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Chapter 1
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The barrel of the gun was cold as it pressed against my skin. I had loaded every other chamber with a bullet, given the cylinder a spin, and then snapped it shut with a flick of my wrist. I sat on the hill overlooking Tascosa, my boot heels digging into the reddish soil. Off in the distance I heard the “bob, bob-white” call of a lonesome quail searching for its mate. As my thumb moved to cock the hammer, a stampede of thoughts thundered through my mind, memories of the people and circumstances which had led me to this destiny of death on a lonely, windswept bluff.

With lifeless eyes, I stared at the freshly dug grave which held the body of the woman I loved and the dreams we had shared. Loretta was the love of my life though I was never able to say those words to her.

Loretta’s family name was Haywood, but she despised it on account of her pa. His actions had provoked Loretta to swallow a bottle of laudanum and kill herself. Ed Haywood had savagely abused his daughter until she finally ran away to Tascosa and found work as a whore under the watchful eye of Big Kate. Haywood had followed Loretta and attempted to drag her back to his hovel on Sweetwater Creek, but he turned tail and ran when confronted by the business end of Kate’s pistol. 

Ed Haywood was an outlaw and a man killer without conscience. When I rode for the National Mail Company, he had waylaid me on the return leg from Clarendon. He would have killed me if not for the aid of Josie, a friend from my schoolboy days. In making my escape, two bullets from Haywood’s rifle had hit me, one passing through my side and the other ripping off my left ear. I managed to stay on my horse until I lost consciousness, falling to the ground. My bloodied horse returned to Kelton’s livery in Tascosa, and everyone assumed my corpse was rotting somewhere on the vast prairie of the Texas Panhandle.

Thinking I was gone forever, Loretta had dressed in her Sunday best, walked to the cottonwood trees by the Atascosa Creek, read from her Bible, and drank the laudanum in hopes of joining me in death’s cold embrace. It shamed me to admit Loretta was a braver soul than me for she chose to die by her own choosing. My fate would be decided by a random bullet predestined by providence.

My thoughts returned to my boyhood days in Round Rock where I had befriended an old cavalry soldier. Most folks tended to avoid him, saying he was brain sick. Following the bloodshed of the Civil War, the man had been stationed on the Texas frontier. Nobody knew how many battles he had fought against the Comanches, but the horrors he experienced had left the old horse soldier muddleheaded. For some reason, the graybeard took a liking to me, and I spent hours listening to his stories. Many times, in the midst of a chronicle, he'd raise his index finger to the side of his head saying, “Son, if you ever find yourself surrounded and down to your last bullet, right there is where you want to put it.” Tapping his temple, he would explain, “The thinnest part of the skull is on the side of the head, just behind the eyes, and between the forehead and the ear.” The old man would close his eyes and shake his head as if removing ghastly recollections from his mind. In a heartsick whisper, he would utter, “Sometimes, a quick death is preferable to the tortures of living.”

My dance with destiny was about to commence. I had called for the fiddler, whirled the ten-step polka and the schottische, and now it was time to pay up. I had set the game in motion to decide my fate, either escaping death to endure on existence of grief and misery, or having a bullet hurl me into a pit of eternal darkness. I thought of Loretta, my lost love. My heart ached for her as a stale breath leaked from my chest. I wondered if it would be my last.

All of a sudden, a loud squawking voice bellowed behind me. “If you do that, I ain’t gonna clean up the mess, and I dang sure ain’t gonna dig a hole for you. But just so you know, I am gonna rummage through your pockets and take whatever valuables you got.”

I lowered the pistol and turned by head to confront the intruder.

“Well, go on and get it over with if you’re a mind to,” the man said, his voice braying like a donkey with a sore throat. “I ain’t got all day to wait on you.”

With care, I returned the pistol to my holster, rose to my feet, and surveyed the stranger. A grinning man of average height and build stood before me. I am certain I had never met him because his facial features would have been impossible to rub from a feller’s memory.

The man’s appearance looked as if the Creator couldn’t decide if He wanted to fashion a man’s face or make a mud pie. It appeared the Almighty had begun the creation work, made a mess, scrunched up the clay to start over, got distracted, and never returned to remold the blunder. Then, as if to pour salt in the coffee, the divine designer added a pair of the biggest jug ears I had ever seen on a two-legged animal. I figured it would be a safe bet this feller had no need of an alarm clock because with those jugholes, he’d be able to hear the sun creeping up in the darkness.

“We’ve never met,” he brayed, “but I know who you are; you’re Josh Hamilton. I went looking for you when your blood-soaked horse came back to town, and everybody figured you to be dead.” The man moved his hand to his walrus mustache and gave his dirty water-colored whiskers a nervous smooth down. “I can understand why you’re feeling low spirited, what with Miss Lottie killing herself.” The stranger suddenly gave a big smile, and his ears moved backwards. He extended his hand to shake. “I apologize for my unacceptable manners,” he said. “My name’s J.R. Etheredge. Proud to make your formal acquaintance.”

Bewildered, I weakly shook his hand but made no response.

Etheredge released my hand and moved a few paces to the side. “Now, Mr. Hamilton, you go ahead and tend to your business. I’ll hush and just stand over here and watch. Myself, I don’t aim to meet my Maker thataway. No, sir. I plan on dying in bed suffering from the last stages of cupid’s itch. Those final days might not be pleasurable what with the bad eyesight and the burning pains every time I need to take a piddle. I hope I don’t end up as crazy as a fly in the outhouse, but if I do, I suppose it will be worth it ’cause I surely do enjoy the ladies. A bullet would definitely be a quicker way to die, and folks say it’s a less painful way than the pox, but how do they know for a fact. I ain’t never heard a dead person say one way or the other if dying from a bullet wasn’t painful. I figure it would hurt some, but I can’t say for certain. Nope, I figure if a man has enjoyed all the pleasures of the doves, then it’s only fair to face the pain from the pox. Like my pappy always said, ‘a man can’t appreciate the stars if he ain’t walked in the darkness.’”

“Do your jaws ever get tired from talking?” I asked.

The man smiled and once again his ears slid rearwards, reminding me of my missing ear. “Never have,” he answered. “I’ve been tuckered from work dang near every day of my life, but never from conversing. Whenever I hear my voice parceling out wisdom it soothes my soul. I suppose it’s because I’m an admirer of wisdom. I figure that’s why the good Lord gave me such a pleasant-sounding voice to dispense this knowledge stored in my head. Some folks say they’ve got a divine gift to preach or to heal the sick. Well, I surmise the Almighty filled my head with all this wisdom and then gave me the gift of gab. If I didn’t dispense some of my enlightenment how will the rest of you mortals ever rise out of the miry clay of your ignorance. Yes sir, Josh Hamilton. You hang around me for a while, and I’ll learn you a thing or two.”

For the first time, in a long time, a smile creased my face. “Listening to you makes me tired all over,” I said.

“If you’re feeling a bit droopy, a cup of coffee would perk up your bones and raise your mood,” he said, “and maybe a hunk of pie to go with it. What say we walk down to O’Rourke’s place, and I’ll bestow some more of my wisdom on you. Can you eat and listen at the same time? I hope so ‘cause I can talk and eat all day long. You know, a fella once gave me a compliment when he said, ‘J.R. you can talk for a solid hour about nothing and not even get winded.’” He shrieked with laughter and his ears flapped with each chortle.

Etheredge approached me and wrapped his left arm around my shoulder. Confining my pistol in its holster, he guided me down the hill to Tascosa. About halfway, he removed his arm, and we walked in tandem. The silence was shattered when he blurted, “Going downhill reminds me of something interesting. Did you know it’s possible to swallow food while standing on your head? How is it that food can travel upwards in your body? Does that mean there’s no downward force inside your gut? But if that’s true, why does food go downward when you’re upright? I tried it once, swallowing food while some fellers held me upside down, but I got choked. Thought I was gonna die. You want to try it when we get to O’Rourke’s? Might be a more entertaining way to kill yourself than a bullet.” The man shook his head, and his ears seemed to fan the breeze. “Life surely is a curious journey,” he said. “Yes, sir. You pal around with me, and you’ll learn some mighty useful facts.”
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As we approached the cafe, Doc Maddox suddenly bolted out the door, a toothpick in his hand. “Morning fellers,” he said. With the dental stick resting in his mouth, he shook J.R.’s hand while giving me a long, puzzled look. “Josh, you feeling all right?” he asked. “You look a little peaked this morning.”

I gave J.R. a flushed glance and stammered, “Doc, I’m fine. Just need my morning coffee.”

Doc’s gaze never left my face as he worked the toothpick digging bits of food from his teeth. With the task completed, he spit a couple of times and tossed the pick to the ground. “Well, if you need me, I’ll be in my office.” The physician walked away but stopped after a couple of steps. “By the way, Josh,” he said, “I was told Mr. Pruitt, the toady from the mail company, is gonna be in town next week. Want me to inquire about getting your job back?”

“Doc, I appreciate your concern for me, but I think I’ll pass. Riding the mail has lost its appeal.”

“Suit yourself,” Doc replied and continued on his way.

I gazed at the man as he walked down the street. Of all the people I had met in Tascosa, he was the one who seemed most out of place in this isolated cowtown. The educated son of a prominent physician in Chicago, Augustus Franklin Maddox had rebelled against the wishes of his family to experience the adventures of frontier life. The young doctor’s medical expertise, combined with his common sense, had earned him the respect of the inhabitants of this remote land. The man had not only mended my broken body but had become a trusted friend.

J.R. and I entered the eatery and moved to a corner table where I sat with my back to the wall. The dusty, drab room held four circular tables, aged dry and brittle from years of wear and neglect. Each eating table was surrounded by three or four broken-down chairs, most of which wobbled on uneven legs. The cooking area was located at the far end of the building and was separated from the dining section by a long counter. The room was plain and smelled of burned grease and dirt. The walls of the dingy room were barren. No pictures or adornment were to be seen and nary a rug padded the floor. The flooring was constructed from rough planks which had been crudely joined, allowing shafts of light to penetrate the room, brightly revealing the particles of dust floating in the air. The lone customer ignored us as he stared out the unwashed window, lost in his woolgathering.

From the rearward end of the room, pots and pans bellowed as they were cast upon the grates of a cook stove. Soon a slender, pale man with lubricated, raven hair emerged from the kitchen area. In one hand a coffee pot was securely grasped. Two cups rattled in the other. The scarecrow of Michael O’Rourke approached our table, a dirty rag draped over his shoulder. A smile cracked his face, accentuating the angle of a nose which had been broken on more than one occasion.

“Morning, J.R.,” he said to my companion, “and top of the morning to ya, Josh. How are you doing, son? I’ve been worried about you.”

I nodded to the man but said nothing.

The Irishman set the cups on the table and poured the freshly boiled coffee. The sight and smell of the black brew made me lonesome for the railroad surveyors who had saved my life. Virgil Welty and Troah Colley had nursed me to health and extended their hand in friendship. I listened in wide-eyed wonder as they spoke of the progress of the Texas & Pacific making its way across the state and the planned establishment of a major railroad hub to be located near a flowing spring some forty miles west of Colorado City. I took a swallow of the coffee and knew I would never look upon another cup of the black brew without thinking of Tro’s secret recipe for boiling coffee.

O’Rourke woke me from my daydreaming. “Can I get you fellers anything else?”

“You got any pie back there?” J.R. asked.

“No pie,” the cook answered, “but I do have a batch of molasses cookies. They’re a bit dry, but the coffee should make ‘em tolerable.”

“That would be ace high,” J.R. said. “Bring us a plate full.”

O’Rourke looked at me, gave me a wink, and retreated behind the counter. J.R. slurped a drink of coffee and licked the wetness from his mustache. “You and the Mick are close, ain’t you?” he stated.

“I suppose you could say that,” I answered. “Mr. O’Rourke befriended me when I came to Tascosa. The man has peculiarities, but he’s been good to me.”

Michael O’Rourke, the proprietor of the town’s é, had taken a liking to me and embraced me as his adopted son. He looked upon me as his kindred blood, yet, at times, he caused mine to run cold. I was drawn to the Irishman and, at the same time, repulsed. There seemed to be warring personalities trapped in his deranged mind, one a visionary with the hopes and aspirations of a prosperous future; the other, a vulgar madman tormented by the horrors of his past. O’Rourke was a man of devotion to his friends, but a dispenser of wrath to any who dared to cross him. His dream of wealth depended upon the arrival of the railroad to Tascosa, but if it failed to materialize, I feared the man would transfigure into an ogre of evil.

The Irishman returned with a plate of cookies and placed it on the table. J.R. immediately grabbed one and began to chew. “O’Rourke, that’s tasty,” he exclaimed. “I might eat the whole batch by myself.”

O’Rourke bobbed his head, but his eyes rested on me. “I’ll be back directly with some more coffee.”

J.R. swallowed the first cookie and now held two in his hand. “I like to eat ‘em by twos,” he said, “it cuts down on the number of times I have to stuff my mouth.” He gave a hearty laugh, and crumbs flew from his mouth aided by the breeze from his flapping ears.

I reached for a cookie, took a bite, and chewed as I studied the man sitting across from me. “You got a name or just go by letters?” I asked. “Does J.R. stand for anything?”

“Sure, I got a name. J.R. ain’t just for looks,” he answered. “When I was a button, the other kids called me Jack Rabbit.” He removed his hat, smiled, and his ears slid backwards. “But that ain’t my real name. My folks gave me the name of Jedadiah, after my grandpa on my ma’s side of the family.”

“What’s the R stand for?” I asked.

A half smile splintered his face and his right ear wiggled. “My pa fancied himself as an intellectualist and was fond of reading the works of a certain philosopher from the old country. So, he gifted me with the middle name of Rousseau. Story says he knew I was gonna be smart when he first laid eyes on me on account of my ears. Pa said you could always tell a man’s intelligence by the size of his ears. Some folks say it’s the hat size, but that ain’t so. I’ve known a passel of fellers that got watermelon noggins, but they’ve got oatmeal for brains. Nope, it’s the ears. You look around. You’ll never see a top-notch fella with little ears. All great men and truly smart men have big ears. Jedadiah Rousseau was a mouthful, so my folks shortened it to J.R.”

J.R. noisily slurped a gulp of coffee and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He stared at me and gave me an ear-wiggling smile. “Life sure is funny, ain’t it,” he said.

“I haven’t been laughing much lately,” I coldly replied.

“I don’t mean side-splitting,” he said. “I guess I mean to say sometimes life is just plain puzzling and queerish. Think about it. None of your miseries would have happened if you hadn’t got your dander up and quit the Double J.”

Resentment burned in my eyes, and J.R. immediately raised his hands in defense. “Hold on,” he said. “I didn’t mean to rile you, and I surely ain’t saying you’re to blame. I’m just observing how one event can sorta lead to the next, like a feller standing up a line of dominoes and knocking over the first one and watching the rest of them fall, one by one.”

I reached for a cookie and chewed in an unhurried manner, allowing my anger to simmer. It was true. I had ridden away from the Double J in a huff, but I couldn’t abide Colonel Cleghorn’s mandate. I considered it to be unfair, but it was his spread, and he made the rules. I raised the coffee cup to my mouth and took a shallow drink. I mulled over J.R.’s words and concluded he was right. That decision to quit the Double J had put a match to a keg of gunpowder which shattered my world.

That one decision had brought me to Tascosa where I first glimpsed Loretta as she waved to me from Big Kate’s sporting house. Resisting the temptation, I had ridden to the livery and met Luke Kelton. After our howdies, the smithy agreed to board my horse and allow me to bunk in his hayloft. My body shuddered as I remembered the broken arm and bashed head I had received the night his horses were stolen from the corral. Initially, Kelton and half the town accused me of being a member of the thieving outlaws, but my actions and wounds eventually convinced them of my innocence.

I wished I could go back and make another choice, but most things a man can’t do over again. A man has to live with the consequences of his decisions. Once a man cuts the head from a cigar, it can’t be replaced. The pain of life is not being able to change the decisions that turned out to be the wrong ones.

The man’s words had singed my pride, and I wanted to return the favor. “Let me ask you another question, if you don’t mind,” I said. “I’m curious about something, but I don’t’ want to gall you,” I lied.

J.R. grabbed another set of cookies. “Go ahead and ask away.”

“Everybody says you’re part Comanche and the best tracker in these parts, but I know of two times you went out looking, and both times came back empty handed and red-faced. You couldn’t locate Kelton’s stolen horses, and you weren’t able to follow the tracks of my horse to find me.”

The man’s jaws worked and his ears wiggled as he chewed. He swallowed, and then his eyes smiled. “Josh, a man can see only what there is to see. There are times a man follows the right trail and other times he don’t. Sometimes things happen without any apparent rhyme or reason. That’s why they call it life. Like Tennyson, the English poet, said “ours is not to reason why.”

J.R.’s face broke into a wide smile and his ears moved so far to the back of his head they looked like a weathervane on an unpainted barn. “What?” he beamed. “I ain’t just some dumb cowpoke. Like I told you, I’ve got a noggin full of smarts.”

I laughed with the man and said, “I should have known that right off by the size of your ears.”

The jug-eared sage washed down the cookies with a gulp of coffee and reached for the last two on the plate. Holding them in one hand, he took a bite and began to chew, crumbs spotting his mustache. He swallowed and brushed his whiskers before he spoke. “Josh, I’m riding over to Childress City tomorrow to do some work for the Forsythe brothers. They’ve got some unbroke horses that need gentling. Why don’t you ride along with me. I’m sure I can get you hired on. That’ll give you a chance to get away from the misery here and rinse out your thoughts.”
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