







A Robbery in Progress…



Joseph would have enjoyed a good night’s rest, but instead he was roaming the streets of Dodge City, looking for his missing brother.

He was near the freight station when he heard something that caught his attention. He could hear the whispers of several male voices, and it didn’t take long to ascertain what they were about to do.

“You there!” one of the men said, lifting the shotgun. “You, freeze like a statue.”

Joseph didn’t freeze but swung around and lifted the pistol. “Town marshal,” he lied. “You’re under arrest.”

The man swore; the shotgun went up a few more inches to his shoulder….

Joseph fired first. The bullet caught the man squarely in the chest and he went down. The sawed-off shotgun went off as he fell, firing into the sky and sounding like a booming cannon in the enclosed alleyway.

Inside the freight office, there was a frenzy of activity and a burst of noise as the burglars reacted to the gunshots. Joseph fired through the big side window and heard the pained grunt of the man who took the bullet, and the dropped—feed-sack thud of his body hitting the floor.

There had been six riders. If this was indeed that same group, there were now only four of them left.
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Abilene, Kansas

A pair of gaudy red shutters hung on spring hinges served in place of the customary bat-wing half doors in the entrance of the Trail’s End Saloon. From the boardwalk, Joseph Carrigan peered across the shutter tops into the crowded room beyond. What passed for music blew out against his face like a foul wind: An untuned piano with tacks on its hammers was assaulting a dance tune while a drunken Mexican man with a battered and equally untuned guitar struggled to keep pace.

Joseph shook his head. Terrible, how the unsophisticates of the human race abused the divine gift of music. It was first cousin to blasphemy. But Liam would be drawn to such a place as this, so Joseph pushed through the swinging doors into the musical slaughterhouse. With any luck his brother would be there, and still sober enough to make it back to the hotel on his own.

The saloon reeked of cigar smoke, decomposing spittle in spittoons too long uncleaned, unwashed human bodies, and for some reason onions. Joseph looked around. No Liam.

He eyed the staircase leading up to the floor above. A drunk cowboy was heading up with a rumpled woman in a faded ruffled dress. He hoped Liam wasn’t up there, where a man could pick up pestilences not even dreamed of when Adam’s curse brought sickness and suffering to the world.

A man weighing at least three hundred pounds perched behind the bar on a stool that strained to hold together under his weight. He looked dull and bored as he wiped out glasses with the corner of his dirty canvas apron.

Joseph approached with a slight smile and a touch of his hat brim. “Good evening, sir. Might I ask a bit of help?”

“I ain’t serving. Just wiping glasses.”

“I’m not looking for a drink. Just information. I’ve got a brother, you see, named Liam, and I’ve lost track of him. He’s somewhere in town, and I wondered if maybe you’d seen him in here.”

“What kind of name is Liam?”

“Just a name.”

“Sounds Irish.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t like Irish.”

“I’ve run across plenty of others who feel the same way.”

“Are you Irish?”

“I was raised in Nashville, Tennessee.” True, but evasive. Joseph had been raised in Nashville, but Ireland was the land of his birth.

“What’s your brother look like?”

“Tall fellow, strong but lean. Dark hair, thick and slightly curly. Eyes blue. Firm chin. Clean-shaven at the moment. Fond of whiskey but only gets drunk when he’s worried or angry or sad. He’s probably drunk right now. He can have a temper when he’s drunk, and gets loud.”

“Don’t know him. Or maybe I know a hundred men who could be him.”

“He wears a gold chain around his neck with a little cross on it. Usually it’s hidden beneath his shirt, but sometimes it falls out into view.”

Heavy brows lowered disapprovingly. “A man who wears a necklace?”

“It was our mother’s, God rest her. He wears it to remind himself of her.”

“I ain’t seen no man with no necklace.”

“There’s a gunpowder burn on the left side of his neck. It’s been there since he was a boy, ingrained right in the flesh like it was ink. Shaped something like the state of Maine.”

The man’s blank stare made Joseph wonder if he had even heard of the state of Maine. “Ain’t seen him,” he said.

“Maybe he’s upstairs.”

“Ain’t nobody like that gone up the stairs tonight.”

“Thank you for your time.” Joseph touched his hat again and headed for the door.

“Hey,” the fat man said.

“Yes?”

“Go look at Flossie’s. He might be there.”

“Flossie’s?”

“One street over. Building with a green door.”

“Thank you, sir.”

 

Flossie’s was easy to find. The sign above the door billed it as a dance hall, but the females inside struck Joseph as the kind who were probably paid for more than dancing. Two of them approached him with smiles and batting eyes as soon as he’d cleared the door.

“Good evening, sir! Would you like to dance with me?”

“Ma’am, it would be an honor, but my corns are aching this afternoon and I’ll have to forgo that pleasure. I’m here in hope of finding my brother.”

“If he’s as handsome as you, I can tell you he’s not here,” the second woman said, running her hand lovingly along the lapel of his coat. “Nothing so fine as yourself has come in today.”

“He’s not nearly so handsome as me,” Joseph said.

“He is taller, though, and lean….” He gave the same description he’d given the fat barman, including the powder mark on his neck.

“Oh…him,” the woman said. “Yeah, I seen him.”

“Where is he?”

“I don’t know. He left after he got stabbed. And he danced a dance with me he hasn’t paid for yet. You going to pay it for him?”

“Stabbed?”

“Yeah. Gertie stabbed him.”

“Stabbed?”

“That’s what I said. You got two bits on you to pay for that dance he owes me for?”

“Why did this Gertie stab my brother?”

“She was drunk.”

“So she just stabs folks when she’s drunk?”

“She didn’t mean to do it. She was trying to stab Mary. Your brother stepped in the way to protect her. Quite a gentleman, but he still owes me for the dance.”

“How bad hurt is he?”

“I don’t know. He went home with Annie. She was going to patch him up.”

“Who’s Mary? And who’s Annie?”

“Mary is one of our dancing girls. She come in with the gout and said she couldn’t dance, so Gertie decided to stab her with her hairpin.”

“This Gertie sounds like quite a creature. Now, who’s Annie?”

“She’s another dancing girl. She was dancing with your brother when Gertie started chasing Mary. He jumped in the way and got stabbed.”

“Where does Annie live?”

“Upstairs from the feed store, with her husband. One street over, down a block to the south. But you better hurry.”

“Why?”

“I seen Annie’s husband heading that direction a few minutes ago. He don’t like it when Annie has a man in her house.”

“But he’s only there for her to patch him up, you said.”

“It won’t matter to him. He’ll never take the time to find out what is really going on.”

Joseph touched his hat brim and headed for the door. “One street over, a block to the south, above the feed store. Right?”

“That’s right. You can’t miss seeing it. You going to pay for that dance?”

Joseph did pay, though even such a minuscule amount wasn’t easy to part with just now. “Thank you,” he said.

He conducted his search on the run and in fact missed seeing the feed store. No such establishment anywhere. Joseph began to panic. What if Liam got himself killed by some jealous husband, all for no good reason? And how could a jealous husband let his wife work in a dance hall, anyway?

Anger rose with the worry. What was Liam doing, spending money on dance hall girls when their situation was so tight? How much might he have drained today from their meager resources? If he’d played the wastrel, as he had sometimes in the past, Joseph would have his hide!

Why was it that Liam always made the most imprudent choices in any given situation? He’d been like that since he was little, and Joseph was tired of it. This time he’d not let it pass.

Maybe the feed store was farther down the street. He ran on, dodging around a woman who stepped out of a dress shop at just the wrong moment. He missed her but trod on her toes. He spun around to apologize, backing away from her as he did so, and collided blindly with a man coming out of a tobacco shop beside the dress store. The man went down and Joseph barely avoided doing so himself.

“What the devil, young man!” Joseph’s victim declared. “Watch where you’re going!”

Joseph rushed to help the man up. “I’m sorry, sir. My fault…I do apologize.”

The frowning man pulled free of Joseph’s grasp and dusted himself off. “Good thing for you you didn’t crush my new cigars.”

“I’m mighty sorry.”

“Why are you going in such a reckless way down a public thoroughfare?”

“I’m trying to find my brother. I’ve heard he’s hurt and was told he is being cared for somewhere on this street, in rooms above some feed store.”

“The feed store? Oh, yes. Down yonder.”

“Where?”

The man pointed. “That place.”

“I don’t see it.”

“There! Right there! Don’t you see?”

Just then a second-story window three buildings down, on the far side of the street, exploded outward under the force of the human form that burst through it and tumbled to the street in a jumble of flailing arms and legs, broken glass, splintered wood, and billowing dust.

“I’ll be confounded!” the man with the cigars said. “Who the devil—”

“Not the devil,” Joseph said, “but close enough. It’s my brother.”

He loped across the street toward Liam’s crumpled, glass-covered form.








2



Liam pushed himself up slowly, grimacing, then rolled over and sat amid the shattered glass, rubbing the back of his neck. Attracted by his rather dramatic plunge to the street, people stared from the boardwalk and assorted doors and windows.

Liam looked up as Joseph reached him. “Hello, Joseph.”

“Liam, are you hurt?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I can still wiggle my toes.”

“You’ll be hurt when I get through with you. Are you drunk?”

Liam mumbled something noncommittal in his low, somewhat gravelly voice. Joseph sniffed the air; he could detect the scent of whiskey wafting up from his brother’s person.

“You sorry, worthless, wasteful, drunken son of a—”

“Careful, brother,” Liam interrupted. “That’s our sainted mother you’re about to insult.”

A man appeared in the ruined and vacant window from which Liam had plunged. “That’ll learn you!” he bellowed. “You come around here again, you’ll get worse!”

Liam looked up. “You come down here, you bastard, and I’ll give you worse right now!”

Joseph could have swallowed his tongue. “Liam, just how big a fool are you? You’re in no shape to fight!”

The man was no longer in the window. They could hear his heavy footfalls from inside the thin-walled building as he lumbered down the stairs. Liam tried to get up, winced, and slumped down again. “You’re right. I guess you’ll have to fight him for me.”

“Oh, sweet mother of—”

Liam looked up sharply, bleary eyes widening. “Watch out, Joseph—blasphemy! You don’t do that, remember?”

Joseph, overcome with frustration, did something that surprised him as much as it did Liam: He drew back his foot and gave Liam a fairly sound kick that hit him first in the arm, then grazed off to the side and caught him above the kidney. Liam grunted loudly. He’d been propping himself with the arm and it gave way, so that he collapsed back onto the street.

All of this happened just as the big man from upstairs reached the door and came out with murder in his eye. He glared at Liam and advanced toward him.

Joseph stepped into his path. “Hold up, sir. Let’s talk about this.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“Joseph Carrigan. I’m the brother of this wretch you just threw out the window.”

“Step aside.”

“As much as I’d enjoy seeing him get what he’s due, I can’t do that. He’s my brother.”

“He messed with my wife. I’ll kill any man who does that!”

“I didn’t mess with her,” Liam said. “She gave me some bread and jam, that’s all.”

Both men ignored him. “I understand how you feel,” Joseph said to the angry man. “But this is one man you won’t kill. Not without going through me first.”

The big fellow roared, cursed, and cocked a fist that to Joseph appeared to be the size of a millstone. Joseph reacted swiftly. His right arm blurred in motion as his own fist drove up and in once, twice, three times, hitting the man twice in the chin and once on the forehead. He staggered back, arms windmilling, collapsed onto his rump, then tilted to the right and sank onto the ground.

“Good work, Joseph,” Liam said. “Except I think you’ve killed him.”

Joseph feared the same. He’d hit the man harder than he’d planned, and now he didn’t appear to be moving or breathing. Then, thankfully, he gave a great heave and gasped loudly. He still lay there mostly senseless, but he was alive.

Joseph shook his numbed fist and rubbed his knuckles on his pants. Somebody among the observers hollered out praise for his pugilistic skill, but Joseph sensed that most would have liked to have seen the fellow get to Liam and work him over. Joseph himself was not entirely hostile to their sentiment.

“Come on, you troublesome worm,” Joseph said to Liam without the slightest trace of warmth. “Let’s get out of here before he comes around.”

“Thank you for what you did.”

“Shut up and get on your feet.”

“Give me a hand.”

Joseph swore beneath his breath, reached down, took Liam’s hand, and pulled upward. Liam came up clumsily, groaning, and steadied himself. His shirt was bloodied, as were his lip and his hands.

From the crowd of onlookers a woman’s voice wailed and sobbed, accusing Joseph of killing the man he’d hit.

“He’s not dead, ma’am,” Joseph replied. To Liam he whispered out of the side of his mouth: “Come on. Let’s get away from here before some wandering town deputy comes around the corner and starts asking questions.”

They headed off together, moving as fast as Liam’s battered condition would allow. Behind them the crowd gathered around the fallen man, who was beginning to sit up. The man’s wife appeared in the doorway of the building, actually looking disappointed to see that her husband was still among the living.

“You are truly an infuriating man, Liam,” Joseph said. “You’ll get us both killed someday. ‘Jam and bread.’ I never heard it called that before.”

“I’m serious, Joseph. That’s all I was doing: sitting at her table, eating jam and bread while she made over me for having gotten stabbed.”

“With a hairpin? Not exactly a real stabbing.”

“Hey, you don’t know how bad it hurt. I thought I’d come out of my own skin.”

“I’m just grateful you still had your pants on when you came out that window.”

“Joseph, listen to me: bread and jam. That’s all. Real bread, real jam. Everybody was clothed.”

“And if the husband hadn’t come back?”

Liam shrugged and said nothing.

“Just what I thought.”

“I guess Mother looks down from above in great pride at her fine, moral-minded, straight-and-narrow– walking Joseph.”

“Let’s just hope she doesn’t see her other son.”

“Hell with you.”

“Just shut up.”

“You act like an old woman. What makes you like you are?”

“Shut up about that. Tell me how much money you spent.”

“No. You tell me why you’re so high-and-mighty moral about women and such. You weren’t like that when we were younger. Then you come back from the war all holy as a priest. What happened to make you like that?”

“Tell me how much you spent, because we don’t have money to waste. We hardly have enough to survive.”

“You tell me why you act like you do and then we’ll talk about how much I spent. Tell me what happened to change you!”

“We’re not talking about me. I’m not the problem here: You’re the problem—you and your complete lack of any sense or restraint.”

“Come on, Joseph. Tell me!”

“Nothing to tell. How much did you spend?”

“Tell me!”

Joseph leaned into Liam’s face and all but shouted: “All right, I’ll tell you, damn it! I’ll tell you what it’s like to stand in the rain looking down at…”

Liam stared into his brother’s face, waiting. But Joseph said no more, only stared back.

Liam shook his head. “You did it again. Almost said something, then held it back. What is it you won’t tell me?”

Joseph’s face reddened; a vein in his temple bulged visibly. He glared at Liam, then with effort swallowed hard and got control of his temper. Joseph didn’t get mad often. Whenever he did, it was usually because of Liam.

“There’s no more to say, Liam, except that your inability to keep your hands off women almost got you killed. That was quite a fall you took.”

“Why, I fell ten feet farther than that three times in one summer when we were boys. Remember that? That big maple I was bound and determined to climb to the top of, no matter what?”

“I remember.”

“I never did make it to the top of that tree. It still bothers me after all these years. Maybe someday I’ll go back and try it again, if the tree’s still there.”

“Right now you can’t afford to go back, Liam. We’ve got very little between us and destitution. Yet, you went off drinking and dancing. That’s what galls me: the foolishness of it.”

“Joseph, sometimes a man has to spit in the face of fate. Sometimes he has to shake himself loose and enjoy himself just so he can bear his burdens a little better. Sometimes doing something foolish is the most sensible thing a man can do.”

Joseph shook his head. “I never heard such nonsense.”

“Tell me this: Was it me or you who insisted on renting a hotel room, even though we can’t justify the cost?”

“It was me.”

“Tell me that wasn’t foolish!”

“It wasn’t: It was shelter. Shelter is a necessity. Drinking and dancing and ‘toast-and-jamming’ with another man’s wife is foolish.”

“We can’t afford the hotel room.”

“I know. Which is why we’ll not be spending another night there after this one.”

Liam paused, twisted from side to side, and made the face of a man with a sore back. “I think I might have stove myself up in that fall.”

“You’re lucky you didn’t hit on your head and die.”

“The Lord looks after fools like me.”

“Which explains how you survived the war.”

“No. I survived the war because folks like you were on the other side.”

Joseph smiled feebly but said nothing. He knew what Liam was doing: He was trying to steer them away from their argument, which was of course to his advantage in that he held the weaker side of the dispute. It was difficult indeed to justify drinking and dancing and womanizing when they were a hair’s breadth from bankruptcy. And it was still only afternoon! Had he not been thrown from a window, Liam probably would have kept going well into the night.

Joseph decided to let the argument end. It was pointless to argue with Liam, anyway. Besides, he had a point about the hotel room. They really shouldn’t have rented it. Maybe the hotel was Joseph’s way of giving one final shake of the fist at bad fortune.

“Joseph, what will we do about supper?”

“I don’t know. What had you planned to have for supper before you got tossed out a window?”

“Whiskey.”

“Well, I guess you’ll just have to get by on the bread and jam you already ate.”

Liam grunted and looked sourly away.

They walked the rest of the way to the hotel without further words.

 

Liam slept and Joseph sat slumped in a chair in the corner of the second-floor hotel room, staring at him and at the moment actually envying him. Liam was sleeping, oblivious to the world. No worries, no pains, no fears about what would happen to them next.

For the moment Joseph was left to carry their mutual burdens alone.

It was not supposed to have happened as it did. In their grand scheme, at this point they were to have been celebrating the success of their cattle drive, flush with money, wearing fine suits and making great plans for their next, even bigger venture. The gamble was to have paid off big. Liam and Joseph Carrigan, according to the plan, were to have been strutting right now.

Unexpectedly, Liam rolled over and looked at his brother. “Sorry I did what I did.”

Joseph shrugged.

“Just trying to forget about how bad it all fell apart, that’s all I was doing. I figured, what was one afternoon of cutting loose going to hurt? Otherwise, there’s nothing to do but sit around and fret.”

“I know.”

“We’ve lost it all this time, brother.”

“No we haven’t. Just go on to sleep.”

“We have lost it. Right now we’ve got less than when we started the cattle drive.”

“I know, but at least we’ve got something. And there’s always a way to rebuild.”

Liam grinned, but it was a sad and weary grin. “How could so many things go wrong on one cattle drive? It just ain’t possible, Joseph.”

“I wouldn’t have thought so.”

“What will we do?”

“I don’t know. Yet.”

“You’re a good man, Joseph. A decent, Christian fellow. Hell, you even go to Mass. The Lord will listen to you. Say some prayers about us, would you? Ask him to send us some better luck.”

“I’ve already prayed that prayer.”

“Good.” Liam rolled over again. In a few moments he was snoring.

Joseph watched him a minute or two, then stood, put on his hat, and went out for a long walk in the waning light of an ending day.

 

What would they do, indeed?

Joseph could not answer Liam’s question, and it gnawed at him. He had always prided himself on his ability to come up with a plan. Since boyhood he’d been the one who could make things work out. The pathfinder. The escape artist.

“The clever one,” his father used to describe him when comparing him to his brother. “The deft one…the mouse who always gets out of the trap. Liam, now…Liam’s the big, clumsy rat who stumbles into the trap to begin with and tries to fight his way out of it. To be sure, it’s good he’s got Joseph to look out for him.”

Joseph was glad his father couldn’t see them now. He’d not be so quick to praise Joseph’s cleverness this time. It was Joseph’s scheming and planning that had gotten them into this situation. And it was proving hard to find a way out of the trap.

They had invested all they had in the cattle drive. They’d hired several carefully chosen men to herd the cattle and a cook to feed them all. Joseph had taken every precaution. He’d even bought some basic physician’s supplies and taken along a medical book so he could deal with any injuries that came up.

They’d been ready for anything and everything. And anything and everything was just what they had received.

Storms, stampedes, injuries, even a death when one of their cowboys got drunk on whiskey he’d sneaked along in his saddlebag—strictly against the rules—and rode over the edge of a bluff. There had been sickness among the cattle, then among the men. Rustlers struck, successfully. One of their hired hands stole from his peers and sneaked away, and two others went after him, abandoning the drive and leaving them badly shorthanded. Another, a true coward named Mack Stanley, took a dislike to Liam and tried to ambush him. He failed, and Liam beat him nearly senseless, then sent him packing. Mack Stanley vowed revenge but showed few signs he would ever find the courage to actually seek it. Liam told him he’d meet him anytime, anyplace, and on any terms he wished.

Then, to cap off the run of boundless disasters, the cook managed somehow to serve up bad stew that left the entire crew too ill to continue, losing precious days. Then another stampede—perhaps caused by Mack Stanley, though they had no solid proof—and the loss of more cattle. Even the cattle they saved shed precious pounds from the exertion of the stampede, declining in marketability with every pound they dropped.

The drive had been intended to make the Carrigan brothers a hefty profit. Instead, they’d barely been able to pay off their hands. They ended up with less money than they’d started out with.

They’d failed before, more than once, but this time they’d failed magnificently. Joseph did not feel clever anymore. He wondered if Liam would come to despise him again, as he had a couple of times before in their somewhat turbulent lives. Because the cattle drive had been Joseph’s idea.

Joseph found a café and ordered himself a cup of coffee. He wasn’t a drinker, found alcohol loathsome, but he did love his coffee. Surely even an impoverished loser had the right to enjoy a hot cup of Arbuckles’ while he stood on the deck and watched the vessel of his life sink deeper into the dark waters, moment by moment.

What will we do?

Liam’s question haunted him. Joseph stared at the sunset out the checkerboard-paned café window, unsure whether this time he’d be able to find an answer.

He tossed coins onto the table and left to roam the streets again.

His deft mind wasn’t functioning very well today. Maybe Liam had the right idea. Embrace your misfortune. Dull its pain with whiskey…while you can still afford whiskey. Distract yourself with dance hall women. Escape the world and its problems in a drunken stupor.

No, Joseph thought. Not me. There’s always something that can be done. Even in the darkest forest there’s always a path that leads out. If you can find it.

Joseph kept walking, his mind working frantically, searching for the outbound path but finding nothing.
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The man was painting a wall by lantern light. He was short, slightly round, and perched very precariously on a ladder that had seen better days. Joseph glanced at him as he wandered past, preoccupied, and gave him little heed. Moments later, however, the sound of a tremendous crash made Joseph turn just in time to see the ladder fall to the ground like felled timber, sending the man tumbling, arms and legs going everywhere and brown paint cascading all around.

Joseph went over to help the fellow up, stepping over a puddle of paint. “Are you hurt, sir?”

The man got upright with the aid of Joseph’s extended hand and checked himself over. “I seem to be no worse for the misadventure,” he said. “My ladder’s done for, though. Broke like a toothpick, and me on it!”

“You’ve lost a couple of gallons of paint, it appears.”

“Yes, indeed. Ah, well. I was tired of painting, and it’s nearly too dark to see what I was doing, anyway. That lantern is no better than my ladder was.”

Joseph looked the fellow over. The man had a plain, appealing face and cheerful demeanor. He was dressed in rough, ragged clothing. Joseph wasn’t sure, but he thought he detected hints of an Irish brogue in his speech.

“I’m astonished, sir,” Joseph said. “Paint is everywhere, but not a drop on you. By all rights you should have been coated with the stuff.”

The man looked down at his slightly plump self. “Well! You’re right! It appears I’ve been divinely protected, eh? Goes with the profession, perhaps.” He chuckled, then noted Joseph’s lack of comprehension. “Oh, but you don’t know what I mean, with me dressed in these clothes. These are my painting clothes, sir. Castoffs left behind by a man down on his luck, who I was able to clothe a bit better from the church community collection box. Normally I’d be in my collar and suit, looking much more like a priest than I do now. I am Father James Rath.” He winked. “‘The Rath of God,’ I like to call myself. Quite pleased to meet you.” He thrust out his hand.

Joseph shook it. “Joseph Carrigan. Pleased to meet you, Father.” He glanced at the building Rath had been painting. It was a small church. Joseph had been so preoccupied with his own thoughts that he hadn’t even noticed that as he passed it.

“Carrigan, eh? Good Irish name.”

“Indeed. Though I find at times a good Irish name can be an impediment to progress in this nation.”

“Oh, don’t I know what you mean! We Irish, we have to scrap and fight our way through, no doubt about it! But He likes the Irish, I think,” Rath said, pointing toward the sky. “How else can you explain me escaping every splash of paint, eh?” Rath laughed heartily, and Joseph instantly liked the man. He reminded him of a friendly shopkeeper he’d known back when he was growing up in Nashville.

But suddenly the priest grew a bit more serious. He lifted a finger and gently shook it at Joseph. “What you say about the Irish in this nation is true, but no whining about it, eh? That does no good at all. And many have it far worse than we Irish.”

“Of course.”

“Be proud of your heritage, I always say. God gave it to you, after all.”

“Yes. And some He also gives noses that are too big or ears that look like wings. We’re all left to get on as best we can with what we’re given, and what we’re not. As for my heritage, I’m not ashamed of it. But I don’t wear it like a fancy coat, for it just hampers a man’s chances. Thank God, I didn’t pick up my father’s brogue.”

“Your father is a born Irishman?”

“He was. In fact, so am I, and my brother too.”

“Why no brogue, then?”

“We were brought to this nation as very small children after my mother died. Liam and I were raised in Nashville. Father wouldn’t let us pick up his ways of speech. It would keep us from succeeding in America, he believed. I remember seeing him whip Liam one time for beginning to speak like an Irishman. Father was deadly serious about Americanizing us. He wanted to change our surname at one point, and Liam’s Christian name as well, but we raised such a fuss that he relented.”

Father Rath shook his head sadly. “I understand your father’s thinking, but it is a wretched thing to feel such a way about your native land.”

“Oh, he loved his native land: He pined for it all his days. But his native land didn’t love him.”

“How so?”

“He came to this country because he had to. Trouble back home…a fiery temper, a bit too much to drink one night. My father was a big, strong man, and when he struck with that fist of his, he struck like a hammer.”

The priest lifted one brow, just barely. “Hard enough, perhaps, to kill a man?”

“Yes. Hard enough to kill a man dead as a stone right on the tavern floor. A man who was the son of the richest and most unforgiving man within a hundred miles.”

“Ah! Enough to put anyone to flight.”

“A man does what he must, and my father did. He had a brother, Patrick, older than him by two years. Patrick had a wanderlust and had gone on to America some years earlier and settled in Nashville—doing precisely what, the family really wasn’t certain. In any case, when Father found his troubles in Ireland, he decided the prudent thing to do was come to America himself, find Patrick, and try to stay out of pub fights from then on.”

Rath nodded. “This is an intriguing conversation, Mr. Carrigan. And all the better if we had a bite of cake to go with it. And coffee as well.”

“I just had coffee, but more wouldn’t be unwelcome. And I’ve yet to turn down the offer of cake.”

“My house is right there, the little clapboard one. Come join me for a bite and tell me more of yourself and your family.”

 

Joseph found it all somewhat unreal at first, sitting in the parlor of the humble home of a priest, eating cake like some society woman at tea and talking about his family background. It felt a bit like confession, without the personal embarrassment.

But that wasn’t fully accurate. The longer Joseph talked, the more evident it became that his family history had more than its share of failure in it. Theirs was a saga of that great success always just ahead but never quite present, of fortunes nearly won but, in the end, not won.

His father hadn’t even succeeded in finding his own brother, the very man he’d traveled to America to join.

“How hard did he search?” Rath asked.

“In the beginning, when it was a matter of shoe leather and asking questions, he searched very hard. But all he was able to find out was that Patrick Carrigan had left Nashville and gone west—nobody knew quite where—to seek better fortunes. He’d left in a hurry and had said little…. There was talk that a woman and an angry husband might have been involved, giving him some motivation not to say much.”
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