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Chapter 1
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The colonel and I faced one another like two bulls about to lock horns. As our voices grew louder, the cowboys of the Double J gathered around, curious about the outcome of the challenge. The old man stood ramrod straight and resolute. I was angry. Temper burned my eyes. I slapped my hat against my leg in disgust. 

“Dang it, Colonel Cleghorn, it ain’t right.”

Several voices in the crowd mumbled. A couple of the men slinked away.

The old man said nothing, only stared at me with those cold, black eyes burning underneath his bushy, gray eyebrows.

I calmed my rage. “Sir, I apologize for my outburst. It was not my intention to be ill mannered. It’s just I’ve been loyal to you these past four years. Me and Pete have worked for you longer than anybody. Your declaration seems underhanded to me. That’s all.”

Those last words ruffled the old man’s feathers. His mouth twitched and his eyes pinched until they took the appearance of the seeing slits of a rattlesnake. The Colonel’s tongue had struck many a man, especially if that feller was a work shy or disrespectful hired hand.

“Josh,” he said, “I’m sorry you feel that way, but I’d advise you to guard your words. The new rules stand. They apply to you and to every man on my range.”

His gaze surveyed the onlookers and then returned to me.

“You can take the money and stay on, or you can take the money and ride out. It’s your decision, but either way, you ain’t keeping the cattle.”

My anger perked again, but I knew I couldn’t buck him. It was his land, his law. I shook my head in surrender.

“Sir, I’ll not tolerate the injustice. If that is the way it’s got to be, I’ll take the money and draw the wages I’ve got coming. I’ll gather my belongings and clear out.”

I turned away and headed for the bunk house. Suddenly, I stopped and retraced my steps back to the colonel. Extending my hand, I said, “Colonel Cleghorn, I want to shake your hand in gratitude.”

The older man looked puzzled, not sure what to make of my words or my gesture. Finally, he took my hand.

“I want to thank you for the guidance you just gave me. I consider it to be providential counsel,” I said.

My words baffled him. He released my hand. “What do you mean?” he questioned.

“You hang around for another ten years or so, and then you won’t have to ask.” I nodded my head, smiled, and walked away.

The sun was dying in the west as I rode away from the only home I had known in recent years. The leisurely pace of my horse and the creaking of the saddle leather usually rocked me into a peaceful frame of mind. But not today. I was still angry. Maybe I had been somewhat rash and foolish, but a man could take only so much. In my opinion, the colonel had hoodwinked us, and I wouldn’t abide it. I had taken the payoff money, but Cleghorn was still wrong to alter the rules governing his men.

I suppose I had got my stubbornness from Pa. Many had been the time Ma had scolded me, warning me of the consequences of my bullheadedness. I rode across the prairie in deep thought, determined I would never again be gelded by the whims of the wealthy. I didn’t know how I would accomplish it, but I vowed I would become a man of prosperity. My jaw was set.

As the darkness buried my past, I rode toward Tascosa. I uttered a silent prayer that tomorrow would give birth to my destiny.
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The settlement of Tascosa sure looked good to me. It wasn’t much of a town, but for the Texas Panhandle in 1879, Tascosa was a thriving metropolis. This newly birthed village, along the nearby Canadian River, consisted of maybe a dozen or so buildings. It was a hodgepodge of hovels constructed from adobe, driftwood, canvas, and planks sawed from the nearby cottonwood trees. Its few streets had been baked bone dry by the unforgiving Texas sun.

I rode into town from the south side. Waves of heat and dust rose from the blistering dirt roadway, bounced off the buildings, and then slammed in my face like the caustic sulfur breath of the devil himself. I rode slowly, cautiously. I didn’t turn my head, but my eyes scanned every door, every window, and every alley. I wasn’t looking for a brouhaha, but sometimes trouble just seemed to strike when a man least expected it, like vinegarroon stinging your hand as you casually reached for a jar of canned peaches from the back shelf in that cool, dark cellar.

Tascosa was a town where a man couldn’t be too careful. My pa, and the Texas frontier, had taught me to observe my surroundings, to listen, to think, and mostly to trust nobody. That helped keep a body alive.

Sweat rolled down my face and stung my eyes. This sweltering calle lead me through what folks called Hog Town. It was the part of Tascosa which was populated by the brothels where sporting ladies could be had, and by the rickety-shack saloons where cheap rot gut whisky could be drunk. It was also the section of town where more than one man had woke up dead.

As I passed one of the joy houses, several of the doves waved at me, revealing much more than just a smile. One in particular caught my attention. She had long black hair, dark skin, and her face could have been the cameo in one of those fancy necklaces. I didn’t notice the color of her eyes. It wasn’t her eyes I was gaping at.

“My name is Lottie. Wanna grind the corn?” she shouted. She smiled and giggled in such a way that even the most pious patriarch down at the church would have been stirred to sin.

I grinned from ear to ear, maybe even reddened a bit. It had been over two months since I had seen a woman, and that had been at a church picnic over in the little town of Saint’s Roost. That gal was the young wife of the range boss from the 3C Ranch, so all I could do was tip my hat to her and have thoughts that would have made Saint Peter blush in shame, and old Nick beam with pride at my wicked ponderings.

Lottie was mighty pretty. I’ll admit, for a moment the thought of a poke seemed hugely appealing. I quickly shook the idea from my head and rode on down the street. I was tired, dirty, and hungry. All I wanted at that moment was some hot grub to eat and a fresh cup of Arbuckle’s to wash it down. After that, for dessert, I might just have to partake of Lottie’s corn grindings.

At that moment, the clanging of metal stirred me from my carnal daydream. Up on the right side of the street stood a huge barn-like structure with a corral connected to it. In the corral were some twenty-five to thirty fine looking horses. Approaching, I could see the building served as a blacksmith shop and livery stable.

A behemoth of a man stood over a forge, pumping the bellows to create a furnace of heat. The man continued to stoke the flames until they gave the appearance of the fires of perdition.

As I rode up, he turned and gave me a hard, cold stare. The man was well over six feet tall and weighted close to two hundred and fifty pounds, all of which looked to be granite muscle. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, and his shirt was soaked with sweat. From the looks of the mass of chest hair sticking out of his collar, the man’s mama must have been a grizzly sow, resulting in his physical appearance and visible temperament.

I decided this man was in need of a friend, so I stopped my horse in front of the livery. Stepping down from the saddle, I walked to meet him. The burly man laid a ball-peen hammer on the anvil and paced towards me.

Standing in front of him, I thought of the shepherd boy, David, facing off against the Philistine giant, who went by the name of Goliath. I stand just under six feet tall and usually weigh around one hundred and eighty pounds. At that moment, I felt mighty puny standing next to the hulk of a man, and I surely didn’t have a sling shot of salvation or any heavenly pebbles in my pocket.

With my most pleasant smile, I said, “Howdy, neighbor. I’m coming in from the Double J, and I have a powerful hunger. Could you tell me the best place for a man to get a good meal?”

He looked me up and down like I was rabble, fresh off the prairie. After spitting what looked to be a pint of tobacco juice on the nose of an old dog that had laid at his feet, he declared, “The best grub in town is O’Rourke’s place. Nothing fancy, beefsteaks, beans, maybe some cracklin’ bread. Like I said, it ain’t fancy, but the food is good, and the price is fair. His tables and dishes are clean, at least for Tascosa, that is. It’s up the street on the left.”

“Thanks, Mister,” I said. Extending my hand, I continued, “My name is Josh Hamilton. I’ve been working for Angus Cleghorn. Right now, I’m looking for something to eat and maybe a little rest.”

“Welcome to Tascosa, Josh,” he replied. “Sorry I was so ill mannerly. I’ve got a lot on my mind. The name is Luke Kelton.”

“I’ve heard of you,” I exclaimed. “You’re the fella that started this place. Nice to make your acquaintance, Sir.”

He began shaking my hand and suddenly, I felt like I had been caught in a massive vice grip. I tried not to wince and was relieved when he finally let go. Kelton was a man of brute strength. He was definitely not a man I would want to tangle with in a wrestling match or go to toe-to-toe in a slugfest. I decided right then and there that Luke Kelton and I were gonna be good friends.

The big man smiled. “Josh, I’m shamefaced about giving you the glare down as you rode up.” His brow furrowed. “Lot of peculiar things been going on lately,” he mumbled. “My nerves are stretched as tight as a piano wire; and to add to the worry, that crazy little runt is roaming all over town. Nobody knows what deviltry he’s up to.”

The man’s face softened. “That don’t give me no call to be uncivil toward you. I guess I’m just a bit goosey.”

Staring off into the horizon, Kelton took a dirty handkerchief from his back pocket, wiped his face, and returned the pocket square to its holding place. Turning back to me, he said, “Young fella, you go on up to O’Rourke’s place. Tell the Mick I sent you and for him to treat you right.”

“Thank you kindly, Mr. Kelton. I’m much obliged. Can you put my horse up?” I asked.

“You bet,” he answered. “Two bits a day. I’ll even dish out some oats with the hay, give him a good rub down, and check his shoes. Son, if you want, you can sleep in the loft. The place may smell like horse apples, but the hay in the loft is fresh and clean.”

“Fair enough,” I said over my shoulder, and I led the horse into the stable. There were three stalls along one side of the building. A small dun horse was in the first booth so I stationed by a pony in the back stall. I removed the bit from his mouth and hung the reins on a peg stuck in the wall. With a hackamore I tied him to the feed trough, making sure there was plenty of slack for him to lie down. I loosened the cinch, removed the saddle and blanket, and swung them on an empty saddle stand over against the opposite wall. Grabbing my saddlebags, I patted the animal on the rump.

“You have a good evening, Ole Boy,” I murmured to him and walked toward the door. When I got to the entrance, Kelton had returned to the forge, furiously pumping the bellows. I waved to him and headed up the street.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




I crossed the road and stepped up on the wooden planks that served as a walkway in front of the few stores. I passed the general store and reminded myself I needed a new supply of cigars. Enjoying a cigar always helped me to relax, especially after a good meal.

Walking along the boardwalk, my spurs jingled out a happy tune. It felt good to be in town, to be around folks. Thinking about the beefsteak tempered my muscles and mellowed my mind. This town life agreed with me.

Just as I stepped off the planked pathway onto the dirt alley between the buildings, the blur of a boy crashed into me. Head over heels, we tumbled in the dirt. Quick as a whip, a boyish figure jumped to his feet. Cackling with laughter, he whooped, “Sorry, Mister. The bull from Big Kate’s was after me. Come on, let me buy you a beer.”

Sprawled on the ground, I looked up at the youngster standing over me. His laughter was disarming. I began to laugh out loud along with him. Helping me to my feet, he slapped me on the shoulder and then stuck out his hand. He began pumping my hand like it was the handle of a water pump, and he was desperately trying to prime the flow for a cool drink of water. I couldn’t help but be taken aback by his small, almost child-like hands.

I stood grinning, dumbfounded and wondering what this boy had been doing down at Big Kate’s whorehouse. As I gave him the once over, he appeared to be fifteen or sixteen years of age, about five and half feet tall, and might have weighted a hundred and thirty pounds. His clothes were typical for any working ranch hand, plain and dirty, except for his sugarloaf sombrero, which sported a brightly colored band of reds, yellows, and blues. The most pronounced features of his small stature were his large ears and protruding teeth.

He laughed at me, and with a sparkle in his eyes, exhorted, “Come on, let’s be pals!”

I smiled back at him, and shaking my head in amazement, said, “You can buy me a drink after I buy a beefsteak for both of us.”

“Deal!” he replied. I dusted myself off and picked up my saddlebags. My new friend gathered his hat, placed it cockeyed on his head, and said, “Let’s go, Amigo.”

He led the way to the café, and upon entering the establishment, took a table in the corner, sitting with his back to the wall. Not wanting to face the wall, I sat down in a chair alongside of him where I could see the door and most of the room. The only area where my line of sight was hampered was the counter and the door leading to the cooking area in the rear of the building.

Relaxing in the chair, I surveyed my surroundings. There were four tables, two on each side of the building. Three men were sitting at the corner table across the room from us. They had perked up when we walked through the door and then appeared to be whispering to each other. One of the men looked vaguely familiar to me. I was certain I had seen him somewhere in the past, but where and when? Was their engrossment in me or in my dinner associate? I was careful not to stare at the man, but in my gut, I knew our trails had crossed. But where?

I rubbed my brain trying to remember, when out of the back room came bounding the most gaunt creature I had ever laid eyes on. He had greasy, black hair, a pale complexion, and a nose which looked to have been broken on more than one occasion. I was struck most by how thin the man was. I swear, this fellow as so skinny that if he closed one eye, you have mistaken him to be a discarded sewing needle.

“And good day to you, Sir,” I said to the gangling gentleman as he approached our table. “Mr. Kelton sent me down here and told me to look up a Mick O’Rourke. Would that be you?” I asked.

“My given name is Michael, named after the archangel, and the name O’Rourke I received from my drunken father. Most folks around here call me Mick or Paddy,” he asserted.

“Well, Sir, if a man’s gonna be preparing my food, I’m gonna treat him with the utmost respect. So, Mr. O’Rourke, what can you cook up for me and my friend?” I inquired.

In an almost bored tone of voice, he responded, “Beef, beans, and bread. You want water or coffee? Don’t have any beer. I’d recommend the coffee. Water ‘round here tastes gyppy. Coffee is fresh and stout.”

As if he had been startled from a deep sleep, my new friend suddenly whooped with a giggle. “That sounds like manna from heaven, my good man. And Fats, have you got any spuds you could fry up to go with it? You paddies always have potatoes.”

O’Rourke turned without responding. “I’ll bring you some coffee, but I ain’t got no sugar.”

I returned to my survey of the room. It was small. Other than the four tables, rickety chairs, and the counter, the room was empty of any other furnishings. No pictures, no mirrors, no rugs, no nothing.

The place was clean, but even with the pleasant fumes coming from the cooking area, the room nosed of dust. This country always seemed to smell of dry dirt.

I suddenly realized the men from across the room were gone. They must have slipped out while my attention was directed toward Mr. O’Rourke. Who were they? Why had they seemingly paid so much attention to us when we entered the room? Was it me, or was it my new acquaintance that had captured their eye? If it was him, should I be heedful about being with him? Maybe I was letting my imagination run away in worry or fear, but there was something deep in my soul telling me those men were a threat. But why?

I was startled when my companion burst out, “We’ve not introduced ourselves. If we’re gonna be pals, we gotta call each other something. I go by Will. I can’t call you Fats—I’ve already given that name to the Mick. What should I call you?”

“My birthed name is Joshua Hamilton. My friends call me Josh. I’d be obliged if you’d call me Josh,” I said.

As I took stock of Will more closely, I was drawn to his narrow, sloped shoulders, his long neck, and his piercing blue eyes. Those eyes seemed to be dancing in laughter one moment, and then dying in loneliness and despair the next. They were constantly moving, observing every aspect of his surroundings, missing nothing.

All of a sudden, like the death angel had whispered in my ear, it hit me this Will was not the average boy I had, at first glance, taken him to be. My eyes fell to the pistol strapped to his leg. It appeared to be a Colt, single action, and it was tied down. My heart froze in my chest, for only a gunman or a dandy wore a tied-down holster, and a man could end up planted six feet under by either kind. Will surely didn’t look to be a peacock. Who was this fella, anyway?

Exhaustion seemed to sweep over me. The problems back on the Double J, the long ride, those men, and now this shootist kid. When I left the Colonel’s ranch and rode to Tascosa, I wasn’t looking for trouble. All I wanted was some good grub, a little female companionship, and fresh cigars. Maybe it would be better for my health to eat my meal, buy some cigars, and ride outta town.

At that moment, O’Rourke delivered two cups of steaming hot coffee. 

“Thank you kindly, Neighbor,” I said.

Taking a sip, the man had been truthful. The cup of Arbuckles was strong, probably could float a horseshoe and the horse it was nailed to. He then brought each of us a plate filled to the brim with beef, beans, and fried potatoes. I had just taken a bit of the meat when he returned with a pan of fresh baked cornbread and a tub of sweet butter.

I cut a quarter slice of the hot bread, lathered it with butter and commenced to enjoy the best meal I’d eaten in quite a spell. The beef was chewy, but that was to be expected from the rangy Texas cattle. The Mexican strawberries were a mite spicey with their seasoning of chili powders and sliced jalapenos. The potatoes were toasty brown on one side and greasy soft on the other, just the way I like them. That Mr. O’Rourke had certainly fixed a meal for hungry hombres.

We didn’t talk. We ate in silence. I suppose both of us were enjoying the nourishment and the solitude, alone with our own innermost thoughts. As my stomach began to fill, the tension left my muscles and my mind became calm. Before long, my belly was stuffed, and I was relaxed.

Will took the last piece of bread, sopped up the grease from the potatoes and the bean juice from his plate, and joyfully plopped it into his mouth. After chewing and swallowing, he took a long drink of coffee. He placed the empty cup on the table, leaned back in his chair, and patted stomach in satisfaction. All of a sudden, a giant belch erupted from the depths of his bowels. He cackled, “Excuse me, where are my manners? Gosh, dang it.” Will howled with laughter.

My plate was empty except for some bean juice and grease left over from the meal. Following the example of my dinner chum, I took the last of my bread and wiped up the remainder of the drippings. As I took the last swallow of food, I gave Will an ear-to-ear grin.

About that time, O’Rourke returned with the coffee pot and poured each of us another full cup of the black brew. 

“What else can I get you boys?” he asked.

“You got any pie back there?” Will inquired.

“Naw, but there are some more beans if you want them,” he replied.

“Not for me,” Will said, laughing. “My ass will be burping all night long as it is.”

He slapped his leg and grinned a big toothy smile.

“How much do I owe you, Mr. O’Rourke?” I asked.

With an expression of pride on his face, he smiled and said, “Well, since Kelton sent you up here, this one’s on the house, but I’ll charge you double next time you come in.” His smile twisted his crooked nose into an even more awkward angle.

“Much obliged,” I replied. “Is it agreeable with you if I sit a spell, have a cigar, and finish off that pot of coffee?”

O’Rourke looked around the empty room, sighed, and said, “Sit all afternoon if you’ve a mind.” 

The Irishman gathered our empty plates, the bread pan, what was left of the tub of butter, and retreated to the kitchen area. I sat in silence, savoring the coffee. Removing the last cigar from my saddle bag, I showed it to Will. “I’ll cut it in half if you’d like a smoke.”

“No, thanks,” he replied. “I never got the liking for tobacco.” His eyes twinkled, and his faced showed sincere appreciation for the gesture.

Taking my jackknife from my pocket, I cut off the tip of the cigar. Some of the boys on the Double J made fun of me for not just biting off the end of the cigar. By using my pocketknife, I always cut a clean nubbin of tobacco, which I saved to chew on at a later time. The Virginian cigars were a mite pricey for working cowhands. At a nickel apiece, a man couldn’t afford to be wasteful.

I struck a match underneath the table and slowly moved the flame to the cigar. Several deep draws and soon the end of the tobacco stick gave a fiery red glow. With the coffee before me and a good cigar in my hand, I felt at ease.

Will jiggled his left leg up and down in a controlled spasm. He kept his gun leg still, with his hand never straying far from the grip of his Colt, all the while his eyes roamed the empty room, moving from the door to the windows, to the counter area and then back again. Breaking the peaceful silence, he burst out, “Well, I guess that bull from Kate’s place gave up looking for me.”

I said nothing, only nodded, as I blew the pleasant-smelling tobacco smoke through my nostrils. Taking a swig of coffee, I noticed Will seemed to be eyeballing me in a curious manner.

“So, Josh,” he said, “I’m in the livestock business myself. Mostly cattle, but I will trade horses from time to time, if it’s a profitable deal for me. I despise sheep and goats, but I greatly admire and respect the Mexican herders. I don’t like those animals while they are walking around, but they are mighty tasty when cooked. There’s nothing I enjoy more than going to a Mexican baile and eating some juicy cabrito. What brings you to Tascosa?” he questioned, with a piercing glint in his eye.

“I was working for Colonel Cleghorn on the Double J, but me and the old man had a parting of the ways.”

“Why? What’d he do? How’d the old moneybags try to cheat you?” Will asked.

“What makes you say that?” I responded.

“The rich man always tries to diddle the working man. The bankers, the politicians, the lawyers, the fat cats, they all think they can get away with hooking the little fella. If the rich folks can’t buffalo the working man, they will buy off the courts to legalize their dirty deeds,” Will proclaimed with cold contempt in his voice.

I didn’t respond to his outburst, but that last statement set me back on my heels, with its force of fury and wrath. This kid sure seemed to have a powerful heap of hatred and a craving for vengeance boiling within his soul. It was obvious Will had been gravely wronged somewhere in his past. At that moment I was moved with compassion for the boy, and at the same time, desperately fearful of the man who sat beside me.

I can understand how, at times, a man can believe life has stacked the deck against him, and the oppressors rightly deserve judgment to be handed down upon them. Sometimes, life is a terrible thing to happen to a person.

My pa had not been a church-going man, but he was a man who read the Book and tried to live by its teachings, especially the words spoken by the Christ. More than once, Pa had told me a man’s life on this earth consisted of only a brief time, and those days were often filled with trials. He declared the hardships and heartaches of life would make me a better man, or a bitter man. That’s what my pa said, and God knows he suffered many a tribulation during his brief life. My pa was never bitter at life, and to me, he was the finest man I had ever known.

I didn’t know if Will was a better man. I certainly had my doubts, but he definitely was a bitter man. Slowly puffing on my cigar, I poured myself another cup of coffee and continued my tale.

“I was with Cleghorn, even before he came to the Palo Duro country back in ’76. I started working for him in ’74 on the spread he had in Colorado. Me and Cal Sharpe were some of his long-time hands. Cal’s been with the colonel even longer than me.”

The words of my story reminded me of some good days and made me a little lonesome and sad. I rolled the cigar between my fingers and continued.

“Colonel Cleghorn had scouted this territory way back when and saw it was ideal cattle country. It had good grass, enough water, and the canyon walls provided protection against the bitter cold winds and the blowing snow of winter.

I noticed my cigar had gone out, so I fished another match from my shirt pocket and refired the smoldering tobacco. Puffing slowly and deliberately, I made sure I had a good burn on the cigar before I renewed my saga.

“Like I said, Cleghorn came down in 1876 and claimed all the country around the Hard Stick Canyon for himself. For miles around, in all directions, it belonged to him as long as he could hold on to it. With the Comanche gone, it was all open range as far as the eye could see, free for the taking.”

I flicked the ash from the end of the cigar. It fell on the floor, but I didn’t figure Mr. O’Rourke would be able to tell the difference. Turning the cigar to my face, I blew on the burning until it glowed with a red-hot rage.

“Well,” I continued, “Cleghorn went back to Colorado, and me, Cal, and some other boys drove sixteen hundred head of cattle from up there down to the Canyon. When Cal and me returned to Colorado, the colonel informed us he had partnered up with the Joplins, some rich folks from England or Ireland, somewhere over there.”

“I knew it,” Will interrupted. “The rich folks always have to show up and stick it to the working men.”

I made no reaction to his proclamation and went on with my story. “You see, Cleghorn had the land and the cattle, but he was strapped for cash. Somehow, he met this fella Jacob Joplin and his wife Carolyn up in Denver. Joplin’s family was aristocracy back in the old country. He came to America and opened brokerage offices in New York City and Denver, where he made big money by loaning money at profitable interest rates. Joplin wanted to get into the cattle business, so he partnered with the Colonel. The Joplins provided the capital, and Cleghorn ran the operation.”

“What does all that have to do with the old man poking it to you?” Will asked.

Continuing to nurse my cigar, I said, “Gimme a minute. I’ll get there. Anyway, they formed their partnership and in 1877, Cleghorn, Mr. Joplin, Cal, me, and two other hired hands left Colorado with a hundred fine Durham bulls for breeding purposes, and four wagons loaded with supplies, and headed for the canyon called Palo Duro. And so, the Double J ranch came into being. Joplin provided the money, Cleghorn had the vision and the grit, and us boys did the work. I think Cleghorn gave the ranch that name, the Double J, just to bloat the ego of that rich lime-juicer.”

The coffee had grown cold, and my cigar was finished. Will gaped at me like a little kid wanting to hear the rest of a goblin story.

“Working for the Double J was a good job,” I asserted. “The old man was tough. He worked us hard. He didn’t tolerate drinking, gambling, or fighting on his place, and he wouldn’t hire any man who had been fired from any of the neighboring outfits. He paid good wages, and the grub was always good.”

“Well, if was all that good,” Will clamored, “what was the rift between you and the old man that caused you to pull up stakes and leave?”

“In the past, Cleghorn had allowed us to run a few head of cattle of our own,” I murmured. “A fella couldn’t steal any of the Double J calves, but the colonel allowed us to rope and brand any maverick we came across on our time off, if we were of a mind to. Or, if a man had enough extra pocket money, he could buy a cow from some ole boy, breed it to one of them Durham bulls, and slowly begin to scrape something together.”

My cigar had gone cold, so I placed it on the table. Grabbing my pocketknife again, I cut the ass end and put the stub of tobacco into my shirt pocket. A chew can come in might handy when a man needed to be in a thinking mood.

Returning the knife to my jean’s pocket, I said, “Well, all of a sudden, the colonel outlawed any of his cow hands from owning any cattle while working for the Double J. I think Joplin made him do it. We were free to quit and drive our few piddling cows to another range, but where would that be? And what was a fella suppose to do to make a living?”

I offered a pitiful smile and shook my head. “What was a fella to do? The old man had us bent over the barrel. He agreed to buy our cattle at top dollar price and stay on to work for him, but the whole deal soured me. I stewed on it for several days with my partner William Henry Cornett. We finally decided to sell our few cows and ride away. I don’t know where William Henry went. He was just gone one morning.”

The remembrance of my friend caused my anger to burn again. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and said, “I took the money for my twelve head, but then I quit on the spot. I drew my wages, gathered up my gear, and rode out. I don’t think Cleghorn was the cause of the affair. I put the blame on that dunghill Joplin. It just chapped my hide for him to change the rules that way.”

“Yep, the rich man gypped ya, just like I said,” Will proclaimed.

“Cleghorn even made Cal sell out,” I added. “He quit and went to work over at the LX. I heard Bill Allen, the foreman, hired Cal to do some detective work, to try to put an end to all the rustling that’s been going on over there.”

Will seemed to catch his breath on that last statement. I had been so busy worrying about my own plight, I hadn’t given much thought about Cal’s new job. Maybe Will had reason to be concerned about the news.

“So, Will, that’s my sad story,” I concluded. “I guess I was due for a change. I don’t aim to be a dollar a day and found cow hand for the rest of my life. I don’t know what I’m gonna do now. I just know I want something I can call my own.”

“Why don’t you go in partners with me?” Will asked with excitement in his voice. “We could be in the livestock business together.”

“I thank you for the offer,” I replied with the best poker face I could fashion. “Let me think on it for a day or so. Like I said, I’m not sure what I’m gonna do, but I sincerely appreciate your offer.”

I didn’t want to offend Will, but at that moment, the hair on the back of my neck seemed to stand in alarm. My every instinct told me to be heedful of my new friend.

With a big grin on his face, Will said, “Whatever you decide will be fine with me. I like you, Josh. You’ve been fair and square with me. As far as I’m concerned, we’re pals ‘til the end.” With that, he stuck out his hand and shook mine as if to seal the partnership.

He stood up and proudly beamed. “Well, I’m off to visit Señorita Moreno. Maria is the prettiest gal in the territory, and her father is the richest man in Tascosa, maybe even the whole Panhandle. Much obliged for the meal. I’ll buy that drink tomorrow or the next day.

“Hasta luego, mi amigo.” With that, Will walked out of the café, whistling as he went.
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Chapter 4
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I had only sat there for a minute or so when O’Rourke appeared from the cooking area of the building. As he approached, I smiled and said, “Mr. O’Rourke, I’d be glad to pay you for the meal. You fixed a mighty fine spread.”

“Naw,” he replied, “this one is on me. You’re welcome anytime, Josh, but if I were you, I’d stay clear of that loco kid. He’s nothing but trouble.”

Rising from my chair, I said, “Thanks again for the grub, and I’ll heed your advice.”

O’Rourke gave a wave as he returned to the kitchen area. I picked up my saddlebags and headed toward the door. Stopping halfway, I paused, dug into the pocket of my jeans and took out two of the new wash-lady quarter dollars I had received from Colonel Cleghorn. I retreated to the counter and laid the coins underneath a plate O’Rourke had left. Backtracking, I tried to keep my spurs silent as I tread lightly out of the door.

I appreciated O’Rourke’s generosity, but I never wanted to accept charity as long as I was able to pay my way. As long as I had jingle in my pocket, nobody would ever call Josh Hamilton a hanger-on. Pa had raised me stubborn that away. Besides, O’Rourke had to make a living.

Stepping on the planked walkway, the sun persecuted the baked street of Tascosa with a fiendish fury. I squinted my eyes in reaction to the glare ricocheting from the dirt street and the adobe buildings. Looking up and down the dusty track running the middle of town, my sight was captured by a store sign that read “Henson’s Mercantile.” Throwing my saddle bags over my shoulder, I walked across the street to discover if this “Mr. Henson” had my preferred brand of cigars.

Entering the establishment, I paused for a moment to allow my eyes to adjust to the initial darkness of the building. On both sides of the room, there were shelves reaching from the floor to the ceiling. Although most of the wooden ledges were barren, the remainder held the basic items needed for survival by any patron of the plains. It was mostly canned goods, tins of potted meat, beans and fruit. There were numerous sacks of coffee, flour, sugar, and salt, all in various sizes. One section contained a collection of pots, pans, coffee boilers, Dutch ovens, and frying pans. Hanging from one of the rafters were slabs of cured bacon and smoked hams. The smell of the pork reminded me of the smoke house back home, and the appealing fragrance of Ma frying up ham for supper on a cold night.

In the center of the room was a table stacked with bolts of fabric. I recognized gingham, cotton, wool, and denim. There were also two ladies’ straw hats proudly displayed to entice the fairer sex. I grinned to myself, thinking if that dainty straw headdress wasn’t tied down it was liable to roll like a tumbleweed pushed along by the howling wind of the plains.

At the rear of the building, a tall man was in conversation with a very shapely woman. Her back was to me, so I couldn’t see her face but must say the view I had was quite enjoyable. Not wanting to barge into their verbal intercourse, I stayed at the entrance until the lady turned and began walking my way. My eyes could hardly believe her beauty. She was, without a doubt, the most flawless creature I had ever beheld. She was wearing one of them fancy silk dresses, popular back east, and it fit her good. Her bulging bosom, tiny waist, and curvaceous hips would have certainly grabbed the attention of any red-blooded man. Why, even old blind Bartimaeus would have been bewitched by this vixen.

As she walked toward me, my eyes surveyed her body from the top to the bottom, paying special attention to the mounds and valleys. Pa had raised me to treat all women with respect and dignity, but I got a notion this woman was the kind a man would respect, but maybe not the morning after.

She walked straightway up to me, gave me a look over, and smiled. Her teeth were as white as fresh milk, and her lips were red with unashamed passion.

“Hello, Cowboy. My name is Lilly Rainey,” she announced. “I don’t believe I’ve seen you around town. Are you new to Tascosa?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I mumbled, almost silently. I had never been around a girl, or should I say, a woman who was so enchanting. My mind seemed to be in a stupor, but my body surely was responding to her presence. Her soft golden ringlets danced on her shoulders, her eyes were as blue as the Texas sky, and when she smiled at me, I felt like I was a green school kid back in Round Rock.

It was then I noticed this charmer had a small natural mark on her upper lip. I had heard folks call such a spot on a lady’s face a beauty mark. I didn’t know if she had been marked by the good Lord or by Old Scratch himself, but there was no doubt this lady was a natural beauty. Gazing into her eyes, I got a hunch this temptress knew she was a looker and liked to showcase it.

“You surely are a pretty cowboy. I think I’m gonna savor getting to know you,” she cooed, all the while burning a hole through me with those blue eyes.

“Yes, Ma’am,” I stammered.

“And stop calling me Ma’am. Ma’am is for old married women and grandma widows. I am a married lady, but I’m only eighteen. Brad Rainey is my husband, but I don’t let that get in the way of having pleasure with the men folks. I have a responsibility to raise their ....” She paused, and with a seductive smile, continued, “... to raise their spirits. And I am especially inflamed by a pretty cowboy.”

The lady calling me ‘pretty’ galled me to no end. Nobody had ever described me as being pretty. I wasn’t billy-goat ugly, but it didn’t seem right for a working man to be called pretty. I had always figured myself to be a normal looking, rawboned working cowboy. Nothing more, and nothing less.

The lady continued to talk, but I was in a daze, my mind barren. It was like she had cast a witch’s spell over me. As a boy, I had read ancient stories of women who were able to beguile men with a smile or even a glance. I had always considered those tales to be myths and superstitions, but maybe they were true. This temptress had an enchanting power that could seduce a hard-shell parson to waver from his calling. At that moment, the proprietor stepped up and, speaking to the lady, said, “Mrs. Rainey, I’ve got your packages ready for you.”

“Thank you,” she cheerfully replied. “I think I’ll browse at some of those bolts of fabric. You can go ahead and wait on this gentleman while I look.”

Turning away to examine the rolls of cloth on the table, she gave me a smile that would have stirred a dead man from his coffin.

“What can I do for you?” he asked.

I said nothing, still lost in my woolgathering.

“Sir, how can I help you?” he questioned with a tone of impatience in his voice.

“I need some cigars,” I replied, emerging from the lady’s bewitching spell. “I’m partial to Virginian cigars. Do you have any?”

“Oh, no,” he chuckled. “I surely do wish I could carry them. They are delightful, but, alas, the cost is too great when they must be freighted from Dodge City. All I have in stock are some cheroots. That’s the best I can offer you. Follow me, and I’ll show you.”

The man turned to walk to a display case in the back of the store. I followed him, but out of the corner of my eye I noticed Lilly was watching my every move and probably listening to the conversation.

The display case was a frame box with glass on the front, top, and sides. It had two shelves, which held various items arranged in neat rows. My eyes surveyed boxes of ammunition, plugs of tobacco, bottles of whisky, a couple of six-shooters, bottles of laudanum, and numerous containers of sundry pills and powders.

The shopkeeper reached into the bottom shelf and pulled out a glass jar filled with the black sticks of rolled Kentucky tobacco. Opening the latch on the top of the container he removed one of the cheroots and handed it to me.

“Ah,” he said, “they do have a please aroma.”

I put the tobacco stick to my nose and smelled the deep pungent tang of the Kentucky tobacco leaf.

“How much do you get for them?” I questioned.

“I’ve got to charge a penny for each one,” he replied.

I let out a soft whistle. “That’s a bit steep for a cheroot, especially as small as these ones,” I responded.

“Tell ya what I’ll do,” he countered. “If you’ll buy a dozen for a dime, I’ll throw in a tin to carry them. It will help protect them from getting broke.”

Scratching my chin in silence, I stood there for a moment and then proclaimed, “I’ll give you fifteen cents for twenty of the cigars and you throw in that carrying case.”

The man gave me a hard stare. I was beginning to think I had dickered too hard when he grinned and declared, “Deal.”

He removed the cigars from the jar and placed them neatly in a row on the glass countertop, carefully counting each one.

“This tin won’t hold all of them,” he asserted. “I’ll put as many as will fit into the case. You’ll have to carry the rest on yourself.”

“No problem,” I replied. I removed the coinage from my pocket and laid them on the counter. “By the way, my name is Josh Hamilton.”

“Proud to make your acquaintance. I’m Jordan Henson. Welcome to my establishment. You drive a mighty hard bargain,” he laughed. “You come back anytime, son. I appreciate your business.”

“Thank you, Sir. I’m much obliged.” Opening one of my saddle bags, I placed the tin of cheroots snugly into the bottom of the leather pouch. The remaining sticks I carefully stowed in my shirt pocket.

At that moment the lady sashayed up and exclaimed, “Jordan, I don’t think I’ll buy any fabric today. I’ve lost my desire to sew, but I must find some way to keep my hands busy. You know the old saying: The devil will always find something for the idle hands to do. My hands surely have an audacious itch today.”

I tipped my hat to the lady and turned to leave. All at once, she grabbed my arm and with the most enticing smile, whispered, “Josh, be a darling and carry my packages home for me.”

Dumbstruck, standing in silence, I wasn’t sure what she was asking. But I certainly noticed the forbiddening glare Mr. Henson shot my way.

“Please, Josh. Be a gentleman and help a lady who has a desperate need. And you may be the only man who can remedy it,” she coaxed.

I shuffled to the counter, threw my saddlebags over my shoulder, and picked up the bundle of wrapped packages. Carrying them in both arms, Lilly led the way, opening the door for us to make our exit.

Once we were outside, she turned left, and we paraded along the planked walkway.

“I feel almost bawdy having a handsome cowboy escort me through town,” she announced. “We’ll be the talk of the territory by night fall. I know Brad, my husband, will be especially anxious to meet you, since you’ve been so accommodating.”

All at once, I felt like a condemned man being led to the hangman’s gallows. I said nothing but dutifully walked on like a lamb being herded to slaughter.
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