and kept still, ready for the prayers. He stood up when his father walked in, looking troubled. ‘What is it, dear?’ Lizzie went to him and put a hand under his chin, then kissed him lightly on the cheek.


‘It’s this speech. I have to raise the money, Lizzie . . . I have to. Oh, sit down son. I hope you’re sorry for that outburst earlier. I don’t want to hear from you again about buying you a gun for your birthday. A man has a weapon, it invites other men with weapons and soon there’s anarchy. You need to learn that lesson. I’ll buy you a horse, though. Now eat your soup and bread, like a good boy, as soon as we say the usual . . .’ They all sat down and Sam spoke the prayer: ‘Good Lord we thank you for our daily bread and for all the richness of your earthly dominion, where we have but a short time to stay and praise thee . . . fine, now let’s eat!’
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