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Dark Horse


 


Nettie Youcheck must fight for what is rightfully hers, the large and profitable Double U cattle ranch. If she fails, her future will be a life of servitude under the control of a vicious and vindictive father. By her side are just two allies – Hollis, the old, black house servant, and Rita, who runs the town brothel and knows of Nettie’s past.


If justice prevails then all will go well for Nettie, but since when was life like a fairy tale? Certainly not with the involvement of Albert Hopkins from the Missouri Savings and Loans Bank, who has his own malicious agenda. But it will be at their peril to underestimate the determination of Nettie Youcheck or her ability to shoot straight, for she is a dark horse.
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In adoration of CP & MR,


but who was telling the truth?









CHAPTER 1


 


AT WAR


 


Grange, Missouri


‘What is you doing, Miss Nettie?’


Hollis had a way of asking a question while scolding at the same time. He did it in that deep gravy voice of his, richly laced with authority to show up your foolishness. It was an acquired skill that I had tried to master but was way too young for such cleverness.


‘You know well what I’m doing,’ I declared. ‘I’m going to shoot him.’


‘Shoot him or shoot at him?’


‘Ain’t it one and the same?’ I thought it was.


Hollis didn’t. ‘No, one is a hit, the other is a miss.’


‘Well mine is kind of in between. I’m going to just nick him with a bullet.’


‘Then you need to do it quick, ’cos we are real exposed here.’


He was getting anxious, but he had no need, we held the upper hand – surprise.


‘We are fine, I was just doing a little pondering first that’s all,’ I said. ‘No one knows we are here, least of all him. Just take a look. Have you ever seen anything more silly? Mister gunfighter? More like Mister fancy pants, skiving around and drawing his gun in and out of his holster when he should be attending to the cattle.’


The lone figure was standing by a small campfire with a burnt black coffee pot steaming. His knees were bent as he pulled his pistol from its holster and pretended to shoot.’Just pondering about what exactly?’ Hollis spoke quietly so as not to give our position away.


 ‘About knowing what’s right or wrong.’


Hollis gave out a little croak, before saying, ‘I thought we was way past that. I mean, is shooting one of your daddy’s cowhands, right?’


‘We are at war, and I didn’t start it.’ It was said with a touch of spite. ‘And my ponderings were not about the right or wrong of winging a Texan. It was other ponderings on what is right or wrong, overall.’


‘Oh, I see, other overall ponderings,’ said Hollis in a lofty sort of way.


‘That sounded snooty,’ I remarked while gently laying my cheek upon the stock and sighting on the target.


‘Not snooty,’ he said in defence.


‘Seemed snooty to me.’ I closed my left eye and took in a deep breath.


‘No, I was just doing some considering myself, that’s all.’


I let out half, paused, picked my mark on the outside of the upper right arm, the one he was using to draw his pistol, then focused on the foresight and gently squeezed the trigger. The Henry bucked to the sound of the volley as the cartridge fired and the .44 bullet shot straight and true towards its target one hundred and eighty yards away. The Texan leapt in the air and let out a loud yelp, before dropping his gun as he went to ground to scramble behind his saddle that was lying some five or six yards away.


‘Considering what in particular?’ I asked and pulled down on the lever to reload.


Hollis leant over and picked up the spent copper cartridge. ‘ ’Bout your other ponderings.’


‘What do you think the substance of those other ponderings of mine were about?’ I asked.


‘I have no idea,’ said Hollis shaking his head slowly.


‘You want to know?’


‘I would love to, but not now. We need to slowly slide back down into this gulch and get out of here quick.’


‘I disagree. Mister gunslinger over there isn’t going to come after us. He will be like the others. No courage when on his own. He’ll lay there till nightfall, shaking, before he makes a move to run back to the Double U.’ I must admit, I was sounding more than a little precocious, but hitting a target precisely where you aimed makes you swagger.


‘Unless he bleeds to death,’ pronounced Hollis.


‘He won’t bleed to death, I nicked him that’s all.’


Hollis rolled his eyes and went to say something, then thought better, preferring to push back and slide down into the dry creek bed like a snake. I did the same until we could use the cover of the bank to sneak back to where we had left the buckboard.


I never did get to tell Hollis what I had been precisely reflecting upon, but it was no matter as it was nothing he didn’t already know. His experiences had not been much different to mine. We had both been born into servitude and browbeaten since young. And we had both just taken it for granted and assumed that was the way it was. For Hollis, it was how black folk were treated. For me, I just thought all men did as they liked, and women did the chores. Men had tempers and women walked softly. Men got drunk and women went and hid with the children. Strange how you just accept what is around you as being the only way it is, when deep down inside that little doubt, late at night when lying awake, tells you it shouldn’t be so – that it isn’t fair. Hollis knew the same, too.


I guess if you are really lucky you never find out that it could be different and just live in ignorant bliss, believing it can never be any other way. It is certainly far less complicated. Trouble is, I got to see different and thankfully Hollis, being older and wiser, was there to guide and protect me. He was a true gentleman and loyal beyond reason.


My father on the other hand, or at least the man who I thought to be my father, was a brute. He didn’t say much, but he didn’t need to. A look from him was enough for me to know if I had done wrong, which was most of the time, it seems. And that was when it was best to duck, as that backhander sure could come quick. I took that punishment for years and just didn’t know no better. How could I? My mother, Nettie, I have her name, had died within weeks of giving birth to me. I was her first and only child, a girl.


From the way my father treated me I just accepted that I was to blame for her passing, and for not being a boy. The neighbours said he had a right to act the way he did because he was angry at the world. They said he was still grievin’ and could therefore be expected to be irritable, a bit. They were fools to think that, but they fooled me, as I believed that it was so, year after year after year, when I should have realized that even grief has a time limit.


I guess it would have stayed that way had it not been for a gambling debt that got my father into trouble. He could have paid it off if he really wanted, but that would have required hard work and my father was a lazy, lazy man. After a night of heavy drinking, he came up with a bright idea. He offered me up as compensation to the man who held the marker over him. His name was Clement Youcheck, but it’s properly pronounced Youch-eck, not You-check like everybody says. I think the mix-up came when his family changed the spelling to keep it simple. Lots of immigrants did that back then, only this time something got lost in translation.


Clement Youcheck was a big man, twenty-four years older than me, and he owned the largest spread in our valley called the Double U. And that was the second reason why my father wanted to marry me off. He fancied that the two properties could be joined up, thinking that he would be part owner of the lot. How foolish, our land was small and rundown. Anyway, Clement warmed to the idea of having a young bride, although he was not so keen on having Karl O’Brian as a father-in-law, and certainly not as a business partner. He knew Karl for what he was, a lazy, drunken, no good, malcontent.


Now, I have never seen myself as one of those wilting lily kinda girls. I was a good worker and could cook, clean, sew, wield an axe, and ride stride saddle like a man, all from the time I was twelve years old. I also had a good natural eye and could shoot straight and put a jackrabbit in the pot from over a hundred yards away. And I could read and write, due to tuition from the Number 6 Public School that was less than a mile from our property. I loved that school. It was my safe haven and I could go as long as all my chores were done, and I had the evening meal ready to serve on the dot of sunset or whenever my father would stagger through the door. Now, six years on, at eighteen, I was strong and confident in my abilities – but I do have to say, I was a greenhorn in so many ways of the world.


The man I had been betrothed to was forty-two years of age and only four or five years younger than my father. I knew of Clem Youcheck by reputation as big, tough and savvy. Everybody in the valley did, and I had seen him from afar, but I hadn’t met him and didn’t much care to. In fact, my lack of care had me figure that my situation wasn’t really going to change that much with marriage, other than I’d be living in and looking after a bigger house. I figured I’d just be changing one old man, who I’d been working for without any appreciation for another. I mean, it couldn’t get any worse, could it?


I started to see the light, a little, on that first meeting when I was taken over to be paraded like a cow in a sales yard. My father just said, ‘Grab your hat, girl, and come with me.’ I’d been filling feed boxes in the barn and still had grain dust in my hair and on my face.


When we got there, I stood outside in the yard and waited while my father went in. Up close, the house was grand but in need of a good whitewash and the old garden beds hadn’t been attended to in years. Clement Youcheck came out and looked me up and down and said, ‘Do you ever pretty yourself up?’


I said, ‘What for? I ain’t never been taken anywhere that needed pretty.’


‘But you do know how, if you were?’


‘Well, I’ve seen the illustrated magazines and Sears catalogues,’ I said. ‘I’ve even seen pretty girls in town wearing rouge, but I don’t need no pink cheeks when cleaning out a horse stall or a pig pen.’


As soon as I said the word pig pen, I froze. I thought, I’m in for it now, he’ll think I’m calling his place a pig pen and him a pig. I was ready to duck, but nothing happened, at first. He just stood there, silent, and I could see that he had tiny beads of perspiration on his upper lip. He was actually nervous. The corners of his mouth creased, and he began to smile, then he laughed. I couldn’t see the joke, but I sure was relieved.


‘Come on, give me a big smile.’


I thought that maybe he wanted to see if I could laugh, but he just wanted to see if I had all my own teeth.


‘You’ll do,’ he said.


So, I guessed that the deal was done and dusted. Now all that was needed was to set a date.


What I was to learn later, was that not only was the marker cleared, but that Clement Youcheck paid a kind of dowry to my father of $1,000. A lot of money back then in ’89. Seems at first my father thought it was a gift, but what Clement done was to clear all encumbrances attached to this marriage deal. He was a shrewd businessman and he was settling up as he didn’t want any further claim made upon him. He even got my father to sign an agreement, and as soon as he had scribbled his mark upon the paper, all legal entitlement over Clement, me or the Double U had been forfeited. In fact, Clement was to take that piece of paper into town and have it registered and held in the bank. I knew nothing of this at the time, but later it was to become very important.


The wedding came about some six weeks later. It could have happened the next day for all I cared, but it was getting close to market time and Clement wanted the stockyard fencing fixed, and he wanted all the cattle going up for sale to be rounded, brought down to the home yard and fattened. He also wanted them clearly branded. His brand was UU.


I didn’t know the reasons for the delay at the time, so for a while there, I just thought that he had gone cold on the idea ’cos he didn’t even visit. Then out of the blue he sent Hollis, his house man, over in his buggy with a note telling me of the date and that I could use his account at the general store to pretty myself up.


‘I’m ready to take you to town right now, Miss Nettie,’ said Hollis.


‘To pretty myself up?’


‘That’s right.’


‘And I can do it on his store account?’


He went, ‘Mmmm-mmm,’ and smiled. I liked his smile. Hollis had been blessed with good teeth. They were pearly white.


So that’s what I did, and you can still see the results in the picture that was taken with me sitting, and Clement standing just behind and off to the side. That was on our wedding day.


I was allowed to purchase a dress, shoes and undergarments. No limit was set but as usual I remained frugal. Besides, I was never going to wear any of it again so why go to too much expense. Funny though, I still have that dress today, more than sixty years later and I cherish it so. It brings back all those memories of a girl who had grown up in a cage, just like a small bird, but who now had been let out to fend for herself. Of course, I didn’t stay like a little bird; I was a child of the Old West and had the makings. And if I am to be remembered as any living creature on this earth, then I would prefer that it be a horse rather than a bird. I love horses. But the type of steed I would like to be is not a workhorse or even a thoroughbred. I would rather be known as a dark horse. One that was running free on the open range and surprised those who tried to tame it, because I exceeded everybody’s expectations. Although, I had to do it with some cunning and a good share of conniving. I’ll admit, a few fibs had to be told along the way and of that I’m not proud, so now is my time to come clean and make my confession before I pass on. So here it is, as I best remember, this is my story. The story of Nettie Youcheck, a dark horse.









CHAPTER 2


 


A DUCK OUT OF WATER


 


Oh, What a Surprise


The wedding shindig was larger than I expected – much larger. I just thought we’d front on up to church, say our words before a preacher, sign the doings and be done. But it got a whole lot more complicated than that. Us, being the O’Brians on my father’s side, we came from County Clare some fifty years before, although my father was born in Ohio when his family were heading west here to Missouri. Anyway, religion-wise, we were sort of Protestant but more in name than practice. When little, I went to Sunday school, which was with the Methodists. As for Clement, he was supposed to be Lutheran, but that was also mostly in name. The Methodists had the largest congregation in town and the best church, so they got the job, I think by default. Honestly, I didn’t much care if the ceremony was held by a witch doctor in a tent. By the time that I was all dressed up in my refinement and taken to town by my father on our buckboard, I was feeling real silly with everybody gawking at me. I had to refrain from poking my tongue out in spite.


The church was chock-full of people and I wondered how Clement knew so many folks because I sure didn’t. A little later I realized that they had all come along for the picnic after, as it was all you could eat and drink for free. At that time, liquor of any description had never touched my lips and I wasn’t planning on starting, so I sat there and observed a good size of the town having the time of their lives at Clement’s expense. By sunset, it was all getting a bit messy and I was bored and ready to go home. Clement had danced with me a couple of times but we both just sort of jigged on the spot, because we didn’t really know any of the steps. He then disappeared over to the makeshift bar and I went looking for my father in the hope that he was ready to go. Fat chance that was. When I did find him, he was glued to the bar, so I guessed I’d have to walk myself home, and that’s when Hollis arrived out of the dark to say that he would act as my escort and drive me home.


I remember thinking, as I was sitting back in the finery of Clement’s buggy, now that is so gentlemanly of him to be my escort. Then when he took the wrong turn down by the creek, I reminded him where I lived by pointing in the correct direction.


There was silence and we kept going before he said. ‘But that is the road to your old home. I’m taking you on the road to your new home, now that you is Mrs Youcheck.’


Well, you could have knocked me out of that buggy with a feather. It was then, and only then, that I comprehended for the first time what I had done, or more precisely, what had been done to me. I was now embarking on a new life, in a new home, and married to a man. And as I began to appreciate the consequences of this situation, I started to freeze up. By the time we got to the Double U, I had to be enticed out of the buggy like a mule that didn’t want to leave his stall.


‘Oh, come on down, Mrs Youcheck, I’ve got to get this buggy back for Mister Clement.’


‘Don’t call me that,’ I said.


‘Call you what?’


‘Mrs Youcheck.’


‘But that’s your name, now. What do you want me to call you?’


‘Don’t know.’


Hollis lifted his hat and scratched his salty curls. ‘What about Mistress Nettie? Would you be happy with that?’


‘Prefer Miss Nettie, like you’ve done before.’


Hollis kept scratching. ‘But you are a Mrs now not a Miss.’


‘Don’t care.’


‘If I call you Miss Nettie, will you come down?’


I nodded reluctantly. There was no going back now, that I knew.


‘Thank the Lord,’ mumbled Hollis when my feet finally touched the ground.


‘I heard that,’ I said.


‘Sorry Mrs—’ he checked himself. ‘Sorry Miss Nettie. Now please take my arm so you don’t fall going up the steps, and then I will show you around your new home. It has been scrubbed clean and dressed up especially for your homecoming.’


‘No, I can’t,’ I said, coming to a halt at the end of the path.


‘What now?’


‘I need to go home and pack.’


‘Pack what?’


‘Things. Ladies things.’


‘What ladies things?’


‘Like, like my hairbrush.’ I said. I did have a hairbrush, honest, but I didn’t much use it other than to get the knots out.


‘You got a hairbrush here. In fact, you’ve got a whole new dresser set, all laid out for you.’


‘I still need to go home and get my nightdress.’


‘Got that too. All new and laid out on the bed for you.’


‘Who did that?’


‘Oh, a lady in town. She selected it all on Mister Clement’s orders and she directed me how to lay them out. I wore gloves when doing it.’


‘Which lady in town?’


‘Miss Rita. She was at your wedding, I saw her congratulate you.’


I did kind of recall a redheaded woman by that name introducing herself. If that was the person being referred to then she was in pretty good condition for her age, if you know what I mean. Heck, I may have been younger and with fresher skin, but I wasn’t upholstered with the lumps and bumps she had. The meeting had been one of many, in between a whole lot of unknown faces and slaps on the back, and maybe I had got the name and person mixed up.


I remained glued to the spot, brush set or not. ‘What time will my husband be home?’ I asked timidly.


‘Not sure, but he expected that you would want to leave early. That’s why he told me to keep my eye out. I don’t think he’ll be too long, being his wedding night and all.’


To Clement’s credit he had been thoughtful enough to have someone watching out for me, and it was also clear that Hollis was doing his best to help. With a pull on my arm, I edged up the steps and gingerly entered the house. Once the lamps were lit, I felt like I was in some sort of dream but not one of those good dreams. Everything looked big and imposing and I felt like a frightened child that expected a bogeyman to jump out of the nearest closet and scare me half to death. And that feeling didn’t go away once I got my nightdress on and crawled into that big crib to pull the bed clothes up under my chin – to await my fate.


I must have fallen asleep, because when Clement and Hollis arrived home, I didn’t even hear them enter the house. The first I heard was when Clement came into the bedroom. He held a small oil lamp and put it on the sideboard and asked if I was awake. I said nothing and pretended to be asleep.


I lay there paralysed while he disrobed, each heavy boot falling to the floor with a clomp as he sat on the edge of the bed. I stole a peek as he pulled off his shirt and saw his bare back. His shoulders were broad and the skin smooth in the lamplight. He was a big man but not one that was carrying any lard. His was the body of a hardworking man.


He then rolled into bed and I felt it shift and creak like a ship at sea. When his heavy arm fell upon my middle like a log, I let out a gasp.


‘Wake up, Nettie girl,’ he said.


‘I’m awake,’ I tweeted like a little bird.


‘Good, cos here I come.’


What happened next frightened the socks off me. He rolled on top and began to squash me while pulling up his nightshirt. I thrashed around in a desperate effort to push him off, before I was suffocated to death, which just seemed to bring joy to Clement, who laughed and called me his bucking bronco. ‘You are a strong girl for your size, no doubt about it,’ he exclaimed.


I sure didn’t feel strong and when he tried to kiss me, I could smell the liquor on his breath and it was none too pleasant. He was also in need of a good shave as his cheek whiskers were like sandpaper. I continued to struggle fiercely and he continued his rowdy shenanigans, having a fine old time, and bit-by-bit I could feel my strength ebbing away. He then pushed his hand down between my legs and I knew I was in for it. I was no measure for a man of his size and weight. My desperation turned to futility and tears welled in my eyes. The inevitable was about to happen.


But it didn’t.


Clement fell asleep with his head on my shoulder and began to snore. I lay there, flattened, struggling to breathe and wondering what I would do. It took me forever to squirm out from under his weight, while praying that I didn’t wake him. On finally freeing myself, I carefully crept out of that room. Not that I really needed to, as he was in a deep sleep and sawing wood.


I went out to the parlour and sat upon a big cold leather couch and drew my knees up under my chin and began to think. What was I going to do? I racked my brains as I examined every possibility to my predicament. It was clear that I couldn’t go home to my father – he wouldn’t have me back anyway. So, if I couldn’t stay with this monster of a man, maybe, I thought, I could get together some supplies and tiptoe out to the barn and take two horses and ride away – a very long way away – but to where? I had no place to go, and Clement and my father would come looking for me.


As each hour passed I became more despairing. Being back in my own little cot and doing chores from dawn to dusk for my father now seemed like a fairy tale. I would be happy to be a Cinderella for a lifetime and work in a hot kitchen, without ever once hankering to go to the ball.


At the first gleam of light through the long drapes, and still sniffing back tears, I went looking to find a chamber pot. As I crept down the wide passageway to the entry, I saw a handgun hanging in a holster on a coat peg. It belonged to Clement. I had seen him wearing it, not all the time, and not at our wedding, but I knew it was his. I reached up and wrapped my hand round the grip and slowly pulled the gun from its holster. The size and weight surprised me. My knowledge of firearms at that time was restricted to just one rifle, an old Ballard single shot that belonged to my father. I stood there, looking down at the pistol as a terrible thought came to mind. If I were to put that large round barrel to the side of my head and pull the trigger, it would all be over and I would not need to face the terrible fears of married life. I would be relieved of this awful pickle and placed into a merciful and endless sleep.


That’s when Hollis took me by surprise and said quietly in that deep voice of his. ‘What you doin’ there, Miss Nettie?’


I turned with the gun in my hand and started to lift it up towards my head.


‘That’s loaded,’ shouted Hollis with concern and scorn, and snatched the gun from my hand.


I stood there in my nightdress shaking and my bottom lip all a quiver.


‘Oh Lordy,’ said Hollis, just as Clement called from his room to query what all the commotion was about. ‘Nothing, Mister Clement,’ replied Hollis. ‘I’m just helping Mistress Nettie.’


‘Helping her with what?’ came the reply.


‘She just got a little lost in this big old house, that’s all.’


‘Umph,’ came the grunted response from Clement. ‘Well, if everybody’s up and making a din, then I may as well get up too. So much for my honeymoon lie-in, ah? Better fetch me some water for a wash and shave.’


‘Yesim, coming right up,’ called Hollis, before whispering to me. ‘Miss Nettie, don’t you ever think of such a thing. We can work this out, trust me.’


I will never forget that moment when he said ‘we’. He was asking for my trust and while I was still shaking, I did manage to nod my agreement.


‘Now, you wash up in the laundry out the back. I’ll creep in and get your clothes and bring them to you so you can get dressed.’


‘I don’t want to put on that wedding dress.’


‘You have clothes in your closet.’


‘I have? Where did they—’
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