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Bastard son of an outlaw
and a whore, Duane Braddock was raised in a monastery and at 17,
can’t ride a horse, shoot a gun and is defenseless against warm
whiskey, wanton women and screaming lead. But before the week is
out, Duane is feared by every gunman in the county as the notorious
‘Pecos Kid’. He did it with help from friends and enemies
alike.

Lester
Boggs—A wiry cowboy who loves liquor and
the ladies and vows to teach Duane everything he knows.

Clyde
Butterfield—A cheroot-chewing over-the-hill
gunslinger who always seems to be there for Duane and has some
mysterious link to Duane’s past.

Vanessa
Fontaine—The kind and lovely saloon singer
who takes Duane under her wing, much to the fury of the man who
loves her.

Edgar
Petigru—The richest man in town, also the
most hated man in town and momentarily Duane’s worst
enemy.

Len
Farnsworth—The cheating, heartless
publisher of the local newspaper, who conjures up the story that
innocent Duane is really the ruthless Pecos Kid, then lives to see
it come true.

Joe
Braddock—The outlaw father Duane never met
but knows is watching over him until Joe’s killer is brought to
justice.
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Chapter One

 


THE OLD CONCORD stagecoach rumbled
across the trail, lanterns gleaming into the night. The driver
flicked his whip across the horses’ haunches, as moonlight
reflected upon buttes, spires and caprock escarpments on the
distant horizon.

Inside the cab, a salesman, two
soldiers, a lawyer, a cowboy and a hatless young vagabond sat with
knees jammed together, enveloped in the fragrance of springtime.
They’d been on the road five days, sleeping in ramshackle
roadhouses, alert for Indians.

The young man was nearly eighteen
years old, tall, with black hair and ill-fitting clothes. He peered
out the window at a town down the road, glittering like a sprawl of
diamonds across the valley. His name was Duane Braddock, he had
thirteen dollars and change in his pocket and was on the first
journey of his life.

He didn’t know a soul in Titusville
and had heard that big towns were sinkholes of sin and depravity,
with drunken men shooting each other at random and scarlet women
luring lovelorn males into the fires of hell. Paradoxically, he was
eager to see these harrowing prospects; they provoked his youthful
curiosity and sense of adventure. For better or worse, he’d lived
an unusually sheltered life. Until two weeks ago, he’d been
sequestered in a Benedictine monastery high in the Guadalupe
Mountains. An orphan, he’d been brought there an infant and raised
by the brothers and fathers.

Duane had spent his brief life
praying, studying and singing Gregorian chant, planning to become a
brother and then possibly a priest but it started unraveling two
weeks ago. He’d been forced to leave for fighting with another
acolyte, beating him rather badly with a frying pan. The old abbot
had said: “If you can’t live in peace with us, you’ll have to go
somewhere else!”

Duane had never known peace, as if he
didn’t quite mesh with the world. Even the tranquility of the
monastery hadn’t subdued his inner demons and often he’d doubted
that he was truly called to the religious life. He’d longed to see
the outside world and he’d experienced weird stirrings concerning
certain Mexican girls who’d come to the monastery to
pray.

The abbot had made the decision for
him, expelling Duane from the monastery in the clouds. A roof every
night and three regular meals a day were things of the past.
Whatever he needed now, he’d have to tear out of the world with his
bare hands.

The end had come suddenly and with
stunning forcefulness. An orphan bully named Jasper Jakes had
learned the truth of Duane’s parentage from records in the abbot’s
office, which revealed that Duane was the bastard son of an outlaw
killed in the Pecos country and a prostitute who’d died shortly
thereafter.

Jasper Jakes had made painful remarks
concerning Duane’s ancestry at every opportunity. After several
days of mounting anger, Duane lost control in the monastery kitchen
and attacked Jakes. Before the fight could be stopped, Duane had
broken Jakes’s jaw, shattered his nose and knocked out a tooth. He
himself had taken one hard shot to the forehead but that was his
total damage.

Duane shuddered as the memories
flooded his mind. He would’ve killed Jakes, if they didn’t stop him
and he knew that a dangerous beast dwelled within him, which was
frightening to contemplate. But he couldn’t bear the shame of his
deepest embarrassment revealed to the world. Duane had felt like
dirty, damaged goods and no matter how hard he struggled, he’d
never wash off that indelible stain—the Devil’s brand on his soul.
Other boys had lost parents to wild Indians, disease, floods and
outlaw raids but at least their parents had been married and their
fathers hadn’t been killed by lawmen.

Duane had vague
recollections of his father, who’d smelled of whiskey and tobacco
and wore a black mustache but was it memory or hallucination? He
had been less than a year old when his father was shot and his
mother expired soon thereafter, so how could he remember her blond
curls and gentle kisses? But they couldn’t’ve been
that bad, he said to
himself. And even if they were, surely God would forgive them, for
aren’t we His Children?

His body ached, crammed in with the
others and he wanted to stretch his long legs but across from him
sprawled a sergeant in the 4th Cavalry, snoring loudly. During the
trip, Duane had examined his fellow passengers and most
interesting, in his estimation, was the droll, lanky cowboy named
Lester Boggs.

Boggs wore a wide-brimmed hat, a
drooping, tobacco-stained sandy mustache and a green bandanna
draped around his sunburned neck but his most arresting feature was
the six-shooter gleaming evilly in his holster, slung low and tied
down. To Duane, Lester Boggs represented the epitome of what a real
man should be, a far cry from the monastery’s solemn-faced brothers
and fathers, who were always doing penance for something they
considered vile.

Duane had tried to strike up a
conversation with Boggs, seeking to draw stories and information
out of him but the cowboy fended off all inquiries, sipping pale
amber liquid he referred to as “medicine,” out of a whiskey bottle
with the label partially torn off.

Boggs was tanned, with callused hands
and moonbeams emitting from his eyes. Duane wished he could be a
man of the world like Boggs, not a solitary kid of dubious
parentage and ignorant about life.

Duane would be eighteen in
only three weeks and was anxious to realize his potential, although
he wasn’t quite sure what it was. His education had been good and
evil as interpreted by Jesus Christ, Saint Paul, Thomas Aquinas,
Augustine, Saint Benedict and all the other luminaries of Holy
Mother Church. Brother Paolo, his teacher and spiritual advisor,
had told him that he could accomplish any goal, if he kept his mind
pure but Brother Paolo had once served time in a California jail
for being a bandito.

The horses plodded toward
the end of their day’s labor and Duane heard the driver joking with
the shotgun guard atop the coach. The buildings of Titusville
loomed closer, with lights aglow in the center of town.
Crack! went the driver’s
whip over the horses’ flanks.

“We’ll have us a good steak
at the Crystal Palace Saloon,” the stagecoach driver said to the
shotgun guard. “And a bottle of Old Crow.”

Duane had read about far-off exotic
lands and now at last was free to travel anywhere. He was tired of
reading books and singing in the choir and didn’t feel qualified to
deliver sermons to men and women twice his age. He also wanted to
get married as soon as possible, because strange internal physical
events were occurring beyond his control.

The sergeant twitched his nose, opened
his eyes and looked out the window. “Thar it is,” he muttered.
“’Bout goddamn time.”

The lawyer awakened next to him, a
sleepy grin on his face. “Which way is the cribs?”

The stagecoach rounded a bend and
rocked on its leather thoroughbrace suspension. A whiff of chimney
smoke wafted through the window and Duane’s mouth watered with
anticipation of his next meal. He always seemed hungry and hoped he
could get a job before his money ran out.

He had no idea where he’d sleep that
night. He had no poncho in his sack, not even a blanket. The abbot,
furious at the outbreak of violence, unceremoniously chucked Duane
out the front gate without supplies, despite Brother Paolo’s ardent
protestations, citing Duane’s age, inexperience but the abbot
refused to change his verdict.

Duane wasn’t remorseful about leaving
the monastery. He’d endured enough sanctimonious piety and
ecclesiastical platitudes to last a lifetime and didn’t want to
become a dried-out old buzzard like the abbot. But he still
believed in God, the Gospels and Holy Mother Church. You don’t have
to live in a monastery to be a good Christian, he told
himself.

Something wild dwelled
inside him and he’d yearned for an active outdoors life. Many
times, studying in the scriptorium, he’d wanted to run alone in the
ponderosa pines, to let off steam but all he could do was turn the
page. In Ecclesiastes, he’d read: In much
learning, there is much sorrow and Duane
couldn’t agree more. Some writers said it one way, other writers
declared it differently but it all boiled down to one
principle: Honor truth, love justice and
walk humbly with thy God. His only regret
was that he’d never see poor, tormented Brother Paolo again. That
devout ex-bandito had wagged his finger in Duane’s face and said in
a grave voice: Beware the temptations of
the secular world. At first it looks like a garden but then it
becomes an oven.

Across the seat, Lester Boggs drew his
gun out of its holster, spun the cylinders and returned the weapon
to its position of meditation on his hip. Then he bit off a fresh
chunk of tobacco and worked his jaws like a cow.

The stagecoach arrived at the edge of
the town and Duane perceived outlines of two and three-story wooden
buildings, some with lamps glowing in the windows. A dog ran out of
the darkness and barked at the spokes of the stagecoach going round
and round.

The driver steered onto the main
street of Titusville and the first building was a saloon, with
horses lined up at the hitching rail and raucous laughter floating
through batwing doors. Next came a hardware store closed for the
night, a barber shop and then a private home with no lamps on. Men
strolled on the planked sidewalks, wearing boots and wide cowboy
hats, carrying guns and knives, smoking cigarettes.

Duane wanted to be manly like them but
he felt like an overgrown boy. The faint stubble of a mustache grew
on his upper lip but he’d never been alone with a woman since he
entered the monastery. He was conscious of his monk’s sandals, old
brown pants, dirty white shirt and no hat.

He was scared and exhilarated as the
stagecoach rolled down the wide, potholed street. Three cowboys on
horseback galloped past, waving their hats in the air, yipping and
yelling like madmen. Duane stared at hotels ablaze with light,
saloons full of roaring men, restaurants packed with diners, horses
drinking from troughs. The tinkle of a piano came to his ears and a
woman laughed throatily in one of the saloons.

Duane broke out into a cold
sweat and felt uncomfortable in his hand-me-down clothes. In only
moments, he’d be on his own in a strange town but Brother Paolo had
given him the basic guidelines: Don’t
gamble, don’t drink whiskey and stay away from women.

Duane spotted a woman waving from
behind the front window of the Cattlemen Saloon, her face garishly
painted, wearing a low-cut dress. He realized that she was a
prostitute and wondered what horrible circumstance had brought her
to such a wanton state.

The mere thought of women made him
feel as if he were covered with ants. He’d enjoyed disgraceful
dreams about Mexican girls at Mass in the monastery and reproached
himself for licentious imaginings. A man should be more than a pig
rutting among the sows, he maintained.

Meanwhile, his fellow travelers
conversed in scurrilous tones about whiskey, women and cards, the
very items Brother Paolo had told Duane to avoid and Duane coughed
on the thick tobacco smoke roiling inside the cab. They were big,
rough men, except for the salesman, who had smooth hands, big ears
and a beatific smile. “You know what’s the best hotel in town?” he
asked Sergeant Cutlowe.

“I ain’t never been in
Titusville afore but a trooper told me that the best whores are at
Miss Ellie’s.” Sergeant Cutlowe turned toward Duane and shook his
finger. “Now you stay out of there, boy. Yer too young fer that
shit.”

Duane’s ears turned red in the
darkness, as the stagecoach veered toward an immense building that
took up nearly the entire block. The sign above the porch said:
CARRINGTON ARMS

Lights blazed from its windows,
spilling onto the veranda, where men drank leisurely at tables.
Someone fired a shot on a nearby street and Duane jumped three
inches off his seat. The sergeant leaned toward Duane. “You’d
better git you a gun, Sonny Jim. Otherwise yer liable to git a
bullet up yer ass. Some of these cowboys come to town after three
months in a line shack, they git a few whiskeys in ’em—they go
crazy as injuns. It’s always best to be heeled, know what I
mean?”

Duane nodded solemnly, as the
stagecoach slowed in front of the hotel. He looked at his raggedy
clothes and feared that he’d appear outlandish to the citizens of
the secular world. He knew he’d have to get some new clothes as
soon as he found a job.

The stagecoach came to a stop,
attracting the attention of everyone in the vicinity and on high
floors of the hotel, guests looked down at the vehicle pulling up
to the door, bringing visitors from beyond the mountains, along
with newspapers, mail, merchandise and warrants for the arrest of
certain individuals currently on the dodge.

The stagecoach driver bounded to the
ground, wiped his hands on his pants and opened the door. Duane
moved off his seat, squeezed through the narrow opening and landed
on the ground. He felt a crick in his back and his right knee was
sore as he unwound in front of the hotel. Lamplight glistened on
his aquiline nose and high cheekbones.

He was fascinated by the ornately
gabled hotel before him, the largest building he’d ever seen and
wondered if he had enough money to stay there. Reaching into his
pocket, he took out his coins and counted them in the palm of his
hand, as if hoping they’d gained interest during the trip but they
totaled the same old thirteen dollars and change.

“What’re you doin’, boy?”
asked Boggs, who exuded the fragrance of fermented beverages.
“Don’t show yer money in the middle of the street. There’s people
here who’d slit yer throat fer what yer got thar. Whar you stayin’
tonight?”

“Don’t know yet,” Duane
replied, “but I figured I’d find out what they charge at the
Carrington Arms.”

“The most ’spensive spot in
town—hell, you don’t want to go near that place. My advice to you
is look fer a boardinghouse run by a fat lady. That way you can be
sure you’ll eat good.”

“I was wondering how to
find a job as a cowboy.”

Boggs took a step backward, placed his
fists on his hips and regarded Duane. “You don’t look like no
cowboy to me.”

“I’m not yet but that’s
what I want to become.”

“Wa’al, there’s lots of
ranches around here and one of ’em might want a
wrangler.”

“But I don’t know how to
ride a horse.”

Boggs stared at him in disbelief. “How
come?”

Duane didn’t want to admit where he
was raised, so he shrugged and said mysteriously, “Been
busy.”

The cowboy scrutinized him carefully.
“Where’s yer hat?”

“Haven’t got
one.”

Boggs examined him again, as if trying
to reach a decision. “I ain’t got no dinero either but there’s a
feller here what owes me ten dollars. Suppose I meet you at the
Crystal Palace in about an hour? I’ll buy you a steak and we can
talk, okay?”

“That’s all right,” Duane
replied proudly, reaching into his pocket. “I can buy my own
steaks.”

The cowboy appeared exasperated. “I
told you to put yer money outta sight. Kid, you don’t keep yer wits
about you, you won’t have ’em long. I’ll be lookin’ fer you by the
chop counter at the Crystal Palace.”

Boggs walked away on his long bowed
legs and Duane felt as though a great man had just bestowed special
honor upon him. He picked me out of the crowd, he thought, like
John the Baptist finding Jesus, except that Boggs is a drunkard and
I’m the son of …

He didn’t want to think about his
parents but had a story worked out in case anybody asked. He knew
it was wrong to lie but sometimes the truth was too brutal to
contemplate. Maybe I can become a cowboy and have some respect, he
speculated. Duane watched Boggs lope along the boarded sidewalks,
spurs jangling with every step and he couldn’t wait for dinner at
the Crystal Palace. He wondered what to do with himself until
then.

Meanwhile, the stagecoach driver
passed the luggage to the shotgun guard, who handed it to
passengers. The sergeant carried his belongings across the street
to Sullivan’s Saloon and disappeared into the smoke and laughter
behind the batwing doors. The driver sauntered toward
Duane.

“Got someplace to
stay?”

Duane cleared his throat and tried to
speak deeply, like Boggs. “I’ll find a boardinghouse, I
reckon.”

The stagecoach driver raised an
eyebrow. “Ain’t you got folks?”

“Killed in an injun
raid.”

“They got a good parson in
this town, name of MacDuff and if you ever git the miss-meal
cramps, I’m sure he’ll give you a bowl of soup. He might even have
somebody in the congregation who can find you a job. Life is what
you make it, boy. Don’t take no shit from nobody.”

The driver patted him on the shoulder,
then climbed back to the top seat of the cab. The horses strained
as they pulled the stagecoach toward the livery stable. Duane stood
in the middle of the street, dumbfounded that the highly respected
driver had noticed him.

“Git out of the
road!”

Hoofbeats pounded toward him and he
darted toward the sidewalk. Three cowboys galloped past, yipping
and yelling down the main street of town, colorful bandannas flying
in the breeze. Duane’s eyes fell on a sign that said:
HATS.

The store was closed for the night but
moonlight illuminated a display of headgear with wide flaring brims
and crowns dented in numerous interesting configurations. Duane’s
eyes widened at the sight of a white ten-gallon sombrero with a
neat dent in the middle of the crown. That’s the one I’ll buy, soon
as I find a job, he promised himself.

He became aware of running footsteps
and turned toward a gang of boys not more than ten years old,
charging toward him. Barefooted, filthy, ragged, they dove through
the air, clutched at him. Something came down on his head and he
saw sunbursts.

He staggered on the sidewalk, trying
to make sense of what was happening, when another boy smacked him
in the cheek with a rock and Duane went sprawling backward. A hand
groped into his pocket, as the rock hit him again.

“Won’t go down,” one of the
boys lamented.

A voice came from the other side of
the street. “Hey—what’s going on over there!”

A gun fired and the boys scattered.
Duane tripped over an empty whiskey bottle, fell to the
floorboards, his head whirled. He rolled onto his back and looked
up at a man with a bony angular face and a six-shooter in his
hand.

“You okay, kid?”

Duane touched his head and blood came
back on his finger. His nose felt smashed and more blood showed.
“What happened?”

The stranger had a thin black cheroot
sticking out his teeth. “Guess they figured you had
money.”

“I did.” Duane reached into
his empty pocket. “And they got it all.”

The man was tall, in his forties, with
blond hair and long sideburns, wearing a ruffled shirt with black
string tie. Duane gave him his hand and the stranger pulled him up.
The stranger wore his six-shooter in a holster beneath his frock
coat.

“I’m much obliged to you,
mister.”

“You’ve got to get yourself
a gun, boy.”

“I will, soon as I get some
money. Do you know where I can find a job?”

“Not offhand.” The stranger
looked Duane up and down and his forehead became wrinkled. “What’s
your name?”

“Duane
Braddock.”

The friendly expression on the
stranger’s face changed to something more thoughtful, as he
submitted Duane to another appraisal, noticing tattered clothes and
sandals. “My name’s Clyde Butterfield. Where’d you say you’re
from?”

“Didn’t say.”

Butterfield reflected for a few
moments, absent-mindedly scratching his chin. “If I needed money in
a hurry, I’d find a cowboy job.”

“Can’t ride a
horse.”

“Can you do carpenter
work?”

Duane shook his head.

“Well, if you don’t want to
rob the bank, you might go to every saloon and restaurant in town
and ask if they need a dishwasher. Where’re you sleeping
tonight?”

“Don’t know yet,” Duane
replied.

Butterfield paused, as if making a
decision. “Watch your step, kid. As soon as you get fifteen
dollars, buy yourself a Colt.”

Butterfield touched his forefinger to
the brim of his cowboy hat and strolled off into the night. Duane
watched him go, certain that Butterfield was an important man about
town. He looked at me awfully funny, he thought and I must be a
disgrace in these clothes. Duane smoothed the front of his shirt,
wiped blood from the corner of his mouth and headed for the nearest
saloon, to search for a dishwashing job. Nothing can stop a
determined Christian, Duane reminded himself.

He thought of acetic
Brother Paolo fasting, praying and suffering, trying to atone for
his wicked life as a bandito, while Duane had studied in the scriptorium. The monastery had
been filled with brooding, gloomy monks like Brother Paolo, who’d
talked incessantly about the joy of God’s creation.

 


Duane worked himself to a high pitch
of self-confidence as he approached the front of the Longhorn
Saloon, where men congregated in groups on the sidewalk and street,
passing bottles of whiskey, laughing loudly, gesticulating
drunkenly—countless conversations taking place simultaneously. Some
dressed like cowboys but others wore frock coats and stovepipe
hats, with brocade vests, gold chains and diamond tiepins. Horses
plodded down the center of the street and a small shellacked black
carriage with two white horses rolled past, its passenger shrouded
in shadows.

Duane stared at the carriage, because
it resembled an illustration he’d seen in an old magazine at the
monastery, about how rich folks lived in the East. But now at last
he was seeing the world through his own eyes, instead of from the
printed page. He turned toward the Longhorn Saloon and prepared to
push open the batwing doors, when suddenly they erupted in his
face. He dodged to the side, as a crowd of grim men poured outside.
No one spoke and they resembled monks going to Vespers, except that
they carried no cross and no hymns were sung.

Duane stood near the window of the
Longhorn Saloon, as men continued to stream outside. They grumbled
to each other, a few passed money from hand to hand and it looked
like a major event was about to occur. Duane peered inside the
murky window, saw a bar to the left, countless tables and women
wearing low-cut gowns. A group of them approached the window and
Duane ogled their bare shoulders. He’d never seen such things
before and was transfixed. The women drew closer, motioning for him
to get out of the way. They pointed over his shoulder and he turned
around.

Two men faced each other in the middle
of the street. Crowds lined both sidewalks and Duane climbed onto a
nearby barrel for a better view. The adversaries were tense, knees
bent slightly, hands resting above their guns.

“Make yer play,” said the
one in a black leather vest.

The other cowboy was younger, leaner
and more nervous. Curly red hair furled beneath his white cowboy
hat and he appeared as if he wanted to be somewhere else. A man
wearing a badge stepped out of the crowd, holding both palms out
and his voice broke as he said, “We don’t allow no gunfightin’ in
this town. Why don’t you boys sleep it off?”

“Light a shuck,” said black
vest. “This is between him and me.”

The lawman opened his mouth but no
sound came out. A man in his sixties, wearing a business suit,
stepped from between two horses. “Deputy Dawson,” he said, “I think
you’d better move out of the way. You’re liable to get shot by
mistake, or on purpose.”

Someone in the crowd laughed nervously
and Deputy Dawson eased backward, leaving the two men alone in the
street. Duane felt as if his hair was standing on end. They’re
really not going to shoot each other, are they?

“I’m a-waitin’ on yuh,”
black vest said, “and I’m a-losin’ my patience. You can apologize
but I ain’t got all night.”

“You insulted my woman,”
the young cowboy said evenly, trying to be brave. “I got nothin’ to
apologize fer.”

Duane heard a new voice on the far
side of the street. “It ain’t worth dyin’ over, cowboy. That’s Saul
Klevins and he’s the fastest hand in these parts. You walk away, no
one’ll think the less of you.”

“I don’t walk away,” the
cowboy said stubbornly.

“Then yer a-gonna die,”
replied Saul Klevins.

The young cowboy licked his
upper lip and went into his gunfighter’s crouch. Light glanced off
his burnished spurs, his pants were cut tight to his legs, his eyes
steely. Saul Klevins hunched his shoulders and his right palm
hovered above his gun grip. The night was silent and Duane held his
breath. He didn’t know whether to say a Hail Mary, Our Father,
or a Glory
Be.

The combatants were frozen like
statues in the moonlight, then the young cowboy’s hand darted
suddenly toward his holster but Saul Klevins already was hauling
iron. A faint smile came over Klevins’s face as he aimed down his
barrel and fired. The explosion shattered the night and Duane
flinched. Gunsmoke billowed in the middle of the street and the
cowboy’s knees locked together. His gun couldn’t clear its holster,
as he tried desperately to raise it and a dark stain spread over
his shirt.

Klevins narrowed one eye and fired
again. The cowboy was rocked on his heels, as his gun fell out of
his hand and his hat dropped off the back of his head. His red hair
glowed like fire as he staggered in the middle of the street. A
woman shrieked, as the cowboy’s legs gave out. He fell like a sack
of potatoes at the feet of the man who’d killed him.

A smile played over Saul Klevins’s
face, as he twirled his Colt around his forefinger, then jammed it
into his holster. He snorted derisively, then headed back toward
the front door of the saloon. “Good shot, Saul,” someone murmured.
The crowd parted like the waters of the Red Sea, as Klevins
approached the door. “Lemme buy you a drink, Saul.”

Klevins pushed open the batwing doors
and the crowd followed him into the Longhorn Saloon. Duane turned
toward the street. A woman in a bright red dress kneeled beside the
dead man, her face drenched with tears. “Why didn’t you stop them!”
she screamed at the deputy.

The lawman was freckle-faced, with a
nose like a finger. “Saul Klevins is the fastest gun in this county
and I ain’t a-gonna die fer some stove-up cowboy what didn’t know
how to keep his mouth shut.” The deputy wiped his mouth with the
back of his hand. “I’ll git the sawbones.”

He walked away and the woman gazed at
the dead cowboy. A sob escaped her throat, blood dribbled out the
corner of the cowboy’s mouth and a gay tune was played on the piano
in the Longhorn Saloon. Duane crossed himself and prayed, “May the
Lord have mercy on your soul.”

The woman’s head snapped up and she
looked at Duane. “What’re you want?” she asked. “You need to see
some more blood—you ain’t got enough—you goddamned
buzzard!”

Duane looked away, as he
reflected upon the sudden destruction of a life.
From dust thou came, to dust thou shalt
return. It
had been unexpected, brutal and shocking but yet everyone had
behaved as if it were a normal activity, like eating a meal or
going to Mass. Duane had read about killings but no description
could duplicate the real thing. Holy
Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our
death.

He looked through the
window of the saloon and saw Saul Klevins at the bar, the center of
adulation, drinking whiskey. He’d killed somebody and become a hero
in the secular world. It was just as Brother Paolo had
warned: moral values are extinct in the
secular world. Duane sat on the bench in
front of the saloon and watched the deputy return with a dignified
man in a suit and shirt, his hair mussed with sleep. Duane guessed
it was the sawbones, who kneeled beside the dead cowboy. The
sawbones felt the cowboy’s pulse, held a mirror in front of his
nostrils and pronounced, “He’s dead.”

“Well, who the hell didn’t
know that?” asked the deputy.

The deputy grabbed the cowboy’s arms
and the doctor took his ankles. Together, they carried him toward
the far side of the street, as the dance hall girl followed, head
bowed in sorrow. The street became still as before and Duane
wondered if the gunfight had really happened. He recalled Klevins’
speed, like a flash of deadly lightning.

Duane still felt the passion of the
duel and it reminded him vaguely of euphoric feelings that
sometimes came over him when the abbot placed the Host on his
tongue, during the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. And he died like
Jesus, Duane thought, mocked in the middle of the street, while
Deputy Pontius Pilate washed his hands of the deed.

That’s the way my father croaked, more
or less, the orphan figured. Or maybe he was shot out of the saddle
as he was rustling cattle. Duane had no idea of how his father
died, as a brave man or coward, outgunned by one other man, or
strung up by a posse.

Duane wondered who was responsible for
the death of his father and whether he or they were still alive. He
was headed toward the Pecos country in search of answers, because
an orphan needs his history, as another man needs food and drink.
He couldn’t believe that his parents could be so bad. Whatever the
truth, he wanted to know it.

The reflection on his parents was
interrupted by a woman’s laughter behind him. He turned and saw,
through the front window of the saloon, a prostitute squirming on a
man’s lap. Duane’s eyes widened as the man snaked his hand up the
woman’s dress and she shrieked with delight. She was fat, her face
painted grotesquely and her breasts surged out of a red satin gown.
Near her, men gambled, drank and hollered at each other, while
couples swayed together on the small dance floor and a man in a
striped shirt pounded a piano. In the light of coal oil lamps, it
looked like the bowels of Hell.

Duane noticed that some of
the people were eating from big wooden plates and realized that the
saloon was also a restaurant. He was reminded of his plan to become
a dishwasher, made a motion to stand but something held him
back. You go in there, said the voice of Brother Paolo in his ear,
you might never come out.

Duane stared through the window
fearfully. Nobody could make me drink something I don’t want and
I’m not looking for a fight. He rose to his feet, slapped dust from
his jacket and smoothed down his unruly hair. I can be anything I
want, he said to himself.

Someone cackled nearby as he pushed
open the batwing doors. The panorama of the saloon stretched before
him and the first thing that hit him was a cloud of cigar smoke
blown from the lungs of a freighter just in from El Paso. Duane
coughed, his eyes watered, his face went red. Beside the door, a
man in a string tie spun a giant wheel covered with numbers. “Round
and round she goes and where she stops—nobody knows!”

“Could I have a word with
you, sir?”

“Just put yer money down,
boy.”

“Could you tell me where
the owner is?”

An arm draped over Duane’s shoulder
and a cloud of flowery fragrance enveloped him. He turned and his
eyes bugged at a half-naked woman whispering in his ear. “Wanna go
fer a walk?” she asked, pressing her breasts against his
arm.

He was unable to speak and the sound
of a drowning bird emitted from his throat as she wormed her tongue
into his ear and maneuvered him toward the back door. “I’ll show
yuh a real good time,” she said. “You just leave everything to
LouAnn.”

She looked about fifteen-years-old,
with brown hair, brown eyes, long eyelashes and a few freckles on
her nose. He realized that she was the one who’d peered at him
through the window. “But I don’t have any money,” he
protested.

Her arm left his shoulder as quickly
as it had appeared, taking her smile with it. “If you ain’t got no
money, what the hell’re you doin’ here?”

“I’m looking for a job. Do
you know where the boss is?”

“The kitchen.”

She turned away from him and dropped
onto the lap of a cowboy trying to read a newspaper. “How’s about a
drink?”

Duane stared at her in fascination.
His eyes widened as she wiggled her fanny in the man’s lap. The man
pinched her bottom and chortled happily. That’s a scarlet woman? He
wondered how she could sell her most precious gift for a few
coins.

I could have her for only a few
dollars, Duane realized. He’d never thought that paradise could be
purchased so cheaply. The Mexican girls at the monastery had been
unapproachable but for only a few coins …? He felt ashamed of his
lascivious thoughts.

“Git the fuck out’n my
way!” somebody bellowed.

Duane felt as if a
stagecoach had crashed into him and he went sprawling against the
wall, his head narrowly missing a coal oil lamp hanging from a
nail. He turned and saw a cowboy in a green and black checkered
shirt stalking toward the chuck-a-luck wheel. Duane heard the voice
of Brother Paolo in his ear: Even if
you are angry, you must not sin. Never let the sun set on your
anger, or you will give the devil a foothold.

It was a line from Saint Paul and
Duane tried to calm himself. The orphan carried a low opinion of
himself and didn’t like it when others confirmed his worst doubts.
The big cowboy threw coins onto a colored square and the man with
the bowtie spun the chuck-a-luck wheel. “Round and round she goes
and where she stops—nobody knows!”

The hulk in spurs leaned forward,
squinting at the spinning wheel. His head rolled round and round
with it and finally the wheel came to a stop.

“You lose,” shouted the man
in the string tie, scooping up the money.

The big cowboy grabbed the croupier by
the front of his shirt. “This goddamn wheel’s fixed!”

The hapless croupier struggled to get
loose and men nearby scooped whiskey and money off the tables. A
painted woman screamed, as the cowboy leaned the croupier over the
table and drew his fist back for a solid punch to the
teeth.

The twin barrels of a shotgun appeared
through the crowd, carried by a stout man in a dirty apron, with
waxed turned-up mustaches and a bald head. He placed both barrels
against the big cowboy’s ear. “Let ’im go, or I’ll blow yer fuckin’
head off!”

The hand of the cowboy froze in the
air. He turned and the cold twin eyes of the shotgun stared back at
him. It was a powerful argument and the big cowboy went pale.
“Didn't mean no trouble, Gus.”

“Take a walk, Jethro. Cool
yer head.”

Jethro sauntered toward the door and
Duane turned his vision toward the bartender, a real-life hero
who’d just stood up for justice and the American Way of Life. The
bartender noticed Duane, scowled and waddled toward him. “This
ain’t no playground, boy. You don’t drink, you
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