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PROLOGUE





Marshal Sam Brody ended his report to the Town Council on a sombre note:


‘The fact is that Lance Roebuck and his hard-cases are a problem, and getting to be a bigger problem with each passing day. And I reckon that turning a blind eye to Roebuck’s shenanigans is a policy that this town will come to regret one day soon.’


The meeting had been two years earlier.


‘Talk to old Nathan Roebuck, Sam,’ Ned Drucker the council chairman urged the marshal for what must have been the hundredth time in as many meetings over recent months. ‘Get him to rein in his nephew.’


Brody shook his head, his patience short.


‘I’ve already done that more than once, Ned. It’s not that Nathan Roebuck ain’t willing to rein in Lance. It’s that he can’t. Lance Roebuck’s out of order and out of line, and Nathan ain’t a young man anymore.’


‘If Lance is that much of a nuisance, why doesn’t the old man kick him off his range?’ Willie Sneed the owner of the town livery wondered. ‘And if that doesn’t work, then whip him ’til his back is raw.’


Sam Brody opined: ‘There was a time when Nathan Roebuck would have done that, Willie. But he’s an old man now, needing company. And when a man gets to that stage, it’s hard for him to see any wrong in the last kin he’s got.


‘Maybe, he’s fearful of Lance Roebuck’s revenge too, should any attempt by him to rein his nephew in backfire.’


‘Something must be done,’ Sneed pressed.


Brody’s eyes swept the meeting.


‘You’re the Town Council. You fellas decide, and I’ll do the doing.’


‘And what would you recommend, Sam?’


The question came from Nils Pederson, the town blacksmith.


‘No disrespect intended, Nils,’ Brody grunted. ‘But you gents haven’t listened to what I had to say in the past, and I just plumb got fed up of saying it.’


Pederson said: ‘But bringing Roebuck to book, Sam, would not be easy. He can call on at least fifty men. Twenty of whom are gun-handy.’


‘Dealing with a viper like Lance Roebuck will never be easy,’ said Brody. ‘That’s why, if we do decide to deal with him, every man has to be of one mind.’


Shifting backsides were the order. Sam Brody was witnessing nothing new, he’d been a lawman in four towns in his career as a badge-toter, and towns ran pretty much true to form. Everyone wanted something done, but no one was willing to lend a hand to do it. They put a badge on a man, and figured that he should throw away his life for the miserly wage they paid. Well, Brody thought, good law and a safe town is every man’s responsibility. Besides, being absolutely honest with himself, he wasn’t at all sure that he could tame Lance Roebuck. Maybe if the council had acted a couple of years earlier, when he had predicted the path that Roebuck would take, that gent would never have turned bad to begin with. Back then the members of the Town Council had accused their marshal of being alarmist. But the fact was that Sam Brody had seen many Lance Roebuck’s in his time. And he had also seen the same mistake made as many times, too.


It was Ned Drucker, who was now avoiding his gaze, who had said back then: ‘Oh, Sam. It’s just Lance having some high jinks.’


He had answered angrily: ‘Beating a man to within an inch of his life because he bumped against him and spilled his drink is a lot more than high jinks!’


‘I think it would be unwise to get too heavy-handed, Marshal,’ the council chairman had said. ‘After all, the man in question was just a no-good drifter. And Lance Roebuck, in the not-too-distant future, will be the boss of the biggest spread in this territory.’


Meaning that business from the Roebuck ranch would fill the coffers of the businessmen who made up the Town Council.


Drucker had added, darkly, ‘As marshal, Sam, I reckon you should take your guidance from this council.’


Sam Brody recalled how the urge to buck the council or hand back his badge was overpowering. But to his shame he had thought of his age and pension, and had dodged doing the right thing. So that made him as guilty as everyone else.


Drucker had become lavish in his praise.


‘You’re the best lawman that this town has ever had, Sam. And we’re darn lucky to have a marshal with your kind of sterling qualities to make for peaceful nights in our beds.’ His views had received the council’s unstinting endorsement. ‘In fact,’ Drucker went on, ‘I figure that a ten-dollar raise is in order.’


‘If we could only get Lucy Bracken into Lance Roebuck’s arms our problems would be solved,’ Charles P. Taylor, the town banker now sighed.


Nodding heads vouched for the wisdom of Taylor’s view.


Willie Sneed said: ‘There’s no way that that’s going to happen. That gal’s heart belongs only to Dan Clancy. Must be touched in the head, I’d say,’ he concluded. ‘Hankering after the town drunk.’


Now as he walked towards the saloon where the latest bout of Roebuck maliciousness was being acted out, Sam Brody bitterly regretted having not stood up to the Town Council. Because since that time, Lance Roebuck had slid further and further down the slippery pole of devilry. The town was becoming a magnet for other hardcases, too, some had come at Roebuck’s invitation, others had become aware of townfolk too afraid or too enriched by Roebuck largess to act, and a marshal who was hog-tied by the Town Council and nearing the end of his days as a lawman. All in all Watts Bend was becoming a wide open town; a town where good times were to be had, and a man did not have to worry too much about retribution when he enjoyed the protection of one of its most prominent citizens, who just happened to be rotten to the core.


Brody was on his way to help a man who, a long time ago now, he had thought of having as his deputy.


‘A saddle-tramp with a badge!’ had been the awed response, when he had proposed Dan Clancy’s nomination as his deputy.


‘Clancy ain’t a saddle-tramp,’ he’d argued. ‘He’s a man looking to put down roots.’


‘Clancy’s a saddle-tramper,’ Ned Drucker had repeated, doggedly.


‘I think he’s a good man who’s fallen on hard times,’ Brody had opined. ‘There’s a difference. Besides, he’s fast with a gun.’


‘Now where would he have learned gun-craft like his?’ Nils Pederson had questioned.


‘Prob’ly as a hired killer,’ Ben Atkins, the council’s most senior member and a founding father of the town, snorted.


A lot of water had flowed under the bridge since that turning-point meeting, most of it bad. And all of it bad for Dan Clancy.



















CHAPTER ONE





Dan Clancy licked lips as parched as desert sand. His eyes followed the intentional dribble of whiskey, which Lance Roebuck had let trickle down his chin. Clancy cursed the waste. The trickle formed a golden drop on the point of Roebuck’s chin and Clancy fought the urge to lick it off. His whiskey-craving innards quaked – his thirst was a needle going deep into his brain. His throat constricted to cut off his breath and his eyes were filled with the vacant, anguished pleading of the addicted.


Roebuck looked at Clancy the way a man would look at manure on his boot. There was no mercy or kindness in the cold grey eyes, only mocking. He spilled his drink over Dan Clancy’s head and Clancy’s tongue shamelessly snatched at every drop rolling down his face, he then used his hands to try and channel any stray drops of the whiskey into his mouth.


‘You know, fellas,’ Lance Roebuck said to his coterie of hardcases, ‘I figure that if I poured that whiskey down my pants, I’d have me the cleanest ass in the territory.’


Wild laughter erupted and spread throughout the saloon with the rapidity of a bushfire in a drought.


‘Other places you could’ve poured it too,’ the sniggering sidekick, who had alerted Roebuck to Dan Clancy’s yearning, said. ‘Mebbe save ya the dollars you’ll be payin’ the blonde dove you’ve been eyein’ all night, Lance.’


Frank Dawson’s lurid scenario raised another bout of even wilder laughter.


‘Well, now, Frank,’ Roebuck chuckled. ‘Why do you think I’m going to Lily’s room with a bottle of whiskey?’


By now the saloon was rocking with laughter. But Lance Roebuck, a mean-minded, cruel bastard of a man saw yet another opportunity for jocularity at Dan Clancy’s expense. He signalled to the barkeep for a bottle, which he held up in front of Clancy, waving it mesmerically back and forth across the drunk’s eyes.


‘It’s all yours, Clancy,’ Roebuck tempted. ‘All you’ve got to do is—’ He thought about what he wanted the drunk to do which would be most degrading. Then, he said: ‘I’ve got it. Lily,’ he called to the dove with whom he intended to dally, ‘fetch one of those fancy frilly dresses you’ve got.’


‘Why, Lance?’


‘Heck, Lily, didn’t you hear. Clancy here is going to sing for his supper.’ He uncorked the bottle and drew it across Dan Clancy’s nostrils. ‘Ain’t that so, Clancy?’


There was an ocean of shame in Dan Clancy’s eyes. But his need for the liquor over-rode his pride and every other need in him.


‘Sure, Lance,’ he croaked. ‘Sure, I’ll sing.’


‘In Lily’s dress,’ Roebuck stressed.


Clancy hesitated. Roebuck dipped his finger in the bottle and then placed it on Clancy’s lips.


‘Yeah, yeah. Sure,’ the drunk eagerly agreed.


‘Go get that dress, Lily,’ Roebuck urged. ‘And bring along that box of tricks you make yourself pretty with.’ He sniggered. ‘I want Clancy to look real purty when he sings.’


The Roebuck hardcases were holding on to the bar, they were so overcome with laughter. Some of the other imbibers went along with Lance Roebuck’s cruel antics, but there were some men who were uneasy with his shenanagins who did not have the courage to speak out – bucking Lance Roebuck had proven unhealthy.


However, there was one man stepping through the batwings, who was not afraid to tangle with Roebuck. He had done it a couple of times before. Some said that it was a loco thing for Marshal Sam Brody to do, and many of the marshal’s friends had warned him against doing it again.


‘No need for Dan to sing for his supper,’ Brody said. ‘I’ve heard him sing, and I’ve had prisoners’ breaking wind who sounded more musical.’


Lance Roebuck glared at Brody, an evil fire in his eyes.


‘A deal’s been struck, Marshal,’ he said.


‘A deal isn’t a deal until a man shakes hands on it, Roebuck,’ Brody declared. He turned to Dan Clancy. ‘Dan, I’ve got a whole pile of chores that I haven’t the time now or never will have to get round to doing: like a backyard that needs tending; and slates that need fixing; trees and bushes that need trimming; and a house that needs painting. And I reckon that you’re the man I’m looking for to do these chores, Dan.’


He beckoned to the barkeep for a bottle and handed it to Clancy.


‘Down-payment,’ Sam Brody said. ‘How does seven o’clock tomorrow morning sound, Dan?’


Clancy, hugging the bottle, nodded his head in agreement and Brody held out his hand to shake. Clancy shook it. ‘Seven o’clock, Sam.’


‘That’s a deal, Dan.’


‘I’m not sure I like you stepping on my tail, Marshal,’ Lance Roebuck said with quiet menace.


Brody stated bluntly: ‘I don’t much care what you like or dislike, Roebuck.’ He told Dan Clancy: ‘When I say seven o’clock, I mean seven o’clock, Dan.’


‘Seven o’clock it’ll be, Marshal Brody,’ Clancy promised.


‘I might still be in the blankets,’ Brody said. ‘But don’t let that stop you beginning work. I’ll leave the kitchen door open. You make yourself some breakfast, Dan. A man needs a full belly if he’s to work the way I’ll make you work. Ten dollars work for every dollar paid.’


Dan Clancy wiped away a tear from his cheek.


‘You’ll get twenty dollars work for every dollar, Marshal. That I promise you.’


Brody nodded. ‘I know I will, Dan. I know I will.’


The marshal turned and marched out of the saloon. No sooner had he left than Lance Roebuck, bristling and spiteful, grabbed the bottle of whiskey from Clancy and smashed it on the bartop. Goaded, the drunk went for Roebuck’s throat. But weakened by rough living, poor diet and too much liquor, Roebuck had no difficulty in brushing Clancy aside. He caught Clancy in an armlock and pitched him across the saloon upending several tables, spilling the drinks on them. Still no one dared object to Roebuck’s loutish behaviour.


‘Kick him out,’ Roebuck ordered two of his cronies.


Two burly cow-punchers stepped forward and ran Clancy out of the saloon with enough momentum to propel him into the middle of Main Street where he crashed heavily to the ground.


Dan Clancy lay curled up on the street, unable to stand up until the fire inside his gut had eased. A stray, mangy dog came to sniff at him and cocked his leg. Clancy felt the hot flush of the animal’s urine on his face. He curled up more, shame now added to his thirst.


‘Dan …’


Clancy felt Lucy Bracken’s soft touch, but did not open his eyes to look at her. Right now he had more than enough hurt and shame to deal with.


‘Go away, Lucy,’ he said, making himself sound as grumpy and as unsociable as he could. ‘You shouldn’t be out in the street. Go back to that nice feather bed of yours. You’re decent folk, Lucy.’


‘I’ll brew up some coffee if you come inside, Dan.’


‘You wouldn’t want the smell of me round that pretty house of yours.’


‘Well, I’ve got soap and water if you’re of a mind to get round that problem,’ Lucy Bracken said, sharp tongued and annoyed by Clancy’s refusal of help.


Dan Clancy laughed a sad laugh.


‘Ain’t much point in wasting soap and water on me, Lucy,’ he said. ‘I’ll be every bit as filthy after my next binge.’


The dog came back and Lucy angrily shooed him away. She stooped to help Clancy up.


‘Leave me be!’ he snarled, shrugging her off.


‘Maybe I will at that,’ Lucy said, tears catching her voice. ‘Seems you’re hellbound anyway, Dan Clancy. And you’re not going to let anyone stop you!’


Clancy looked after Lucy as she stormed back to her dressmaker’s shop, and a mountain of memories flooded into his mind.


It was a windy late fall day.


‘Ma, pa’s duds are dry.’


Dan Clancy’s memory of that day, riding past the Bracken house on his way into Watts Bend, swept back. And he saw again with sparkling clarity, the breathtaking vision of Lucy Bracken. His whiskey-befuddled brain could not remember much anymore, but the sight of Lucy had been burned into it. And Clancy figured that when his time came to meet his Maker, the sight of Lucy Bracken on that day would be his last thought on earth.


‘Want me to bring them in, Ma?’ the red-haired girl enquired of the matronly woman standing in the open door of the house, whose hair, though grey now, still showed hints of the flame it once had; just like the younger woman’s, Clancy reckoned.


‘Not from that mud you dropped your father’s trousers in,’ said the matronly, florrid-faced woman.


Flustered, Lucy bent to retrieve the muddied trousers. And Clancy recalled now how pleased it had made him that the red-haired woman had had her concentration on the task in hand scattered as he rode past.


‘Howdy, stranger,’ the older woman called out. ‘Storm building, I figure.’


‘Seems so, ma’am,’ Dan Clancy had replied sociably.


‘Where are you from?’ she enquired.


‘Montana, ma’am.’


‘You’re a long way from home.’


Dan crouched in the saddle and shivered as a sudden gust of wind sprinkled rain on him.


‘You’d better drop by Ned Drucker’s store and get yourself some longjohns,’ the woman said. ‘Nothing like Drucker’s drawers to keep out the wind.’


‘Ma!’ Lucy had yelled, shocked at her ma’s boldness.


‘Oh shoo, girl,’ Martha Bracken scolded her daughter. ‘Ain’t no shame to be in them. Sure is, if you’re out of them though, and ain’t supposed to be.’


She laughed with gusto. Lucy fled the yard, trailing her father’s clothes behind her in her hurry.


‘Darn, Lucy,’ her ma wailed. ‘You’d best wash your pa’s duds again. Like to step inside for some fresh apple pie, Mr …?’


‘Clancy, ma’am. Dan Clancy. And I’d be surely obliged for a slice of apple pie.’


‘Martha Bracken,’ the woman informed him, as he stepped down from his horse. ‘And that’s my daughter Lucy getting all flustered.’


Clancy tipped his hat to Lucy, who had ventured back into the yard.


‘Ma’am.’


‘Ma’am!’ Lucy yelped. ‘I ain’t that old, mister.’


‘Miss, then.’


‘That’s better.’


‘Watch your manners young lady,’ Martha Bracken rebuked her daughter. ‘Mr Clancy is our guest.’


Martha Bracken led the way into the kitchen. Immediately on entering, Dan Clancy was taken by its homely and welcoming atmosphere. He came up short on seeing the man sitting at the kitchen table.


‘Lance Roebuck. Dan Clancy,’ Martha introduced.


Dan had accepted Lance Roebuck’s firm handshake.


‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Roebuck,’ Dan said.


‘That’ll be plain Lance, Mr Clancy,’ Lance Roebuck had insisted.


‘Then, that’ll be plain Dan too, Lance.’


On that fall day, three years previously, there was not the merest hint of the acrimonious and trouble-strewn passage that was ahead for Dan Clancy. In fact on the evidence of that day, there was no way that either man could have foreseen the sour direction their lives would take.


Lucy entered the kitchen.


‘Hi, Lucy,’ Lance greeted her robustly. ‘You look prettier than a summer rose.’


Lucy, just over one bout of fluster, was pitched right into another by Lance Roebuck’s fawning compliment.


‘It’s not natural for a man to be so honey-tongued, Lance,’ she rebuked Roebuck.


Unfazed, Roebuck replied, ‘Every word’s true, Lucy.’


Lucy’s green eyes clashed with Clancy’s.


‘I’m sure that you wouldn’t talk such nonsense, Mr Clancy?’ she said.


‘Nonsense?’ Dan chuckled. ‘Hardly. Lance got it exactly right, I reckon.’


‘See?’ Roebuck chanted triumphantly.


‘Well … Well …’ Lucy flung her hands in the air.


‘Yes, Miss Bracken,’ Clancy teased. ‘You were about to say.’


‘Well … Oh, fiddly!’


‘Does she always keep storming off like that, ma’am?’ Clancy asked Martha Bracken, pitching his voice so that the departing Lucy could hear him.


‘It’s her way,’ Martha sighed. ‘Always has been. Got it from her Uncle Joe.’ She grinned. ‘We used to call him the door-slammer, seeing that he always seemed to be storming off somewhere, slamming doors.’


‘Heck,’ Lance Roebuck sighed. ‘Ain’t she awful pretty when she’s riled.’


Now, pushing the memories from his mind because their pain was so awful, Dan Clancy got unsteadily to his feet. He was not drunk, but nowadays the lack of alcohol had the same dizzying effect on his brain.


Lance Roebuck had come on to the saloon porch in the company of his hardcases and hangers-on. He began to ape Clancy’s shaky progress to an alley where he slept most nights, sharing it with dogs and rodents.


‘You know what,’ Roebuck said, ‘I think the streets in this town are getting more and more full of vermin.’


Lucy Bracken, who had not gone inside but had sought the shelter of her shop doorway, ached inside for Dan Clancy. And fumed at Lance Roebuck’s cruel mockery.


‘Don’t forget, Clancy,’ Roebuck called to him. ‘You’ve got to be at the marshal’s house by seven a.m. to earn that bottle of rotgut.’


‘Heck, Lance,’ a string of a man whose nature was polecat mean, sniggered. ‘He ain’t goin’ to be on time the way he’s movin’.’


‘And I guess if he gets there,’ said another of Roebuck’s cronies, ‘and tries to drive a nail, Brody will think he’s got woodpeckers. But it’ll only be Clancy missing that darn nail time and time again.’


Dan Clancy wobbled into the alley, his ears full of Roebuck’s mocking laughter. When Dan was out of sight, Lucy Bracken stepped from the shadows to rebuke Roebuck.


‘Haven’t you got an iota of decency in you, Lance Roebuck,’ she blasted him. ‘You just pray that some day you won’t have to suffer what Dan Clancy has to suffer. Because,’ she said pointedly, ‘you wouldn’t be man enough to bear up under the burden!’


‘Now listen here, Lucy,’ Roebuck protested.


‘Listen? I’d prefer to lie down with a snake instead of hearing anything you have to say,’ Lucy railed. She slammed the shop door shut.


‘What is it with that woman and slamming doors,’ Roebuck grumbled.


A short while later, Lucy re-emerged carrying a bundle. She quickly made her way to the alley into which Clancy had staggered. Halfway along the alley she found him, curled up and shivering. She put the blanket she had brought with her over him. Tears welled up in her green eyes at the pitiful sight of the man she had fallen in love with that day he had accepted her ma’s invitation to partake of apple pie.


The man who had broken her heart from that first moment he had entered her life.
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