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Crossing the Bravo, for Pueblito


 


When rancher, bully and wife-beater Clayton T. Pallister is murdered, the tragedy has its compensations. For his wife, Rosie, the harsh years are over, the Rolling P ranch is hers and her young son Warren looks forward to a life away from his powerful father’s stifling rules.


Then, only days after the funeral, a young woman rides across the Bravo from Mexico and everything is thrown into disarray. Not only is doubt cast on the legality of Rosie’s inheritance but the young woman has brought in her wake two ruffians who are clearly up to no good. They are soon followed by a Mexican landowner who is keen to get a foothold on the rich soil of southern Texas.


So, as Clayton T. Pallister’s mysterious past is resurrected and the fight for the Rolling P becomes ever more complicated and violent, Warren realizes that he has a fight on his hands that can only be settled when all factions come together in a blaze of gunfire.
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Prologue


 


Though it was already early fall, the heat was unrelenting. The midday sun beating on the tiled roof of the shabby adobe cottage in the village of Pueblito, Mexico, turned the interior into an oven. The old woman lying on the bed, the single blanket pushed down to her waist, was glistening with perspiration. The thin nightdress was sticking to her body. Her eyes were dull. They closed each time her daughter used a damp cloth to cool her face, and on those occasions a faint smile flickered about her lips.


The younger woman, in her mid-forties, dark haired and slim in a simple shift dress, was frowning. She was attentive, filled with compassion and a deep understanding of her mother’s frail condition. But today her thoughts were elsewhere. During her ministrations her eyes flickered constantly to the folded newspaper that had been brought across the border from Laredo, Texas, and which now lay alongside her mother on the bed. At last, unable to contain herself any longer, she voiced her uncertainty.


‘I do not understand,’ she said softly. ‘This . . . this thing that has happened. I cannot see how it affects me – how it can work to my advantage. To our advantage.’


‘I will not be here, so in that way it does not concern me,’ the old woman said, and for an instant she closed her eyes. When she opened them again, they were wet with unshed tears. ‘But it will work to your advantage because when you show yourself to these people, and in the manner of your approach, an illusion will be created: it will appear that what happened twenty years ago did not happen, and consequently what went before it has not changed.’


‘But it has. Almost twenty years ago the most important thing that we had was taken away, and everything else became nothing.’


‘But now you will make it something again. For a few days. For the time it takes.’


A tall man entered the adobe as she was speaking. The sunlight flooded in behind him, bringing with it the smell of hot dust and rank water and the sicklier scent of cactus. The man’s appearance suggested he was as old as the woman but, while she was frail and clearly close to death, he was upright and bursting with good health. Beneath grey, bushy eyebrows, his dark eyes gleamed as he placed a hand on the younger woman’s shoulder.


‘She is right,’ he said softly to his daughter, ‘but to pursue this claim we have to leap into action now, today. We must ride to the Bravo—’


‘No.’


The young woman’s voice was strained, and she pressed the back of her hand to her mouth as she looked down at her mother.


In that instant the man understood her concern, her reluctance.


‘All right,’ he said. ‘We wait – but then, when it is over—’


‘You ride across the Bravo into Texas,’ the old woman said. Her eyes were on the man who was her husband, and they, as much as her words, were sending him a message.


‘You make sure you pursue this,’ she continued, her voice fading almost to a whisper. ‘You will be doing it for our village, for Pueblito. More importantly, you will be doing this for Maria. Nevertheless, you must be careful. Nothing is straightforward. The prize is enormous. Señor Gonzales has tried—’


‘He was the first to try, but he and his caballeros are going about it the wrong way and he does not have the advantage we enjoy; he does not know what we know, does not realize what we plan,’ the old man said. ‘Be assured, we will get there before him, with a claim that is legally incontestable; he will watch helplessly as we snatch that prize from under his nose.’


‘For Pueblito and for Maria – you will do that?’


‘For Pueblito, and for Maria,’ he said forcefully and, as he said this, there was a catch in his voice and he was already reaching blindly for her veined hand.


By sunset that night, the old woman was dead.


Her husband, the white-haired old man who was upright and vigorous, buried her at daybreak. The whole village turned out, gathering on the slopes of the village’s small cemetery to pray for her soul.


Two men stood at the back of the crowd. They were bareheaded, their heads respectfully lowered. But from that position their eyes were active: they were watching the old man, and his daughter.


A short while later, when the villagers had returned to their homes or their places of work, the man and his daughter gathered together the supplies they would need – in the man’s case this included a pistol and an ancient rifle – and with the sun still a pale promise to the east they mounted their horses and turned them towards the Rio Bravo del Norte and the Texas town of Laredo.


 


One hour later, dust was kicked up to drift like thin mist in the morning light as two riders rode up the stony slope of Pueblito’s only street. They were the men who had watched covertly on the outskirts of the mourners. Their names were Herrera and Delgado. Both were raw-boned and unshaven, dressed in shabby clothing, with soiled bandannas encircling their throats and dark, sweat-stained hats pulled low. Many silver conchos glittered, reflecting the intense light of the rising sun. That same light caught the cold steel of the men’s rifles, the pistols they carried at their hips; the flash of teeth as the taller of the two grinned at his companion.


They rode past the house where the old woman had died, and when they reached the edge of the village, their horses’ hoofs trod the same trail as that taken earlier by the man and his daughter. The two men rode without haste. They were an hour behind those they followed, but they knew that an even pace would steadily decrease the distance between them.


After that, it was simply a matter of keeping them in sight, without themselves being seen.









Chapter One


 


‘A crystal chandelier is what I want,’ Clayton T. Pallister said, his rich baritone voice filled with self importance. ‘This chunk of worm-eaten timber’ll do for now, but I hear tell Charlie Goodnight up in the Palo Duro has ordered one of those crystal contraptions from New York. Play my cards right, I can get in ahead of him then make sure he knows about it. That’ll be another feather in my cap.’


While talking he was leaning back in his chair, hands laced across his stomach as he gazed up at the massive wagon wheel that hung horizontally almost directly over his head. It was suspended by a single rope attached to its hub. Polished brass oil lamps were affixed at regular intervals around its iron-bound rim. Their mellow light cast a warm glow over the dark sheen of the dining table, the china crockery and silver knives and forks and the three people partaking of their evening meal. Just outside the circle of light, expensive furniture stood against walls hung with oil paintings in gilt frames.


The eight-foot oak refectory table was set lengthwise across the room. Clayton T. was sitting at the centre of one long side, facing the window. His son, Warren sat at the head of the table. From that position he was able to lift his gaze to look at an oil painting of his father that hung on the wall directly behind his mother, Rosie. Clayton T.’s wife, blue-eyed and still slim though her fair hair was streaked with grey, was sitting at the opposite end of the table to her son.


Watching his father, twenty-year-old Warren Pallister had great difficulty stopping his lip from curling. He held the burly, florid rancher in contempt, and was reluctant to blurt a scathing retort only because of his mother’s presence at the table. As always, she was watching and listening to her husband without any expression on her face. She, Warren knew, would not make an observation of any kind. However harmless her words, Clayton T. Pallister would almost certainly find something wrong in them and take her to task later when they had retired to their bedroom at the rear of the big house – either by the flailing use of harsh words, or by using the palms of his hard hands on her slender frame.


‘Flashy fitments can come when fall round-up’s done and the cattle safely driven up the Goodnight-Loving trail to the Kansas railhead,’ Warren said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of his voice as he went on to speak the unpalatable truth. ‘Goodnight was a pioneer. He’s now the richest, most powerful rancher up in the Panhandle – a thousand miles to the North. The Rocking P’s on the San Miguel Creek – Goodnight’s probably never heard of it. Bigfoot’s our nearest town and it’s little more than a village; it’s another forty-mile ride to San Antonio. You’re a fool to try to match Goodnight. You should be more concerned about competition from ambitious upstarts crowding you from closer to home—’


‘Not match him,’ Pallister said, ignoring the advice. ‘I’ll better him. And I’ll get there—’


‘If somebody doesn’t get you first.’


Pallister glared.


‘What the hell does that mean?’


Warren made a small exclamation of disbelief.


‘Don’t tell me you know nothing of your own reputation?’


‘Everybody’s envious of a successful man,’ Pallister said, his chin jutting. ‘That’s part of the price I pay.’


‘Nonsense. I’m talking about hate, not envy. The hatred of men you’ve ridden over rough-shod, others you’ve ruined by driving them off barren land they were slowly bringing to life.’


‘My land,’ Pallister said.


‘You didn’t use it then, you don’t use it now. And the success of this ranch depends more on the men you hire than on your own efforts. During the past year you’ve been away frequently, sometimes for two weeks out of every month. You never say where you’ve been, or what you’ve been doing.’


‘The men I hire are experienced ranch hands. Ranch hands are directed by the foreman. The foreman operates according to the dictates of the ranch owner: me. The ranch owner is responsible for dealing with, among other things, the business’s financial affairs. That, and any number of other important matters, can take me away from the ranch—’


‘For days on end—’


‘Yes. And until you decide that you want to be an active part of that business – instead of just going through the motions – that’s all you need to know, all you’re going to know.’


Pallister pushed his chair back, picked up a crystal wine decanter and filled his glass. He looked at his wife. Her smile was gentle as she shook her head. His lips clamped to a thin line.


‘Drink it,’ he said, leaning along the length of the table to splash wine into her glass. ‘With luck it’ll take that sour look off your face.’


She blinked, flashed a look down the table at her son then managed a small shake of the head as she saw he was about to speak up in her defence.


‘Isn’t that a rider I can hear approaching?’ Rosie Pallister said softly.


‘I hear horses, restless cattle, I hear a guitar being played badly and I hear men laughing,’ Pallister said, as he sat down. ‘For God’s sake, woman, this is a working ranch you’re living on.’


‘Laughter is mostly absent from this room, this house,’ Warren said, and his eyes were challenging his father. ‘As for a rider, Ma’s right, because I can hear someone. But apart from Jake Furnival – who is playing his guitar with considerable skill – all the hands are in bed, playing cards, or talking about the start of the round-up. And as you have no friends, and no business associate would be riding up to the house at this time, I think she’s right to be apprehensive.’


‘What do you mean? You know I’ve got friends.’


‘Sure you have,’ Warren said. ‘They’re men like you. They’re your friends because nobody else will be seen associating with them. You’ve formed a small, tight circle, and all those within it are despised by decent men.’


He glanced towards the window, saw the lamplight glowing in the bunkhouse, the thin cold sliver of moon – and a barely discernible movement, a faint glint of reflected light.


‘Maybe,’ he said, frowning, ‘you’re expecting one of those toadies who cluster around you waiting for crumbs—’


‘What I’m expecting,’ Pallister cut in, ‘is a successful fall gather, a successful drive north, massive profits from a successful sale. Then we’ll see about Charlie Goodnight and his heroic exploits, his money, his fancy crystal chandeliers—’


He got no further. Even as anger boiled over and his face became suffused with blood, a shot rang out. Glass shattered in the big window. Warren ducked, then dived sideways as glittering fragments flew like shrapnel. The bullet hissed across the room and thudded into the rear wall. On its way there was a faint snick. The rope holding the massive wagon wheel with its cargo of oil lamps parted. As Warren watched in horror from the floor there seemed to be an eerie pause during which nothing moved. Then the big wheel dropped vertically. On it’s way down the edge of the iron-bound rim struck Clayton T. Pallister on the head. An oil lamp shattered, flared. Blood spurted as Pallister’s scalp split. Driven down by the huge weight landing on his head, he toppled backwards, taking his chair with him. As the huge wagon wheel crashed on to the refectory table, then settled on Pallister’s already still form, glasses and plates exploded into glittering shards. Dark red wine spilled out to mingle with the blood pouring from the dead rancher’s head on to the expensive Persian carpet.









Chapter Two


 


Dawn was a thin slash of bright light on the horizon, a thread of gold that would expand across the vast Texas plains on the eastern side of the Bravo. To Jesus Gonzales, as he walked silently off carpeted floors and on to the broad veranda fronting his hacienda to the north of Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, it was at once the promise of riches to come.


It was three days after the death of Clayton T. Pallister.


Gonzales stood looking towards the great, rolling river, over grassland damp with dew and, as he smoked the first cigar of the day, he knew that the waiting was over. The time had arrived when he, Jesus Gonzales, would get a foothold on the rich Texas cattle country. Raulo Chavez had kept him up to date with developments at the Murphy homestead. The two women had been undecided, but the sudden and lamentable death of Pallister – Gonzales took the cigar from his mouth and grinned at the cynical thought – was sure to make their minds up for them. Reliable, relentless Raulo would see to that. The sisters were old, rich, and their eyes were set on the stars. They would buy the Rocking P from Rosie Pallister, the dead man’s widow, and at once they would be out of their depth.


When the excitement was over, the realization of what they had taken on would in itself be enough to overwhelm them. On top of that they would see a sudden change in Raulo. He would no longer be a friend and adviser, but a hard man sneering at their foolishness. He would warn them that they had made enemies, and point to the death of Clayton T. Pallister as an example of what could happen.


And then, he, Jesus Gonzales would arrive. He would have with him two men chosen for their appearance: former bandits, they were always ready to slip into their old, bad ways. One, Blanco, had a scarred face, and eyes that were inhuman. The other, Rubio, was blessed with clawed hands that moved restlessly, constantly, and invariably instilled terror into those with vivid imaginations who watched, and wondered.


Those two women, they will give up the Rocking P as swiftly as they took on the burden, Gonzales thought. They would watch him and his bandoleros ride on to their poor homestead before they had time to move into the richer premises built many years ago by Clayton T. Pallister. And when he, Gonzales, rode in, it would be too late. It would be all over for them.


Gonzales had been unable to persuade Pallister to sell. For twelve months, on the rancher’s frequent visits, he had been plied with drink and offered female company, yet still the man had continued to hold out. Even if he, Gonzales, had succeeded in turning the man’s mind, there would have been legal difficulties to overcome. A Mexican would always encounter difficulties; a Mexican with a past shrouded in darkness would quite possibly have been classed as an undesirable, and the deal blocked; in combination, the barriers to the sale would have been insurmountable.


But now, circumstances had changed. The man had refused to be swayed, so he had been removed. Rosie Pallister would sell to the Murphys. Bypassing legal channels, Gonzales would offer Meg Murphy and her sister a sum of money, in cash, far less than they had paid for the Rocking P – and they would accept.


Even if they did not, Gonzales thought contentedly, the Pallister spread would be his. One way or another, by reasonably fair means or by the use of any other methods that were required, he would take the Rocking P from the Murphy sisters.


 


That same day, three days after his father’s funeral, Warren Pallister left the Rocking P a little after noon and rode into Bigfoot.


He had spent the morning supervising preparations for the fall round-up. Several of the extra men who would work the gather with the Rocking P hands were struggling to start their own spreads elsewhere, and were grateful for the wages they got from spring and fall round-ups. They had been riding in from all directions. Each man had a string of six horses in the Rocking P’s cavvy. Those arriving with time to spare had used the week prior to the round-up to get their horses once again accustomed to saddle and rider.


When Warren rode out, straw boss Jack Fisher had the men gathered around him as he assigned tasks for the first day, while cook Charlie Longstreet smirked as he tried to drown Fisher’s words by noisily loading pans on to the chuck wagon.


Just three men were remaining at the Rocking P: Jake Furnival had a twisted knee – which didn’t prevent him from playing his guitar; Al Rickard was recovering from a bad fever; and Bony Park was a former wrangler, too old for range work but part of the scenery for so long Rosie was reluctant to let him go.


There was some livestock to be tended to, and those tasks would be handled by the three men left behind – the sick, the lame and the lazy, as big Jack Fisher put it good-naturedly. But that was about the total of the activity: for at least the next two weeks, the Rocking P would be a virtual ghost ranch.


Bigfoot was half-an-hour’s ride to the north. More village than town, it had a scattering of business premises straggling crookedly along both sides of an unusually wide, dusty thoroughfare. It was as if settlers had arrived, set up homes and businesses where they’d unloaded their wagons, and only later realized that what they were creating was a permanent township without shape.
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