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Last Chance in Laredo


 


Sometimes the past catches up with a man and he can’t outrun it. Jack Brady, at just thirty years old, has seen more of the hard edge of life than most. He’s worked cattle trails, ridden shotgun, and won a reputation as a hired gun. Then, as the American-Mexican War is breaking out, he is jailed after a fight in a small Texas town.


Brady is at his lowest when a preacher arrives and reminds him that there is still a chance to redeem himself and to honour his dead father. He determines to enlist with the fledgling Texas Rangers and joins Robert Gillespie’s rough riders as they ride into Laredo.


But Brady has a man on his tail who is bent on revenge. And he faces the kind of trouble a woman can bring when she has to be protected. This is one last chance to rub out his bad reputation, if he can survive – but not many Rangers do that.
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Chapter 1


 


He was settled in the corner of the saloon, happy to be left alone with his thoughts and the pains of the long ride through a stretch of land more like an oven than any kind of territory. He had no real notion of where he was heading, and he had ridden hard to make himself well clear of a bunch of folks who claimed they were kin of a man he had beaten up in some run-down collection of shacks they tried to call a town.


At that moment, life had nothing better to offer him than that little refuge, where he could be entertained by watching fools part with their dollars and women do their best to sweeten the disposition of lonely men. You had no need to think in a place like that: you were no more than a nameless stranger who drifted in like blades of grass pushed by the wind.


Whoever put that place together was weak on imagination as well as wealth, calling it Short Bend. But right now it had food and drink and somewhere to rest his aching body. No faces in the crowd recognized him: he had the comfort of knowing that, as far as he knew, not a soul in that joint had a claim on his time or his services.


The second cool beer was easing the ache in his knees and back. Maybe Short Bend was not such a disappointment after all. But a rasping voice cut through the hum of relaxed conversation in the half-full bar.


‘You’re Jack Brady, and I’m here to get even.’


The speaker was so long and scrawny that a man could get a pain in the eyeballs looking up at his grizzled, hairy face. He wore a long grey coat and had a bandana tight up to his chin. So much for being left in peace. The man had his name right. There was maybe trouble coming.


‘I might be. Who’s asking, mister?’


‘So you don’t see Evan Wate looking down at you? Your eyes gone or somethin’? I followed you all the way from the Gulf. Now here we are in Texas, still fightin’ for its place in the world. You happen to recall a small town called Nelland, Louisiana?’


‘Nope. Reckon I don’t. I seen a lot of small towns.’


‘Well, you happen to recall a girl named Marie, in Nelland, Louisiana?’


‘Lot of girls named Marie. Most common name in the world.’


‘You’re making my arms shake with the kind of anger I try to avoid, mister.’ The tall man said, with a dark threat.


Wate had no weapon visible. He slowly put his two fists out and gave his challenge. ‘Come on, Brady, you ruined my little sister! Gentlemen. . . .’ He looked around the room at all the faces, now turned on him and Brady. ‘This here man, he’s one for the ladies . . . oh yeah . . . he charms them with all that sweet talk like they expect and then he runs off and disappears. But now he’s got a big brother in front of him. C’mon Brady!’


Jack Brady had his legs stretched out, real comfortable, and the beer had him in a good mood, but it looked like he was going to have to move. ‘Mr Wate, you gone and did something inexcusable. You spoiled my day. Here we are, close on San Antonio, where I’m heading, and I’m feeling homely and warm. Then you come in, spoiling for a fight. I never seduced no sister of yours. I reckon you got me confused with Square John. He has a look of me I do say, and I hung out with him for a time down your way . . . the Gulf. I like to be by the sea.’


‘Quit the little boy talk and stand up. Now you’re lyin’ to wriggle off the hook like a stuck trout.’ He moved closer, letting both fists jut up to show his threat. Still Jack never moved at all.


Wate decided to act, and it was a big mistake. He kicked Jack’s outstretched legs, savagely. It was a matter of seconds before Jack sprang forward and hit the tall man hard in the belly. He folded, and an uppercut hit him so hard he squealed and keeled over. But Jack didn’t go for him; he let him struggle to his feet. Wate managed a blow on Jack’s cheek, and in return he was grabbed, held and then thrown back at the bar counter, where he cracked his skull hard.


Jack Brady was six feet in his boots and muscled like an ox from his cow-poking days. He always lived with the saying that the bigger they are, the harder they fall, and he now rammed his head into Wate’s gut, following up with a punch to the kidneys.


As Wate went down, Jack was suddenly aware of shouting and the noise of the crowd on the move. He felt arms tighten around him, and three men gripped him tight, as a man with a star on his shirt whipped the cuffs on Jack’s wrist. ‘Brady . . . you’ve a room for the night. Think you been there before. It still stinks of you!’


 


The next morning, Jack woke up in the sawdust and rodent droppings in Sheriff Mosey Digby’s jail. He felt like his jaw was loose, and his head hurt like a hammer had smacked him hard.


Was this what life was about then? he was asking himself, as he stared at bugs walking across the planks, which were already adorned by rat droppings and the stink of stale food. Was this the kind of life he had dreamed of when he first hit out on his own for the next horizon?


 Mosey was at his desk, drinking coffee in between scooping up beans and egg. ‘This is real good, Brady. My wife takes such care of me . . . shame you never got no good woman. You was here a year back . . . drunk and violent. One of my men knows you from Kansas, too. He says you was trouble. Do you always provoke men twice your size?’


‘When they lie I do.’ Jack gave a wry smile.


‘How many years are you draggin’ around, old friend?’


‘Thirty next April. T’ain’t aged. Time yet, for settling I mean.’


Mosey finished his breakfast, wiped his mouth and stood up. He poured Jack some coffee and walked his solid, squat body across the room. He was most folks’ idea of a wrestler. His muscles had run to fat but he looked like he could down a young steer, so strong and thick were his arms. He was bearded, rough and direct in everything. Pushing forty-five, he was the family man that Short Bend needed in charge.


‘Brady, I’ve something to tell you. Now don’t get all fired up. Fact is, there’s a preacher coming along to see you. He asked me specially to let him help my customers. Killers was his choice but I told him you was no more than a public nuisance. He should be here soon . . . drink this coffee and then try to be civil to him . . . he’s just a striplin’ . . . maybe twenty-three years, lookin’ more like ten!’


‘I’ve no time for God, Sheriff Digby. Life’s full enough without packing no God in the bedroll. You let Him in, there’s things stirred up in every second of your day. Anyway, the man up there over the clouds, he let me down.’ He drank his coffee while Digby went back to his desk and shuffled some papers.


It was this low point in the course of his life that sent Jack Brady into the kind of thinking a man does when something inside is telling him that he’s nearer than a horse’s stride to a dead end. His mind went roving through the past, putting words and scenes before him that told him how he had wasted so much. You’re crowding thirty and still like a stray wolf digging in dirt, he said to himself. There was the life of Jack Brady, set out before him like some cheap obituary in a Death County newspaper. Jack the runaway from the family of a failed medical man; Jack the hired hand, the shotgun-carrier, the too keen lawman, and then the drifting, no-good gun for hire. It was not a life that was leading anywhere in particular, but a midnight drinker on the Gulf had said, ‘Go to San Antonio. They’re looking for young fools like you,’ and here he was, lost in every way except knowing he was in Short Bend, looking hard at jailhouse bars and trail-end failure.


It was as these thoughts plagued him that a voice asked, ‘Are you the troublemaker from last night? I’m Pastor Jim.’


Jack looked up to see a man who surely lived for food. He was what his pa used to call a grease-tub, coping with double-chins and timber limbs. He was not in sombre black, but in a worn-out cream dandy suit like some Southern gambler, and he spoke like an English gentleman.


‘Pastor Jim – you mean, you’re coming here selling God and paradise? I thought you monkish types lived on cabbage and air . . . you look like a seasoned trencherman to me.’ Jack couldn’t hide his contempt.


‘No, I do not sell anything, Sir. I’m young, yes, but I’m wise enough to know that our Maker does not bully folk into signing up into His ranks. As to my build, well the Lord provides food and it needs to be shifted! Mind if I sit down, Sir?’


‘Find a chair. If you ain’t sermonizing then we’re easy.’


Jack waited until the man pulled a chair across, then the preacher sat and looked searchingly into Jack’s face. Meeting a man’s look eye-to-eye was something Jack Brady had done a thousand times, but it had always been to sound out a sign of fear. This man never flinched, and his look suggested that he was someone who was a stranger to fear.


‘Your name is Jack Brady, I’m told. That’s a good, sound Saxon name. You look like I could rely on you if we were in trouble.’ The pastor grinned, expecting a response, but nothing came, until Jack filled the silence with, ‘I can be a good friend, but I’m cut out to ride alone.’


‘Son, I’ve seen plenty of lost souls, and if I may speak direct and honest, you fall into that category. My work is to help such men find their true direction. See, we have a destiny. You give any credence to destiny, Jack Brady?’


‘My destiny is in the lawman’s lock-up cupboard . . . my gun and my knife.’


Pastor Jim nodded and took some time to consider. ‘You are a man of violence then. I see all the signs. You’re restless as a worker ant but you have nothing to build. Want to build something, Sir, something like a man’s honour?’


Jack wanted to order the man out and to stop troubling him with fancy speech, but the word honour went deep. His father, though drink took him, had once been a man who talked about ‘making a good name’. He had said so many times in his drunken monologues, ‘Jack, make a good name for yourself . . . be honourable and be remembered. Don’t let the grape seduce you, like your sad excuse for a father.’


‘What is a man’s honour, Pastor Jim?’


The fat man said, ‘Proving you are a complete man, civil, and with a sense of right, and with a conscience.’


‘Is it always a Godly thing then?’


‘No. Finding it and winning it usually has means and ends. Like the outfit I’m travelling to . . . the Rangers. You could be a Texas Ranger, my friend. You could find honour with them, but they do win their honour through questionable means. They write their honour in blood. You could help them keep the Mexicans out of their land . . . this land of wonderful optimism. I’m heading there because there’s death everywhere, and men need comfort when they face it. You are tough enough to be a fighting tejano.’


‘For a young man, you talk a lot, and you talk old . . . why are you going to them?’


‘I’ve been asked for, by an old friend of my uncle’s . . . he’s a sick man. He tells me that there’s big trouble brewing and the Rangers are helping the army. Fact is, my friend, they don’t live long, these men. That’s at the back of their minds every time they move out for action.’


Now Jack knew what the man down in East Texas meant when he said they were looking for young fools over in the west, across along the borderland. He had an inkling that the pastor was talking sense. Never in his life had he listened to a sermon, but there was something about Pastor Jim that was different. He woke a mix of fear and guilt in a man.


‘Well, Jack Brady . . . I could use a guard on my trip . . . though it’s not so far,’ Pastor Jim said.


The pastor could see that he had said enough now and he stuck an arm through the bars, shook hands with Jack and walked towards the door, nodding at the sheriff. But words went through Jack’s mind again: you can find honour with your gun.


Maybe, Jack thought, the previous night’s fight and the following restless time in the jail had stirred something in him. Maybe it was a time when he was open to let the past in, like when a man finally opens a window for some air after breathing too much of the room’s stink. Whatever it was, the result was that he shuffled some memories from the past like a pack of cards, and the one left on top was his father’s face, talking about honour. The fact was that his pa, though a man able to love, was more strongly lured into ruining his own self. The thought that he might do the same, well, that gave Jack Brady a shock of a kind he had never known before.


‘Wait! Now young fella . . . I’ll be your guard!’ He called after Pastor Jim.


 


By the early afternoon, Sheriff Digby had returned Jack’s gun and knife, and watched him walk across to the stable to collect his mare. Pastor Jim was standing in the street waiting for him, with two pack horses.


‘Where you goin’, Jack?’ Sheriff Digby called.


‘I’m going to be remembered, Mosey . . . be honourable!’


‘Son, what a man needs to think about . . . and we can leave God out of this . . . is how he is seen, now I mean, how he is thought of, now, today.’


The words had even more effect than the pastor’s. Jack Brady saw the light. How was he thought of? As a rambling, loose gun, not attached to anything or anybody. Was that how he wanted to be seen? You didn’t get a good name by being just another hired man.


The travellers headed out, off to where something significant awaited them, they both knew. Digby watched them and wished them well, saying good luck to himself as he stared.


But the sheriff was not the only observer. Big Evan Wate’s stare followed every step Jack took across the windswept summer street, and when Jack and the pastor rode out, slow and steady, they were being trailed by a man with hatred in his heart, and a score to settle.


 


On the trail to San Antonio, Pastor Jim, who had a natural curiosity about people, had to ask some questions. He knew little about Jack’s past, but he knew a lot more about the coming trouble with Mexico than his new friend. When they found a creek they stopped, and the horses went eagerly to the water. The two men sat on rocks. Jack built a cigarette while Pastor Jim watched him, looking into him.


‘Jack Brady . . . a good working-man sort of name. That you?’


‘Pastor, I have no time for this kind of talk. My mind is fixed on what’s ahead.’


‘But forgive me, I have to say that it would help if I knew something of your past . . . I’m leading you to join, if they will have you, the Texas Rangers. I’ll have to speak for you. They know me and they trust my judgement.’


‘Well if you mean fighting, well me and this Appaloosa here, we been together for two years now. My horse, my Paterson revolver, my fists, these are what I can offer the Texans. I know the country. I been working there for some time, after leaving the north. My family were from back east . . . all gone now. The only thing troubling me is the man on my tail. . . .’


‘On your tail? What man?’


‘Pastor Jim, it could be said that I have a reputation. It’s not good. Folk look at me and they think, Jack Brady, the hired gun and the lady’s man. See? That’s what my life has been. You’ve stirred somethin’ in me . . . suppose you could call it guilt. Some people might look at me and think why do I owe my pa anything . . . he was a failed medical man who liked a drink . . . yet I know he was right about makin’ a name, doin’ the right thing. I done so many wrong things, that’s a fact. Now listen to me, opening up to a God shouter! Never thought I’d see the day. You got some special quality, mister preacher! But you can tell these Texans that I’m useful in a tight spot. I’ve fought my way out of more than a few of them!’


‘And the man coming after you?’


Jack smiled. ‘Oh, it’s a mistake. Back in some hellish place by the Red River, he says I seduced some woman . . . but I had nothing to do with it . . . problem is, he’s a mental case and I can’t reason with the man.’


‘Well I think he’ll disappear when we meet up with Bob Gillespie and his men. I’ve ridden with them more than once. Anyway, you’ll be too preoccupied to think about a man with a grudge.’


‘I hope you’re right, Pastor. I sure do. From what I heard, the Mexicans have one massive army . . . and we’ll be outnumbered.’


‘You heard right. But Gillespie’s going to like you. I feel it in my bones.’


‘You sure are a young man to be so doggone sure of Him up there. You had a light from heaven or somethin’?’


Pastor Jim seemed to find that a tough question, and he looked down at the dirt, taking some thinking time. Then he looked up, searched the horizon with his bright, eager eyes, and said, ‘I believe that man’s love can be stronger than his hatred. It’s a matter of applying the reason over the animal in us. A time will come when there will be no war . . . if we let reason win. For me, I became what I am when I saw a noble man die for peace, and for reason. He was my dearest friend, and he gave his life for others . . . on the trail into Comancheria. He was helping some travellers who were foolish enough to try to cross the fringes of that lawless land. He fought to give the others time to escape. I stayed with him . . . but I survived. . . .’ He lifted his shirt to show a deep red scar across his stomach, and then he raised one hand, to show that two fingers were missing.’


‘The Nemernuh . . . known to most as the Comanches . . . they did this. I survived by enduring torture, and I was hanging on to life when the army came and drove my tormentors away. Thing is, God was caring for me . . . I believe that, Jack. I knew then that I had a calling in this world.’


Time was that Jack Brady would have laughed at that. But now he kept silent, and went to gather in his horse.


‘Maybe that sounded too much like a sermon, Brady . . . just let me sum up with the only question that counts in this life: where are you going?’


‘That’s too tough for a straight answer, but meanwhile, let’s get to San Antonio, my friend.’ He spent a long while running through what he had thought and done over the last few days. It didn’t all make sense, but the result was that he had made a decision, and he had to keep to it. Again, something inside nagged at him. Scenes from his past that maybe left some shame, like a footprint that couldn’t be shifted, flashed before him as his mind was vacant, his body simply holding the slackened reins as they rode relentlessly south. What had his life been but a series of confrontations? What had he done other than take the dollars and do the job – any job that came his way?


‘Mr Brady, you’re real quiet. You troubled by something?’ Pastor Jim asked.


‘Not troubled, just annoyed . . . seems like some flies are bothering me, padre. The invisible kind.’


‘Ah, yes. I know them kind of insects. Tend to bite you, tend to make you smart, sore . . . and there’s no simple cure.’


‘Well, padre, if there are such things as ghosts, and they watch over you, then I’m going to give ’em what they want to see.’


Then they said nothing more, for mile after mile. The heat of the day oppressed them, heavy and close, and they had to ignore the sweat and discomfort. Jack Brady shut the world out: it was something he had learned to be expert at. No more damned jails, and no more pointless fights with the past, which always caught up with you. A man could become bored with the person he had become. He now knew that. But never in his life had he ever considered that a padre would push him to think all these things.


Pastor Jim wasn’t sure why Jack was so quiet. It wouldn’t do to push him too far. What awaited them in San Antonio was unsure. But then, so was the next minute, and the next hour. What he did not know was that Jack Brady had the problem of the padre’s final question running around his mind like a snake that wouldn’t let him go, tightening and closing in, tormenting him with those simple words – where are you going? He glanced at the padre and thought, well, there’s a man who does know where he’s going. How do you get hold of that feeling of being sure about something? The only thing he knew for certain is that he saw that this was a question that a man should be able to answer.
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