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About the Author



Clay Randall was a pen name of Clifton Adams, (1919-1971). 

Under this byline he wrote six novels about a western sheriff named Amos Flagg. He authored nearly 50 books and over 125 short stories, it is truly a shame that he died so young at age 52. He was still in his prime as a writer, having just won two consecutive Spur Awards for Best Western Novel from the Western Writers of America, first in 1969 for Tragg’s Choice and in 1970 for The Last Days of Wolf Garnett. He was named “Oklahoma Writer of the Year” in 1965 by the University of Oklahoma, his alma mater. 





  

Chapter One



NOTHING LIKE IT had ever been tried before—not in the Texas Panhandle, anyway.

There was even some question as to what such an occasion ought to be and how it could best be brought off. It was all a little difficult, with Sheriff Amos Flagg underfoot most of the time, sticking his hawkish nose into things.

The only proper and correct way to bring off this particular kind of fandango, according to saloon owner Glencoe Doyal, was to import some of the livelier girls from Tascosa saloons, some musicians from Dodge, and serve plenty of free beer.

Glencoe’s scheme was loudly cheered by the town loafers and out-of-work cowhands. The more sedate citizens of Sangaree County were not so enthusiastic.

The thoughts of Miles Booker, storekeeper, postmaster, and part-time undertaker, were decidedly more conservative. It was Booker’s conviction that such a to-do ought to be carried off with as much decorum as possible. He leaned toward a program of patriotic speeches—it just happened that he had one left over from a Fourth of July celebration that had been rained out. A glass of “artillery punch” for the men, and lemonade for the ladies.

Everything quiet and dignified. And keep a sharp eye on expenses.

Several weeks passed. There was much discussion and compromise, and at last the plans had more or less jelled. The occasion, it was generally agreed, would be known as “Amos Flagg Day.”

The date was set for the first of December which, the Academy merchants devoutly hoped, would start the Christmas shopping early and make the celebration a paying proposition.

It was on a steel-gray October morning that Sheriff Amos Flagg returned to Academy from four days on the High Plains. He was cold, empty-gutted and sour with exhaustion.

Alf Magafin, hostler for the Ace High Wagon Yard, took the sheriff’s big dun and led it into a stall. “Hard ride,” Alf said, noting the glassy appearance of the animal’s eyes.

Amos grunted and raked the town with a practiced eye. “Any trouble while I was off?”

Alf grinned slyly. “Nothin’ you could call trouble, exactly. Ira Krug’s gettin’ hisself hitched, they say.”

To Amos Flagg, who for four days had been trailing Cheyenne horse thieves across the million-acre wasteland that was Sangaree County, this piece of news was less than earthshaking. He could care less about Ike Krug, or Ira as he preferred to be known.

“Old Krug’s throwin’ hisself a big fandango,” the hostler went on with a touch of acid. He slapped the dun’s rump and closed the stall gate. “Maybe the old bull’s got a right to celebrate, at that. Cuttin’ Leona Hobbs away from Billy Jowett wasn’t no easy stunt, I guess. Even for Ira.” He eyed the sheriff expectantly.

Amos said, “Give the dun a double measure of oats,” and walked away.

The sheriff of Sangaree County did not pay much attention to gossip, even when it involved the most powerful cowman in the Panhandle. He tramped straight up Academy’s shotgun main street, his rifle under one arm, his blanket roll under the other. A few idlers gathered on the plank walk to observe the sheriff’s beeline march from the wagon yard to the Masonic Temple. For a moment it occurred to him that the loafers, behind offhand manners, sported sly, invisible grins. But he passed this off as an effect of too much riding and not enough sleep.

The Masonic Temple, the only brick building in town, served as the County Courthouse. The Masons rented offices to most of the county officials, including the sheriff. Amos turned down a flight of stone steps, tramped down a dark tunnel to the gravelike room in the basement.

He kicked the damp-warped door open and gazed at the dank cubicle without emotion. The gyp walls glistened with seepage. The air was heavy with the smell of lamp-smoke and coal oil and mildew. One scabby desk, one aged chair and a small stove took care of the furnishings.

A gray-bearded old-timer sat in the sheriff’s chair, his spurred boots propped comfortably on the sheriff’s desk. The old man glanced up as Amos entered the office. A look of bewilderment sped across his weathered face.

This often happened when he was unexpectedly confronted with this tall, gangling, unhandsome figure of a man, who was his son.

How could this be the son of Gunner Flagg? the expression demanded with some dismay. Stare as he would, Gunner could find little of himself in the boy’s face. Study as he had, he could not discover any of his own flare and color and appetite for life in the boy.

Then, as he always did, the old man sighed philosophically. To a man like Gunner, who had spent a quarter of his adult life in prison, it should not surprise him to occasionally realize that his own son was something of a stranger.

Suddenly he beamed. On that bearded and craggy face was the smile of a comfortably aging angel, coupled with the shrewdness of a New Orleans gambler. “Hell’s afire, boy,” he said contentedly, “folks was beginnin’ to think you’d wound up as coyote bait. Where you been?” He selected a scrap of meat from a newspaper parcel and lobbed it to a battle-scarred tomcat that sat on the desktop amidst a clutter of county paperwork.

Amos regarded the pair silently. It had taken him almost thirty years to get used to the fact that his old man was an outlaw and jailbird—and it looked like it might take that many more to get used to being Gunner’s son.

However, since the last time they let Gunner out of Huntsville Prison, he had been trying.

The big gray cat with sun-yellow eyes, whose name was El Cazador, neatly snatched the meatscrap out of the air. The old man chuckled. “This here cat’s a better catcher than a heap of stickball players I’ve seen. You heard about the big fandango out at Ira Krug’s?”

“Alf Magafin mentioned it.”

The old man shot him a sidelong glance. “What else did Alf say?”

“That’s all.” Thoughtfully, Amos lowered his roll to the floor and propped his rifle in the corner. His lawman’s nose smelled something rank. “What else could Alf have told me?”

Gunner went thoughtful, flipping the cat another meatscrap. Finally he shrugged. “Hell, I promised ever’body I wouldn’t say nothin’ about it. But now, with Ira’s shindig and all …” He dumped the rest of the meat in front of El Cazador. “There ain’t much to it. They’re givin’ you a day, that’s all.”

Amos stared. “A day?”

A day to do what? To get out of town? To quit his job? To apologize to someone whose tender sensibilities he had tramped on?

“A day,” the old man said again, with a meaningless wave of one hand. “Amos Flagg Day, they’re callin’ it.”

“You’re loco,” Amos said flatly and finally, and with one swipe of his hand cleared the desk of the cat and the old man’s boots.

“She’s a fact,” Gunner said, hurriedly vacating the office’s only chair.

Amos kicked the chair away from the desk and sank into it. Every bone in his big body seemed to ache. But there was work to be done. A report to the Cheyenne agent. Four days of mail to answer. He didn’t have time to listen to Gunner’s nonsense.

“Fact,” the old man repeated, undisturbed at being so unceremoniously unseated. “Started nigh a month ago. Now just about ever’body in the county’s in on it. Or was.”

For several seconds Amos studied that weathered old face, the face of his father, a stranger. “All right,” he said suspiciously. “Go on.”

The old man found a raveled-out cigar in his vest pocket and began licking it into shape. “Who’s to say how these things get started?” he said, carefully lighting the cigar. “They was some of the boys over at Glencoe Doyal’s saloon, one story has it, and they got to talkin’. Somebody mentioned the bunch of horses you saved for the Miller outfit, a year or so back. Somebody else remembered a passel of grass money that he drawed out of his bank in Dodge and lost to one of the Brabham boys. At the point of a pistol. And you caught his money and brought it home.”

Along with a .44 bullet in the left thigh, Amos recalled. “That was four years ago.”

Gunner grunted. “It was a slack day, I guess. It was the best thing the boys could find to do. Anyhow, there’s them that can always think of some reason to do a little celebratin’. So when they got finished addin’ things up, I guess they figured you was about as good a reason as any.”

Amos eyed him coldly. “Ever since I’ve been in office folks’ve been cussin’ me for one thing or another. The cowmen, because I won’t protect them while they steal grass from the Indians. The storekeepers, because I won’t let them rob the drovers. The saloonkeepers, because they have to sell their liquor unwatered. So don’t hurrah me, old man.”

The old man puffed his frayed cigar with infuriating complacency. “She’s a fact just the same.”

“Let me alone,” Amos told him. “I got work to do.”

He sat for several seconds listening to the clamor of spurs and the lively Irish jig that Gunner whistled as he made his way through the tunnel to the street. El Cazador gulped the last of the meat scraps and bounded out of the room at the old man’s heels.

Reaching for pencil and paper, Amos began mentally composing a letter to the Cheyenne agent, asking him to keep his hot-blooded young bucks on the reservation. Not that the letter would do any good. There was no such thing as a bad Indian—according to the Quakers who now had charge of Plains Indian affairs—only bad cattlemen.

But he couldn’t keep his mind on Indians. Something Gunner had said kept nagging at him. He put the pencil down and called, “Old man, come back here!”

The clamor of spurs was stilled for a moment. Amos could almost see him shrugging resignedly. The ways of lawmen and painted horses were beyond understanding. He retraced his steps back to the office.

“What about this fandango of Ira Krug’s?” Amos demanded.

The old man squinted at his slowly disintegrating cigar. “Hell, boy, you know how Ira is. If it ain’t the best there is, he won’t touch it. If it’s a rifle, nothin’ but a star model will do. When he decides to get hitched, naturally he’s got to have the pertest gal in the county. When he throws a fandango, naturally it’s got to be the biggest blowout the Panhandle ever seen.”

“Naturally,” Amos said acidly. “But you still ain’t told me where the trouble lays.”

The old man looked at him. “Billy Jowett.”

Amos sifted through a mental list of troublemakers. Billy Jowett: red face, red hair, temper to match. More than once Amos had flung him into the town’s rock calaboose for one thing or another. Now Amos recalled that Alf Magafin had mentioned Jowett. He groaned softly as the picture came into focus.

“Billy Jowett and Leona Hobbs.”

“Yep.” The old man nodded. “You know how moony a cowhand can get over any kind of passable lookin’ female. Well, they say Billy already had Leona spoke for. Before Ira took a shine to her.”

Suddenly the picture was all too clear. Billy, the explosive firebrain. Ira Krug, the proud, arrogant, middle-aged cowman. Leona Hobbs, the prettiest female in the county, even if she was a nester’s daughter. It added up to something a good deal more dangerous than an item for gossip. “When,” he asked, “do Ira and Leona aim to tie the knot?”

Gunner smiled faintly. “First day of December. The weddin’ wasn’t supposed to take place till spring, but when he heard about the Amos Flagg Day—”

Amos stared at him. “I want the truth,” he said coldly, “about this day.”

“Boy, would your own pa lie to you?”

“Yes.”

“She’s the straight, laid-out truth, boy, if old Gunner ever told it.”

It was little enough assurance, but this time Amos had the feeling that the old man wasn’t lying.

“Boy,” Gunner said, turning unusually serious, “maybe you got more friends in this county than you know about. Did you ever think about that?”

As a matter of plain fact, he hadn’t. Now that he did think about it, the only friends that he could bring to mind were his deputy in Basin, Evan Webb, and the copper-haired owner of the Two-Wheeler Saloon, Liz Caroline. He had been elected to the office because he was reasonably competent and would work cheap, not because people liked him.

And yet, on a slack day, as Gunner had said, Amos could imagine a few of the county residents, in a fit of good will, scheming up something of the sort. It might just as well have been a barn-raising for a fire victim, or a fence-building. Or a “pounding” for the circuit riding preacher, or a rough-house chivaree for some newly married couple. With considerable effort, he could even imagine some beer-befogged cowman, on recalling a valuable service, suggesting an “Amos Flagg Day.”

What he couldn’t imagine was that it hadn’t been forgotten by the next morning.

The old man was watching him with a knowing grin. “Tell you the truth, boy—the whole truth—I get the feelin’ that some of the storekeepers had somethin’ more’n the county sheriff in mind when they thought up the scheme. Last drivin’ season wasn’t all it might of been, they say. Profits down. Not as many herds goin’ up the trail as used to. Might be they was thinkin’ a bit whoop-de-doo for the sheriff would pepper up business a little.” Amos’s long face lost some of its grimness. Now that he had a reasonable explanation, he felt better. Within a few days the matter would be forgotten.

Gunner shook his head. “You’re forgettin’ Ira Krug.”

“What about Ira?”

“That fandango of his. She’s on the first day of December. You don’t reckon that’s no accident, do you? When he heard about the to-do in Academy for the sheriff, he was right put out. Wasn’t no common lawman goin’ to outshine a Krug on his git-married day!”

“He don’t need to worry,” Amos said dryly. “By December it’ll all be forgot.”

“Would of been, maybe.” Gunner fixed the tip of his cigar with a jaded gaze. It was coming unraveled again. The ash fell to the stone floor, the fire with it. The old man sighed and put what was left back in his pocket. “You know Ira,” he went on. “Stubborn as a snubbin’ post. He couldn’t rest till he put them storekeepers and loafers in their place. So what started out to be a common-run blowout, he changed to a picked party.”

Amos squinted. He had heard of these “picked parties,” where only folks with invitations attended and all others stayed away, but he had never heard of one in the Panhandle. In this part of Texas, when there was a party it was generally understood that everybody was invited.

“Them that ain’t gettin’ picked,” the old man pointed out unnecessarily, “is sore as a green bronc with the bloats. And when it comes to bein’ hammerheaded and stubborn, Miles Booker don’t eat dust from nobody, not even Ira. They wouldn’t put off their Amos Flagg Day now, even if it starts a war.”

Amos groaned wearily. Sometimes it seemed that the whole county was populated with fools. And the sheriff, for taking the job, must be the biggest fool of all.

The old man was looking at him with curious concern. “What you aim to do, boy?”

“Get some sleep,” Amos said, rubbing the four-day bristle along his jaw. He sat for a while in a kind of sour stupor, too tired to care about the self-made troubles of Sangaree County. When he looked up, the old man was gone. He stared at the unfinished letter to the Cheyenne agent, then raked it, along with other unfinished business, into an open drawer. For the moment he had had his fill of sheriffing.

From the plank walk in front of the Masonic Temple, Amos regarded the town in the sullen light of the October morning. There were people in the street, still the place seemed deserted. That was because another trailing season was over. The explosive air of a drover’s supply town during the driving season had vanished with the last weeks of September.

Academy was now an ordinary town, like any other town, if you could overlook the fact that there were almost no family dwellings and that a big part of the main street was made up of saloons. As a matter of habit, Amos took a turn of the street before turning in. It wasn’t his job to look after the town, but Academy’s tightfisted governing council never quite got around to hiring a marshal.

He stopped at Booker’s Store, which also served as post office and part-time undertaking parlor, and picked up the county mail. Ignoring the sidelong glances of the loafers, he saw that it was the familiar assortment of “wanted” posters, inquiries from fellow lawmen regarding escaped criminals and suspects, firearms, advertising, and one offer of a dealership for a well-known repeating rifle. At the bottom of the pile he found a scrawled note from Evan Webb, his deputy in Basin.

Snakebit gent here name of Harvey Ross.

Evan wasn’t one to waste words.

Amos stared at the blunt scrawl on the ruled paper, his thoughts flying back to a time when the name of Harvey Ross would have evoked a feeling of comradeship and warmth. He felt none of that now.

Miles Booker, with a preparatory clearing of his throat, said with broad indifference, “Reckon you heard about the big party Ira Krug’s aimin’ to throw.”

Amos turned and looked at him. The merchant and the assorted loafers were waiting expectantly for the sheriff’s response. “If I ain’t here when the south-bound stage comes,” he told the startled Booker, “have the driver wait for me.”

In the days before Gunner had served his most recent hitch in Huntsville, Amos had kept a room at the Commercial Hotel. But he and the old man had moved into a rent shack in back of the Masonic Temple, alongside the rock calaboose.

There were several such places in Academy, ramshackle frame shacks that caught the overflow during the driving season, when the hotel was full. The green rawhide planking had started to warp before it could be nailed to the frame. There were cracks in the walls that a good-sized ground squirrel could walk through. Hail had hammered fist-sized holes in the tarpaper roof, affording an excellent view of the Panhandle sky, until it rained. Which, luckily, wasn’t often.

For furniture they had two rope-strung bunks, several whiskey cases and a three-legged monkey stove with the pipe elbowing out through the window.

Amos was faintly surprised to find the old man boiling coffee and frying sidemeat on the dwarf stove. Their understanding called for Amos to provide food and shelter, and for Gunner to do the housekeeping. It rarely worked out that way.

The sheriff propped his rifle in a corner and dropped his roll.

Gunner flipped the sidemeat onto an almost-clean plate and poured flapjack batter into the skillet. “Boy,” he said, “you look like thirty miles of rough road. Them Injun horse thieves’re gettin’ slicker, or you’re gettin’ older, I ain’t sure which.”

Amos sat on a rope bunk and rubbed the bristle on his chin. He fixed his gaze on the wall beyond Gunner’s left shoulder. CATTLE PRICES FALL, he read. DROVERS THREATEN TO HOLD THEIR STOCK UNTIL SPRING. The wall was papered with old issues of The Dodge City Express. He said suddenly, “You happen to know anybody name of Harvey Ross?”

“Ross?” The old man eyed the flapjack in the bottom of the skillet. It lay there like a thin white circle of rawhide. He had forgotten to add the rising. “A gunhand?”

“Somethin’ like that. I thought maybe you heard about him, back in Huntsville.”

Gunner didn’t mind talking about his past. The whole county knew that he’d done several stretches for one thing and another. Some of the businessmen liked to pass him off to strangers as an old-time badman. Gave the place color, they said. Gave the pilgrims something to chew on while the merchants fleeced them. For Gunner, it brought in free drinks while he reeled off longwinded spiels by the yard. “Harvey Ross,” he said placidly, “never pulled no time in Huntsville that I know about. What makes you ask?”

“He’s been snakebit. Evan Webb’s holdin’ him down at Basin.”

Gunner looked sharply at his lawman son. “You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?”

Amos started to speak, then changed his mind and waited for the old man to go on.

“They say Billy Jowett’s swore to empty his six-gun in Krug’s gizzard before he’ll see him married to Leona Hobbs. That’s what they’re sayin’. Might just be Ira’s decided to put a gunhand on his payroll.”

Amos read a headline in the corner of the room. HOTTEST SUMMER SINCE ’61. “Harvey might of just been ridin’ through, on his way to someplace, when the snake bit him.”

Gunner shrugged. “Maybe.” But he didn’t believe it. He flipped the flapjack. It hit the skillet like a circle of shoe leather. What I ought to do, he lectured himself, is throw this out and mix up another batch of batter. But he didn’t. He slid it onto the plate with the fried meat and put the plate on an upturned whiskey case, along with a pint jar of black sorghum. “Here’s your breakfast, boy,” he said proudly. “And a right smart job I done on it too, if I do say so myself.”

Amos drowned the flapjack with sorghum and began to eat. He ate mechanically, chewing and swallowing without tasting or caring about what was going down. Which, Gunner wisely decided, was just as well. He poured some warmed-over Arbuckle’s and set it beside the plate.

“Course,” the old man said, “you could find out by askin’ Ira, I guess.”

“I think I’d rather ask Harvey.” Very carefully, as if it was a job that had to be done, no matter what, Amos ate the last bite of meat, mopped up the last of the sorghum with the last leathery bit of flapjack and choked it down. “I’ll be goin’ down to Basin, soon’s the stage comes in.”

“Want some company?”

“No.” He focused his thoughts on the practical problems of being a sheriff. There was no way of knowing what he would find in Basin or how long he would be gone, he didn’t like leaving the north end of the county without someone to represent the law.

The old man read his thoughts. “I can look after things here.”

Amos nodded. “The badge is in my desk over at the Temple.”

The picture of an old-time jailbird like Gunner strutting behind a deputy’s badge always struck a discomfiting chord in Amos’s mind. But Gunner had done it before and no doubt would do it again. He was the only one in the county willing to risk his hide on a temporary job for a dollar a day, and a county-paid funeral in case he got himself killed.

 



  Chapter Two


HARVEY ROSS RESTED on a mound of grain sacks, on the loading platform of The Commissary. The swelling was almost gone from his leg; the poison was no longer in his system. He felt almost as strong as he ever had, but for the moment he was content to doze in the sun, to linger just a while longer in this atmosphere of peace.

It was almost a forgotten word in his vocabulary—peace. He couldn’t remember the last time he had slept this way, without a care or a fear. He had not forgotten how to enjoy such simple things—he had simply forgotten that they existed.

The stage that day was running late, as usual, and did not land in Basin until the middle of the afternoon. Harvey, moving with the sun, had traded his place on the front platform for the smaller loading ramp in the rear of The Commissary. He heard the driver drawl, “Thing about Basin is, when you finally get here it makes you wonder why you went to the trouble. You be goin’ back with me tomorrow, Sheriff?”

“I don’t know. It depends.”

Harvey recognized the dry, humorless voice from those few words. He watched the lanky, hammered-and-chiseled figure tramp across the dusty road to meet his deputy. Evan Webb, a leather-tough little man in his late thirties, with ridiculous Cavalry-style mustaches, met his boss with a nod. They talked for a few minutes without looking toward The Commissary.

Harvey closed his eyes and made his mind a blank. A solemn young man, wearing homespun Disciple garb and a flop brim hat, came out to the ramp and eyed the sheriff and his deputy with suspicion. “Anything I can do for thee, Mr. Ross?”

Harvey did not open his eyes. “No, thank you, Brother Jacob. I’m fine.”

How long had it been since that snake crawled in his blankets and bit him? Harvey couldn’t remember. Here in Basin one day flowed gently into another. It was easy to lose a week, a month, maybe even a year, in a place like this. “How long have I been here, Brother Jacob?”

“Six days, from the time Brother Hadley found thee down by the river.”

Well, Harvey thought, with his eyes still closed, they had been good days. He could almost thank the snake for biting him. The Disciples had nursed him and cared for him as if he had been a God-sent responsibility. Harvey had tried to pay them for their services, but they would have none of it. He wondered if they could possibly appreciate the luxury of six whole days of rest and peace.

They couldn’t, of course. Peace among these people was as common as sun and wind. When he finally opened his eyes again, Brother Jacob had melted back into the dark interior of the big warehouse.

The Commissary, a sprawling barnlike structure beside the stage road, was about all there was to Basin. Down in the bottomland along the Canadian River, families of the religious sect calling itself The Disciples of Job worked their small farms. This commissary building was their headquarters, their storehouse, meeting hall, church. There was also a frame shack for the leader of the Disciples, a brush arbor blacksmith shed, and a little catchall room behind The Commissary where Deputy Evan Webb lived when he wasn’t tracking trouble across the lower end of the county.

With time, Harvey guessed, the Disciples had come to tolerate Webb’s presence among them—possibly because of the deputy’s short stature and ridiculous mustaches. But Amos Flagg, in the Disciple mind, represented violence. And the Disciple despised violence almost as much as he despised laughter.

Resting comfortably against the warm planks of The Commissary, Harvey watched the two lawmen. They were old friends, and for six months their only communication had been the laconic notes that the stage driver carried back and forth between Basin and Academy. Plainsmen that they were, it did not occur to them to shake hands. At ease, they regarded each other, smiling faintly. Then, as if on silent signal, they moved to the shade of the brush arbor, hunkered down on their heels and reached for makings.

They talked quietly for several minutes. In his mind Harvey could almost hear them. They were wondering where he had come from, what he was doing in the Panhandle, and who, if anybody, he was hired out to. At last they got to their feet and came toward The Commissary. Harvey was instantly alert. He knew that the time of peace and rest was over.

Amos pulled up a few feet short of the ramp. “Harvey.”

“Amos.”

The greetings were at the same time friendly and wary. “It’s been a long time, Harvey.”

Harvey grinned. “All the way back to … How long? Six, seven years?”

“More like eight.”

“Eight years! Here you are, a county sheriff, and here I am …” His grin became a trifle strained but did not fade or lose its warmth. “Like they say, it’s a small world.” They were talking in meaningless cliches in order to postpone the moment when they would have to say what was in their minds. “County sheriff!” Harvey said again, as if in happy wonder. Only an old friend would have detected the bleakness of those slate-gray eyes. “Never knowed about you gettin’ to be a lawman. Until I landed here and your deputy—”

Amos asked, “You just passin’ through, Harvey? Or did you come on business?”

Harvey let the fake grin slide but still retained some of the warmth. “Business, Amos. I got my job, too. Like anybody else.”

“Who hired you?”

“… Cowman. It’s an honest job.”

But Amos would not be put off. “Cowman by the name of Krug?”

Harvey Ross seemed to sigh without actually doing so. “Ira Krug. I don’t know him, except by name. He went to a detective agency in Fort
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