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Leonard Frank Meares
(February 13, 1921 - February 4, 1993)

Sydney born Len Meares aka
Marshall Grover, published around 750 novels, mostly westerns. His
best-known works feature Texas trouble-shooters Larry and Stretch.
Before starting to write, Meares served in the Royal Australian Air
Force, worked in the Department of Immigration and sold shoes. In
the mid-1950s he bought a typewriter to write radio and film
scripts. Inspired by the success of local paperback westerns, he
wrote Trouble Town,
which was published by the Cleveland Publishing Company in
1955.

His tenth yarn,
Drift! (1956), introduced
Larry Valentine and Stretch Emerson. In 1960, he created a brief
but memorable series of westerns set in and around the town of
Bleak Creek. Four years later came The
Night McLennan Died, the first of more than
70 westerns (sometimes called oaters) to feature
cavalryman-turned-manhunter Big Jim Rand.
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One – Mail for
Stretch Emerson

 


“It’s the twenty-second of July!” gasped Jase
Barnard, the boss-lawman, “Hallelujah!”

“Amen,” grunted his deputy. “And what
the hell’re you talkin’ about?”

“Don’t you realize what day this is?”
challenged Barnard.

“Yeah,” sighed Deputy Matt Piper.
“Twenty-second of July. You just said so.”

“This is our day of freedom!” panted
Barnard, gesturing wildly to the almanac hung on the law office
wall. “We’ve had ’em for thirty days, Matt. Now—we can turn ’em
loose! We’re gonna be rid of those crazy Texans!”

“Is that a fact?” Piper heaved a sigh
of relief. “Oh, glory! I thought the time would never pass. It felt
like they’d be plaguin’ us for the rest of our natural
lives.”

Barnard, sheriff of the county of
Chadwick in the territory of Nebraska, was almost at the end of his
tether, and the same could be said for his deputy. Thirty-one days
ago, after a violent free-for-all that had all but wrecked a
Chadwick City gambling house, the local law had arrested a couple
of visitors accused by the gambling house owner of having
instigated the fracas. The county’s resident judge had imposed a
heavy fine which the accused refused to pay. They chose to spend
thirty days in Sheriff Barnard’s pokey and, right from the start,
they had given the boss-lawman a bad time.

Thirty days ago, Jase Barnard had been
handsome, virile, well-groomed and mighty sure of himself, a lawman
who radiated self-confidence. Now, seated at his desk in the law
office, he was a harried caricature of his former self. His eyes
were pouchy. His clothes looked as though he had slept in them. He
had taken to gnawing his fingernails. All his air of
self-confidence had gone, to be replaced by a haunted
look.

The burly Matt Piper eyed him
sadly.

“Sure, Jase.” He nodded encouragingly.
“It’s all over. We can turn ’em loose—and catch up on our
sleep…”

“I don’t want to sleep,” mumbled
Barnard.

“I don’t dare sleep! When I sleep—I
dream about ’em—dream about Valentine and Emerson!”

“You don’t mean dreams,” growled
Piper. “You mean nightmares.”

“That’s what I said.” Barnard nodded
in agitation. “They give me nightmares!”

“Sure, Jase,” sighed Piper. “That’s
what you said.”

“Listen!” groaned Barnard. “They’re at
it again!”

He hunched his shoulders and clamped
his hands to his ears. The Chadwick City brass band was blaring a
familiar tune, ‘The Eyes Of Texas Are Upon You’. And the booming of
the drum, the blast of cornets and the growl of trombones seemed
unbearably loud, because the band was close by—as close as the
narrow alley beside the jailhouse. Piper shrugged forlornly and
muttered to himself. It wouldn’t have been any use speaking to his
chief; he couldn’t make himself heard above the loud
music.

“Every day for thirty days. If it
wasn’t the band playin’ in the alley, it was all the kids, the
young uns that ought to be in school. Or the stumblebums and
layabouts. Or women from every saloon in town. How could we guess
those drifters could be so popular? Even Judge Colley’s wife
brought ’em an apple pie. How could we guess Valentine had bribed
the band to come and play to ’em every day of the week-—and some of
the nights as well?”

For Chadwick City’s defenders of the
peace, these last thirty days—and nights—had been filled with
noise, noise and more noise.

The sheriff lurched to his feet,
unhitched his key ring and stumbled to the cell-block doorway.
Piper tagged him along the stone-floored corridor to the end cell.
There, while fumbling with his keys, Barnard heatedly informed the
occupants:

“This is it—the stone-cold finish!
You’ve served your time, and now you go. You go—understand? Out of
town. Out of Chadwick County. I never want to see you hell-raisers
again!”

“D’you get the notion,”
Stretch Emerson asked of his partner, “that these here law-boys
just don’t cotton to us?”

“Uh-huh,” grunted Larry Valentine.
“That’s the notion I get.”

He raised his almost six feet three
inches to the perpendicular, stood on his bunk to signal through
the barred window to the musicians in the alley. At the raising of
his index finger, the blaring ceased and the booming of the drum
petered out.

“That’s all, fellers,” called Larry.
“You can go now.”

“Lotsa luck, Tex!” yelled the leader
of the band.

Barnard sighed heavily. It would take
him some time to readjust to the peace and quiet. He jabbed a key
into the lock, turned it, swung the cell-door open and
said:

“Out!”

“Comin’,” grinned Larry.

“Likewise,” drawled
Stretch.

Appearances were deceptive. As he
squatted on the edge of his bunk and pulled on his boots, Larry
Valentine gave the impression of a brawny, shiftless, out-of-work
cowpoke. His range clothes were well-worn. The Stetson he clamped
to the back of his head was sweat-stained and battered. The
expression on his sun-browned, ruggedly-handsome countenance was
placid.

Their names hadn’t meant anything to
the lawmen of Chadwick City. It had never occurred to Barnard that
he was playing host to a couple of celebrities, two free-swinging,
fast-shooting nomads who, for all of fifteen years, had drifted far
and wide across the wild frontiers west of the great river,
sometimes at peace, but usually engaged in violent combat with the
forces of lawlessness. Though they were undoubtedly a thorn in the
side of every duly-appointed lawman, it had to be conceded that
Larry and Stretch were law-abiding—after their own fashion. Their
natural enemies were the denizens of the owlhoot trails, the
cut-throats, bank-bandits, stage-robbers, rustlers and gunhawks who
infested the sprawling Southwest. They stood for justice, their own
rough brand of justice. Thanks to their rock-hard fists and deadly
guns, many a malefactor had gotten his just deserts.

The uncommonly long-legged pants of
Stretch Emerson hung from a nail on the cell’s side wall. For some
reason that his partner had never tried to define, this was
Stretches idea of relaxation. He might retain his Stetson and even
his boots, but the jeans were always removed when the stringy
Stretch was taking his ease. He stood, a full three inches taller
than his hefty sidekick, whom he frequently referred to as ‘runt’.
His unkempt hair was as sandy as Larry’s was dark. He was
lantern-jawed and a mite ungainly, but his stringiness was
deceptive. To his sorrow, many an opponent had discovered that
Stretch Emerson was possessed of tremendous
muscle-power.

“Put your pants on,” growled the
deputy. “You got any idea what you look like?”

“Purty, I’ll bet,” grinned Stretch, as
he reached for his jeans.

A few moments later, fully-garbed, the
tall Texans followed the lawmen along the jailhouse corridor and
into Barnard’s office. Piper placed their side arms and rifles on
the desk-top. They helped themselves to their cartridge-belts,
strapped them about their loins and thonged their holsters down.
Piper noted that Larry packed one walnut-butted Colt, and that his
towering sidekick packed double that quantity in holsters slung to
either hip. With those matched .45’s, the nimble-fingered Stretch
was ambidextrous.

Barnard unlocked his safe and tossed
their personal effects onto the desk—a wad of banknotes, two soiled
kerchiefs, some small change, tobacco-sacks, cigarette-papers,
matches.

“Check your money,” he curtly invited
Larry. “You’ll find it tallies to two hundred and seventy-four
dollars.” Piper said, bitterly, “That’s a sight less than you were
carryin’ when you hit this town. I hear tell you wasted near
fifteen hundred on liquor and gamblin’.”

“Deputy,” grinned Larry, as
he put the wad in his pocket, “that dinero wasn’t wasted.”

“Hell, no,” asserted Stretch. “We had
us quite a time in Chadwick City.”

“On Judge Colley’s orders,” growled
Barnard, “I used your money to pay all the damages.”

“There wouldn’t have been a hassle at
that casino,” Larry assured him, “if a crooked dealer hadn’t
started sharpin’ us.” He shrugged nonchalantly. “But what the hell?
Easy come, easy go. We still got cash in our pockets, so we won’t
starve.”

“And now,” said Barnard, through
clenched teeth, “get out of my territory—and never come back!
Remember what the judge said? You serve your time—then—you
go!”

“It just happens,” drawled Larry,
“that we figured to move on anyway, so you can quit hollerin’,
Sheriff.”

“Stay gentle,” advised Stretch. “Go
rest your head. You look like you’re sickenin’ for
somethin’.”

“Deputy don’t look any too healthy
either,” observed Larry.

“Out…!” groaned the
deputy.

Grinning, the Lone Star Hellions quit
the law office and ambled out to Chadwick County’s sunlit main
street. On their way to the livery stable where their horses
awaited, they were accosted by many a local, the majority being
representatives of Chadwick County’s low life. The Texans had never
been snobs. There were handshakes and back-slaps and muttered good
wishes.

They sauntered into the stable. The
proprietor flinched from them and began trying to remember where
he’d left his shotgun.

“You’re them!” he gasped.

“I guess we are at that,” Larry
gravely agreed. “And what’s your grief?”

“You’re them hell-raisin’ drifters
that near wrecked the Duprez Poker Palace,” panted the livery-man.
“Well—you ain’t gonna wreck my place. I run a respectable business,
and—”

“So run it,” invited Stretch. “Go
fetch our horses, and we’ll be on our way.”

From the livery stable, they rode to a
general store to purchase provisions and spare ammunition. At a
pump in the town square, they filled their canteens. And that was
it. They were as ready as they would ever be, ready to shake the
dust of yet another town off their Texas boots.

They were tossing a coin to decide
whether they should ride north or south, when Stretch heard his
name called. A pot-bellied man was hustling towards them from
downtown. They hooked long legs over their saddle horns, rolled and
lit cigarettes and waited patiently. He arrived panting.

“Howdy, gents. I’m the postmaster
here.”

“Congratulations,” grunted Larry. “You
been readin’ any interestin’ mail lately?”

“You jaspers,” chuckled the
postmaster, “will have your little joke. Well, now…” He fished a
sealed envelope from his pocket, offered it to Stretch, “I got a
letter for you.”

“For me?” The taller Texan eyed the
envelope dubiously.

“You’re the only Emerson in Chadwick
City right now,” shrugged the postmaster. “And you got to admit the
address is correct. ‘W. E. Emerson, Esquire, care of County Jail,
Chadwick City, North Nebraska Territory.’ Say, what do those
initials stand for? I thought your first name was ‘Stretch’. Well,
I guess that’s a nickname, huh?”

“His real moniker…” offered
Larry.

“Hush your doggone mouth!” begged
Stretch.

“…is Woodville Eustace
Emerson,” Larry relentlessly informed the postmaster. “And, if you
laugh, he’s liable to break every bone in your head.”

“I’m not laughing,” frowned the
postmaster. “Heck, I’d call that a fine-sounding name for any
man.”

“Why would anybody write a letter to
me?” wondered Stretch. “And how’d they know where I was
at?”

“That’s no mystery, Mr. Emerson,” said
the postmaster. “Your letter was mailed from Drury, small town
about a day’s ride south of here. Easy enough for Drury folks to
know you were here. Our newspaper travels a sight farther than
Drury, and I guess you know Editor Hopkins wrote up quite a story
about that hassle at the Duprez place—and how you gents ended up in
jail.”

“But I don’t know nobody,” complained
Stretch, “that lives in Drury.”

“Are you gonna sit blinkin’ at that
damn thing all day,” challenged Larry, “or are you gonna read
it?”

“You might as well, Mr. Emerson,” said
the postmaster. “It’s for you, sure enough.”

He waddled away. Stretch tore the flap
of the envelope, gingerly extracted and unfolded the single sheet.
The handwriting was neat and precise and the signature poignantly
familiar. He heaved a sentimental sigh. Larry casually enquired,
“Somebody you know?”

“Cousin Trina Emerson,” said Stretch.
“My gosh, it’s been a long time. She was all tricked out in
pigtails last time I seen her. Guess she’d be all grown up by now.
Must be twenty-five years old or thereabouts.”

“All right,” shrugged Larry. “You got
a letter from a lady that’s kin to you. That’s nothin’ to sweat
about. Go ahead. Read it.”

Stretch read the letter, squinted over
it, re-read it, then passed it to his partner.

“Go on, runt. See what you make of
it.”

Larry read the letter, folded it and
returned it to Stretch.

“Plain enough, I’d say,” he
drawled. “Your cousin Trina has some kind of a problem, and she
figures you’re just the hombre
could help her. She hankers to parley with you,
invites you to visit with her to Drury.”

“Should we do that?” frowned
Stretch.

“Why not?” demanded Larry.

“You never met Trina before,” said
Stretch. “She’s plumb respectable.”

“So are we,” said Larry.

Stretch eyed him
incredulously.

“We are?”

“C’mon,” grinned Larry. “We weren’t
headed any place special, so let’s ride to Drury and find out what
frets Cousin Trina.”

As quietly as they had entered
Chadwick City some forty days before, Larry and Stretch made their
exit, quitting Main Street at its south end and taking to the
marked trail extending to the far horizon.

Through the remainder of that morning,
the drifters kept their horses to a steady but easy pace. Stretch
was searching his memory, reminiscing.

“A real lady, she’d be. Just like her
ma. Of course,

“I scarce knew her ma. She married up
with my Uncle Britt Emerson and, after that, Uncle Britt really
settled down. Went into the dry goods business and lived
respectable, you know? That was on accounta his wife was a mighty
proper female. Well, it’s my hunch Trina favors her ma, and that’s
a durn shame—seein’ as how Aunt Phoebe was fat and
ugly.”

“You say ‘was’?” prodded
Larry.

“Uncle Britt cashed in his chips a
long time back,” Stretch explained. “Aunt Phoebe—she’s dead, too.
Cousin Trina’s all by herself now. I guess she’ll just never get
herself a man, seein’ as how she likely favors her ma.”

“Who was fat and ugly,” nodded
Larry.

“This trouble she mentions,” frowned
Stretch, “I wonder what it is. She claims it’s personal. Then she
says she’s hopin’ I’ll bring you to Drury. Seems she hankers to see
you as much as me. More maybe.”

“No.” Larry shook his head. “You’re
kin to her. You’re the one she needs to see. Only reason she
mentioned me is she knows we always ride close. She figured I’d
come along anyway.” He added, approvingly, “A mighty polite lady is
your Cousin Trina.”

“Well,” shrugged Stretch, “it’s just
some little thing frettin’ her, I bet. Couldn’t be anything
serious. After all, a lady like Cousin Trina could never get in big
trouble.”

They took their time getting to Drury,
noon-camping by a rippling creek, then moving on across a wide
prairie to a range of grassy hills. From 9 p.m. till sunrise, they
sheltered and relaxed in the high country. In the hour after dawn,
after bathing, shaving and disposing of a hearty breakfast, they
readied their mounts for the last lap of their journey to the small
town.

It looked peaceful and somewhat
appealing in the bright sunshine of mid-morning. They first viewed
it from the summit of a rise to the north, and mutually agreed that
it seemed to be just the right town for a respectable, unattached
spinster. More than one church steeple could be seen. The homes of
the locals had been established on tree-lined roads angling off the
main stem. They descended from the rise and approached Drury’s main
thoroughfare, noting that this small settlement had been
well-planned.

A venerable old-timer, whittling in
the sun outside a general store, directed them to the Emerson
residence. They followed Drury Street for another block and wheeled
their mounts leftward into Morwick Avenue. The house was easy to
find, exactly as the old man had described it, a double-storied
dwelling, not overly large, but neat-looking, well cared for. They
dismounted, looped their reins over the hitch rack and strode to
the gate.

As they came up the walk, the front
door opened and a woman emerged, smiling a greeting. She was small,
no more than five feet tall. Her corn-colored hair was drawn to a
knot at the nape of her shapely neck. She looked neat and appealing
in black gown and white apron. They moved closer to the porch, and
Stretch rammed an elbow into Larry’s ribs.

“Uncle Britt,” he hoarsely
whispered, “must’ve left her mucho dinero. I swear I didn’t guess she
could afford to hire a housemaid.”

They climbed to the porch and doffed
their Stetsons. Larry nodded courteously and informed the
woman:

“This here is Miss Trina’s cousin, Mr.
Emerson. She’s expectin’ him.”

“She surely is, Mr. Valentine,” smiled
the woman, and her small hands reached out for Stretch’s. “Oh,
Woodville! I just knew you’d never refuse me—and it was good of you
to bring your friend. I’ve read so much about you both. Well…?”
She stood on tiptoe, struggled to reach up to Stretch’s shoulders,
“are you too shy to kiss your cousin—after all these
years?”

“Gosh—durn!” he breathed. “I figured
you’d look like your ma!” He stooped to kiss her cheek, showed her
a sheepish grin. “Sure is good to see you again, Cousin
Trina.”

“My pleasure, Miss Trina,” muttered
Larry
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