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  About the Author


   



  Dave Waldo was the
pseudonym employed by David Waldo Clarke. Born in Wales and
educated at Swansea University College. Known to all as Waldo, he
attended Swansea Grammar school where he was taught English by
David John Thomas, father of Dylan Thomas. To entertain his daughters, Jennifer and Joanna, he
also wrote a series of popular Wild West novels featuring gambler and gunslinger Johnny Ross, plus
Warbonnet, The Man from
Thunder River and many others,
set in Montana and Wyoming under the name of Dave Waldo.
Waldo had four Grandchildren, Julia,
Emma, David and Kate who to this day, still remember his exuberant
greeting from Shelley, “Hail to thee blithe Spirit!”
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  BEAT THE DRUM SLOWLY


  NO MAN RIDES ALONE


  ONCE IN THE SADDLE
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  To Joanna and Robin


   





  Chapter One


   



  THE FIRST TIME I ever set eyes on Dan Maffrey was
way down in the dry desert country of what was then the New Mexico
territory, in 1878 still a mighty wild and lonesome place. But no
more wild and lonesome than I was on that early spring day.


  I was hunkered down in the lee of a big chunk of
rock and trying to tie a bandanna round a messed-up right hand when
I took a look down trail. Now there’s only one thing that raises a
dust cloud like the one I could see in the distance and that’s a
trail-herd on the move. The dust-cloud raised by a posse is
smaller. Nothing special about a trail-herd moving north in those
days it’s true but this one was moving where, so far as I knew,
trail-herds weren’t known. They usually stuck like ants to the
Chisholm or the Goodnight trail and this one was way over to the
west of those well-known cattle roads.


  Now on that occasion it seemed mighty important for
me to move out of that bit of desert just about as fast as possible
and it struck me then that a job with a north-bound herd might be
just what I wanted. The herd was several miles south of my rock so
I just settled down to wait for them. I built myself a cigarette
with my left hand and watched the blood soaking through the
neckerchief I’d managed to tie around my right.


  I smoked and waited, and about an hour later the
herd was nearly level with my camp. It was time to make my play if
I wanted a job so I climbed onto Bessie, my cayuse, and rode
leisurely down towards the herd. It wasn’t very big. Not more, I
figured, than about seven-eight hundred head. The drovers must have
seen me coming because three of them bunched together and were
waiting as I came up.


  They were
hard-looking hombres, their shirts and chaps
thickly powdered with white dust, their neck-pieces over their
mouths and their eyes puffy and red. As I got near one of them
said, ‘What do you want, stranger?’


  ‘Work,’ I said.
‘Mebbe you could use an extra hand if you’re heading north.’ They
just sat their horses and looked at me as if I’d insulted them.
Then a second one, a humped-up, over-heated gent, said sourly, ‘We
don’t want no extra hands. ¡Vamos!’


  A fourth drover joined them at that point. He was a
big man and he sat a big horse, a black. He stared at me and I
noticed that he had very bright, hard, blue eyes.


  ‘What goes on?’ he
said.


  ‘This
hombre says he’s lookin’ for work,’ said the man who’d first
spoken. ‘I reckon he’s lookin’ for trouble. He can mosey
on.’


  I felt the big man’s eyes staring at me, especially
at my bandaged hand.


  ‘What’s wrong with
your hand, mister?’


  ‘Nothing that a
little time won’t cure,’ I said. ‘It was bit by a bee.’


  ‘Git movin’,’ said
the one who’d already told me to be on my way.


  ‘Wait,’ said the
big hombre, ‘I reckon we could do with another hand. You know
anything about cattle?’


  ‘I was raised on the
Texas plains,’ I said. ‘I’ve been with cattle since I was knee-high
to a grasshopper.’


  ‘You’re hired,’ said
the big blue-eyed man. ‘It’s thirty a month an’ found. You got a
name?’


  ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘My
name’s Ross. Johnny Ross.’


  The red-faced
hombre who’d told me to vamoose had difficulty with his
mouth. It just went wide open like a hooked fish, so I figured he’d
heard my name before.


  He said, ‘I’ve heard tell of you, mister. You’re
just a goddam gunslinger.’


  ‘Mebbe,’ I said, a
bit coldly. ‘But not at the moment.’


  The big man who’d done the hiring butted in
then.


  ‘My name’s Maffrey,’
he said. ‘Dan Maffrey.’ He gestured towards the others. The
red-faced one was called Abe Somers. The other two were Mitch
Fenton, short, heavyset, cruel-faced, and Willamette, pale-haired,
pale-eyed. No other name. Maffrey didn’t seem to know them very
well and I sensed a sort of atmosphere about the whole bunch that
spelled some kind of trouble.


  ‘I still say we can
git along without him,’ said the one called Mitch Fenton
sullenly.


  Maffrey stared at him for a long moment without
speaking.


  ‘When we left the
Nueces,’ he said at last, ‘you all agreed that I should boss this
drive.’


  ‘Yes,’ said the one
called Willamette, ‘an’ look where it’s got us. Plumb into the
middle of a God-forsaken desert, with the cattle half-dead an’ no
water for miles.’


  I could feel the tension building up all round us,
with all the hate and suspicion centering on Maffrey from the other
three.


  ‘It was a risk we
had to take,’ said Maffrey coldly. ‘Any other trail would have
meant a week or more longer. The offer to buy runs out on May
fifteenth.’


  ‘Better lose the
sale than lose the cattle,’ said Abe Somers belligerently. ‘There’s
no other buyers in Colorado.’


  ‘I contracted to
sell to Morgan Lewis an’ when you asked to throw in with me you
agreed to bide by the same agreement.’ Maffrey was quiet but his
ice-blue eyes looked dangerous.


  The other three just stood there staring their
hatred at him but something about this Dan Maffrey kept them quiet,
and after a bit they split up and went back to the herd. I noticed
the one called Willamette pulling hard on the bit and then lashing
his cayuse with a quirt when it got restive.


  ‘You’d better let me
have a look at that hand,’ Maffrey said, and climbed slowly out of
his saddle.


  I found myself
unwinding the bloodstained bandanna without a murmur. He stared at
the bloody mess that Jed Benson’s slug had made of my right hand.
Then without speaking he went over to his hoss and dug around
his saddle
bag. He came back with a bottle of Old
Crow and a roll of bandage. He took my hand just above the wrist,
uncorked the whisky with his teeth and began to pour it very slowly
over the hole in my palm. It felt like someone had taken a red-hot
poker to it. I just shut my eyes, gritted my teeth and wriggled
around a bit. When he’d done he mopped up the wound with a piece of
bandage and then bound it up with more bandaging.


  ‘Seen worse,’ he
said dubiously. ‘Reckon if you keep it clean it’ll be all
right.’


  ‘What’re you aimin’
to do about the cattle?’ I said. ‘Yore pardner wasn’t so far out
when he said there was no water for miles.’


  ‘There should be
water not more than ten miles on,’ he said. ‘We’ll get through
somehow, come hell or high water.’


  I said ‘Yup’—a mite dubiously maybe and went over to
my horse. I climbed into the saddle and rode round to where Maffrey
stood.


  He said, ‘You ride out on the left flank. We’ll push
’em on till sundown and see what the morning brings up.’


  I rode on down to the place he’d given me. And so
the drive was on. And on through high noon and land as empty and
desolate as hell itself, with nothing to break the desolation but
some clumps of mesquite and a stand of saguaros like dead men’s
fingers pointing up into the aching blue sky.


  The change when it came was sudden. One moment there
was nothing by the glare of the westering sun and the big blue bowl
of the sky. And then staring ahead I saw that over the northern
ranges there were clouds, big bunched-up masses. They looked dark
and angry and moving up on us fast. I thought I saw lightning
forking down out of them. Then sure enough I heard a good loud
rumble of thunder. It didn’t look good, not at all. Cow-critters
spook all to hell in a bad thunderstorm and this one was shaping up
like the grand-daddy of all. And I’ve seen some. Dan Maffrey came
riding up then out of the dust cloud on my right. ‘Looks like
trouble ahead,’ he shouted. ‘We’ll try bunchin ’em until the
storm’s over.’


  He rode off and in the big quiet that seemed to have
crept up on us I could hear him shouting to the others. I watched
him ride up towards the head of the herd and knew it was time to
ride in and help bunch the cattle. It was getting darker every
minute and there were lightning flashes coming zig-a-zag from all
sides. Then the rain began. Steady at first, in large drops falling
leisurely-like and hissing on the hot stony desert. It was darker
now than the inside of a cow’s belly and the rain increased to a
downpour. I rode in towards the herd. It suddenly looked larger
than seven-eight hundred head. Horns were up and eyeballs rolling.
My cayuse began to dance—always a sure sign of trouble, and then
the heavens above just seemed to open up and empty their stored-up
poison on top of us. There was a crash like the world’s big guns in
action, a huge white glaring flash and a cloudburst of rain. Bessie
went up on her hind legs and as I fought her down I had one
terrible glimpse of the herd break up and stampede. They seemed to
move forward, like one giant cow, into a lumbering run, bellowing
insanely with fear, as more gigantic lightning flashes danced off
their rain-soaked backs. I thought I saw Maffrey once but was too
busy trying to keep up with the herd as it ran. And run it did,
faster than any stampeding herd I’ve seen. And then one vast flash
saved my life. It lit up the whole scene. Ahead the masses of
cattle seemed to hesitate and then disappear. The bellowing and
roaring seemed for a moment to increase. I sensed rather than saw
what had happened and reined in hard. I was just in time. Another
flash showed nothing at all three yards from where we stood. The
herd had gone over a canyon rim. I waited trembling for another
glimpse and had it. Way over to my right a few cows stood
disconsolately. The rest had been swallowed up. The thunder was
rolling away south-west now. For a moment I thought I could hear a
distant howling and crying and then there was nothing, except that
it got lighter and I could see things again.


  I looked back over the path the herd had taken. A
long way over north of where I was I could see two figures on
horseback. A third form way down trail was angling over towards
them. There had to be another one somewhere and then I saw him
coming into sight from way back. Even at that distance you could
see it was Dan Maffrey.


  I rode down towards him and when I reached him I
dismounted. He didn’t say a word for some time, just halted in his
tracks and stared at me.


  ‘Where’s the herd?’
he said at last, dry and husky.


  ‘Gone,’ I said,
‘over the canyon rim.’


  The news staggered him as I knew it would. He was a
man to feel responsible for that kind of thing. It’s the good who
feel guilty. And Maffrey looked sick with guilt.


  ‘The others owned a
part of that herd,’ he said.


  ‘They can’t blame
you, mister, for an act of God.’


  ‘They can, Ross, an’
they sure will.’


  I looked round and saw the other three riding
towards us in a tight little bunch. They didn’t seem to be saying
much and as they rode up I could see that they looked as grim as
hell. They spread out a bit as they reined in and I could smell
trouble in the air.


  Mitch Fenton just said, ‘Well?’


  And Maffrey had nothing to say, just stood there,
his shoulders loose, not looking at them.


  ‘Every goddam thing
we owned was in that herd,’ said Abe Somers.


  ‘Yes,’ said Maffrey.
‘I know. I’ll do what I can to repay you.’


  ‘Repay,’ said
Fenton, his face all twisted up in a big ugly sneer of hate. ‘It’s
us’ll do the repaying, mister.’ And before you could wink he’d
drawn his Colts, smooth and fast, with more speed than anything I’d
seen for a long time. ‘Climb off that hoss, mister,’ Fenton was
saying. ‘Slow and easy-like an’ toss your gun over to
me.’


  ‘The same goes for
you, stranger,’ said Willamette to me.


  So Maffrey climbed
off his hoss and dropped his gun way out in front of him. I climbed
slowly out of the saddle too. Wasn’t anything else I could do. My
right hand was all shot up and my left had always led a gentlemanly
sort of life, with nothing much to do save take the air and bask in
the sun. And my gun was in my saddle bag anyway. We all stood
there in a quiet unnatural kind of group and I watched Fenton, who
was by a long way the most dangerous of the three, work himself
into a decision.


  ‘Yes,’ he said at
last. ‘We’ll do the repaying. Mr. Maffrey. You’ve made fools out of
us too long. Reckon you didn’t figure what sort of folks you were
joining up with back in the Nueces. Just three quiet
hombres who wanted to sell their cattle up north. So you just kinda
took command an’ led us into this mess.’


  Dan Maffrey didn’t say anything. Just stood there
looking a mite pale an’ more than a mite dignified.


  ‘Get it over with,
Mitch,’ said Abe Somers. ‘Ain’t no call for a big
pow-wow.’


  I reckoned it was time I said something. There was
the sour smell of death in the air.


  ‘You ain’t going to
shoot a man in cold blood,’ I said.


  ‘I aim to do just
that,’ said Mitch Fenton. ‘An’ not a man but two men.’


  ‘That means you,
mister,’ said Willamette, with his usual display of special feeling
for me.


  Surprisingly Abe Somers said, ‘Reckon we might leave
him out of it.’


  Fenton’s reply to this was swift. ‘Don’t be a goddam
fool, Abe. We can’t leave any witnesses around.’


  ‘All right, all
right,’ mumbled Somers.


  My mind began to move fast. I had no particular
desire for an early death. All three of them were staring now at
Maffrey and looking at Fenton I could see he was trying to work
himself up to that high point where he could raise the gun and
shoot Maffrey down. It isn’t as easy to do as some folks think. It
was my only chance and I took it. There was a fist-sized rock just
at my feet. I bent down, grabbed it and threw it straight at
Fenton’s head. Without even waiting to see whether it hit him I
whirled and jumped for my pony. It was only two yards behind me. As
I jumped into the saddle I let out a yell that woke the pony into a
frenzy of bucking. I was dimly aware of them scattering around me,
a gun roared only inches away it seemed and then the pony lit out
faster than a jack-rabbit. There were two more shots but by this
time we were out of range in the tangle of rocks way over to the
west of the trail. I got in among them and twisted and turned until
I judged I was safe from pursuit. Then I dismounted and with some
difficulty rolled myself a smoke. I felt kind of mean about leaving
Dan Maffrey to face those three killers alone but there hadn’t been
much choice. I’d been lucky and I decided I’d probably stay lucky.
They weren’t likely to waste time hunting for me but would head on
north, I figured. I’d wait a while and then go see what they’d done
to Dan Maffrey. It wasn’t any of my business and none of them, not
even this Dan Maffrey, meant anything to me. But still I felt I
owed it to him to go see that he wasn’t just left for the coyotes
to howl over. After all he’d tried to something to my poor old
right hand.


   





   



  
 Chapter Two


   



  ABOUT AN HOUR later I rode back to the canyon rim,
with both eyes open. At first in the fading light of day I could
see nothing. Mitch Fenton, Somers and Willamette had gone. Then I
spotted what looked like a body a few yards away from where we’d
originally stopped. I rode up and climbed out of the saddle. It was
Dan Maffrey all right, huddled over on his right side. I went to
him and laid him out flat. Someone had shot him through the body,
the whole front of his shirt was soaked with blood. And then just
as I was about to get up and look for rocks to pile on him I saw
one of his eyelids flicker. I quickly bent down and put my ear to
his chest. At first I could hear nothing and then it came, the
unmistakable heartbeat of a man still alive.


  I ran back to my pony and grabbed my cantina. I
whipped off my bandanna, moistened it with water and wiped the dirt
off Maffrey’s face. I didn’t know how badly shot he was and didn’t
want to take any risks. If I could get him some kind of help maybe
he’d have a chance. The country was all new to me but I thought
there’d be some ranch down below the plateau.


  I got my saddle and
put it under his head. Then I pulled his shirt off and had a look
at the wound. It was bad, mighty bad. A big hole in his right
shoulder, the blood still pouring out of it. I got a spare shirt
out of his saddle
bag, washed away the blood and plugged
the hole as best I could. I then discovered that he’d been shot
twice more, probably when he was lying face down in the desert
sand. They must have been jittery. One shot had just creased his
left side below the ribs. The other had made a deeper furrow along
his right arm. I did what I could for these and by then it was
dark. I decided to sit it out till dawn. If he was still alive
then, I’d pack him on his horse and look for help.


  Once in the long night he came awake and croaked out
one word, ‘Water’. I gave him a few sips and he sighed and then I
heard no more until dawn crept up on us in its usual pale way.


  I judged it safe to light a fire then. I managed to
rake together some manzanilla twigs and built up a small hot fire.
I put a coffee pot on the fire to boil and then had a look at
Maffrey. He was in bad shape, the skin of his face drawn and pale,
his breath uneven. I took the homemade bandage off the wound in his
chest and then quickly put it back. It looked worse than before,
red and inflamed round the edges and still oozing blood. I decided
to risk giving him some coffee and when it was made I propped him
up with my left arm and fed him some of the strong black brew. It
worked better than I’d expected. His eyes opened and tried to focus
on me.


  ‘What’s matter?’ he
said at last. ‘What’s happened?’


  The words came out slow and painful and I figured it
was no time for long conversations.


  ‘Rest easy,’ I said.
‘Your pardners put a coupla slugs in you and lit out for parts
unknown.’


  His eyes seemed to come awake then and I knew by the
glitter in them that he was mad clean through. He tried to say
something but couldn’t quite make it. ‘Talk’s doing you no good,’ I
said. ‘Leave it till later.’


  He tried again, however, and managed to get out two
words—‘Money’ and ‘Belt’.


  To oblige him I had a look, but his money belt, if
that’s what he was after, was gone.


  He didn’t say any more, just closed his eyes and lay
there breathing hard and looking like he was pretty close to old
Death’s door. It was going to be mighty risky trying to move him
but he couldn’t just lie there and die of starvation. The two mules
and their loads had obviously gone off with Fenton and his two
buddies. I drank some coffee and rolled a cigarette. By the time I
was through with it I had made up my mind. I was going to get
Maffrey onto his cayuse and look for some place where he could be
tended.


  I put out the fire by emptying what remained of the
coffee on it. Then I got the two horses as close as possible. I put
my saddle back on my mount and then set about the task of getting
Maffrey off the ground and onto his pony. He was a big man and
heavy. It took me a lot of time and a lot of sweat before I had him
in the saddle. He was half-conscious and I managed to get him to
rest both hands on the horn. Then I climbed onto Bessie and very
slowly got away from the canyon rim.


  It was already warm and I knew we had to make some
kind of human habitation in a few hours or Maffrey would die. There
was more chance of finding a small town or ranch by heading north,
I figured. This meant getting down off the rimrock onto level
ground. There was a whole lot of desert ahead and beyond the desert
some big mountain peaks pushed up into the bright blue morning
sky.


  We skirted the rim
for a time until we reached a down-grade track. It led down easily
onto level ground, brown and dry and mighty unfriendly. Before
setting out across the flats I gave Maffrey another swallow from
the canteen. Then we pushed on through the rising morning heat. I
could feel the sweat trickling down my cheeks and neck and soon the
ponies started to lather. We rode on. And on and on for what seemed
a lot of time. Maffrey let out a kind of moaning noise from time to
time but there wasn’t much I could do about it. I figured he was in
a pretty bad way and wondered if he’d last. I’ve seen all kinds of
folks in my wanderings on the frontier and you just can’t tell
which is the surviving kind. For my money it’s the small and thin
that last longest, so long as they don’t get in the way of a
bullet. And Dan Maffrey was a big hombre, tall and solid. The heat
got worse and worse as we rode on and it was with a sigh of relief
that I spotted a clump of live oak not far ahead of us. It was
about time to rest. We’d been in the saddle for over four
hours.
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