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CHAPTER SIX

Spring, 1879

James O’Malley sat across from Hoyt Jorgenson at the cattleman’s work desk on the first floor of the main ranch house.  Despite the twelve-foot ceiling, the high, open windows and the shade from the mesquite trees that surrounded the big home, the room was stifling-hot.  O’Malley had been Jorgenson’s right-hand man for almost fourteen years now, and the hard outdoor work in the blazing sun had left him looking much older that his thirty-five years.  He was still ruggedly handsome and his lean body was still hard as oak, but his skin was rough and weathered to a dark reddish-brown, and he walked with a pronounced limp on severely bowed legs.  Arthritis was already swelling the knuckles of his calloused hands.  He had removed his straw hat on entering the front door, and his jet-black hair was stuck flat to his skull with sweat.  The top two inches of his forehead, the part that was always covered by the hat, was white as ivory.

Hoyt Senior, now sixty-one and putting on extra pounds, was even more crippled than O’Malley, having endured many more years of being kicked by cattle and thrown by horses.  A cedar walking stick stood propped against the desk—he could barely stand without it—and the pencil that lay beside his ledger was almost useless in his gnarled fingers.  James rolled two smokes from a Bull Durham pouch, handed one of them to his boss, then offered him a struck match.

“Thank you, James.”  The old man took a deep drag and regarded his friend and employee with affection, wishing to God his son Junior showed signs of turning out like O’Malley, who had remained over the years as trustworthy, dependable, and hardworking as a hand could be.  For the last few years Hoyt Senior had entrusted his foreman to drive his cattle to the Kansas railheads.  Now that he was too broken-down to make the grueling journey, he had no idea what he would do if it weren’t for James.

“Does it look like we’re about ready to move the herd?” Jorgenson asked.

“Yes, sir, I believe so.  We’ve got ‘em bunched up and ready to move first thing in the morning.  Just over two-thousand head, two thousand and sixty-one, to be exact.  The horses are all properly shod, and the provisions are loaded up.”

“And the men?”

“All set.  Me and ten more riders.  Plus Gilberto and his boy Juanito to handle the chuck wagon.”

The old man nodded his approval.  If O’Malley said everything was set, then everything was set.  He smoked a little while, then asked, “You foresee any problems at all, James?”

“No, sir.  ‘Course, you never know.  But I feel a lot better about things this year than I did last year, when we first changed trails and took them to Dodge instead of further east.  I know the territory now, and just like last time we’ll go through Bandera and Fort Griffin, cross the Red River east of Doan’s, then head straight on up through Indian Territory to Kansas.  Soon as we get the cattle sold and shipped, we’ll bring the remuda back.  Went good last year, we should be all right this year.”

Uncharacteristically, the old man began to fidget and clear his throat, no longer looking O’Malley directly in the eye.  “James,” he finally said, “there’s one special favor I need to ask of you.”

“Yes,sir?”

“I hate to make your burden any greater, but the wife and I have been thinking it might do Hoyt Junior good to go on the drive this year.”  Jorgenson glanced up at his foreman, already knowing what O’Malley’s reaction would be.

The request hit the younger man like a blow to the stomach, and all the excitement and enthusiasm that he normally felt before a cattle drive was suddenly replaced by apprehension.  But he had never been one to argue with his boss, so he drew  a deep breath, sighed, and staring down at his busted-up hands, he nodded and said, “Yes, sir.”

Coming out of the big house after he and the boss had concluded their business, O’Malley walked across the yard to a shade tree where he had hitched his horse.  Hoyt Junior sat in the sparse grass, reclining against a fence post and smoking a cigarette.  Now seventeen years of age, he had grown from a beautiful child into a strikingly handsome young man.  His skin was smooth and unblemished, his teeth perfect, his black hair thick and shiny.  Unlike most boys his age, he was meticulous about his appearance, and he was always clean-shaven, his hair always trimmed, and he insisted that the help keep his clothes clean and perfectly pressed.  Slender and broad-shouldered, everything about him was masculine, except that he had retained the long eyelashes of his childhood.  Hoyt Junior didn’t smile, didn’t nod, didn’t say a word to O’Malley as the older man re-cinched his bay gelding.  He just smoked his cigarette and stared at him sullenly.

After a moment James said, “I reckon your daddy told you you’ll be going on the drive to Dodge City.”


The boy didn’t answer, just adjusted his hat, which had a very wide brim and was flat, except for a slight downward crease in front.


“Well, I don’t like it anymore than you do, but I’m paid to take orders, so it looks like I’m stuck with you.”  O’Malley waited for any sort of reaction, but got none.  “Anyway,” he said, “I know we’ve had our run-ins over the years, but I’m willin’ to forget ‘em every one and start from scratch.  We’re gonna be together out in the middle of nowhere for a long time, and I’d just as soon we avoid friction.  I know better than to count on you being of any help, but I’d sure be grateful if you’d do your best to stay out of everybody’s way.  And, Junior, please, please, don’t be running off to where we have to waste time looking for you.”


Finally the boy spoke.  “How many times have I got to tell you to stop callin’ me ‘Junior’?”

Ignoring the remark, the foreman said, “And don’t be messing with the men.  Don’t be calling ‘em names.  Don’t be making fun of ‘em.  You know damn well they figure since you’re Mr. Jorgenson’s son they can’t talk back to you—or whip your worthless ass, much as they’d like to.”

“Are you finished?” the kid said, looking O’Malley in the eye, his expression one of contempt.

“We’re pulling out at first light,” was all O’Malley said.  “You know where the herd is.”  He gathered his reins and swung himself into the saddle.

As the foreman started to ride away, Hoyt Junior flicked his cigarette butt at the hooves of the bay, then got to his feet and walked off toward the main house.

As badly as he wanted to step down off his horse and slap the impudent boy across the mouth, O’Malley held his anger and headed in the direction of the pasture where the herd was gathered.  During the two-mile ride he worried hard about having to take Junior Jorgenson up the trail to Kansas.  All he could do was hope the young man would surprise him and not cause too much trouble.  But he was getting a very bad feeling about this one.

* * * *

O’Malley had arrived at the ranch when Hoyt Junior was four years old, and he had watched him closely all these years.  As soon as the boy was old enough to get around on his own, his behavior had begun to disturb just about everyone.  His favorite pastime was capturing and torturing small creatures, and he spent hours alone with lizards, mice, and harmless snakes, devising endless ways to make them suffer.  He was a natural-born horseman, but he enjoyed pushing his mounts beyond the limits of their endurance.  He constantly bullied the children of the ranch employees.  In short, it seemed as though his very existence was dedicated to making every person and animal on the ranch as miserable as possible.

O’Malley had tried many times to change the boy’s behavior, all to no avail.  Every time he had caught him harming a helpless animal or child, he had put a quick stop to it, and the boy hated him for interfering.  He had talks with Hoyt Junior’s father and mother, letting them know how the kid spent his time—but without much effect.  Hoyt Senior was always working, his mind always on business, and though his intentions were good, he never seemed to find much time for his son.  Junior’s mother, Elizabeth, who was much younger than her husband, was a beautiful woman, but she was weak-willed.  O’Malley sensed she was almost afraid of her son, and it seemed she would rather not know what he was up to, rather not have to deal with it.  Besides, she and her daughter, Lizzie, were very close, and she focused all her attention on the little girl.

Just once had James seen either parent really discipline Hoyt Junior, and he had also seen the result.  It had happened one cold, rainy February afternoon when Mr. Jorgenson and O’Malley were returning from checking on cattle.  Junior was in his early teens at the time, and as the two men rode into the yard, Lizzie had come running out of the barn, yelling to her father.

“My brother’s making a baby with Katie!” she screamed.  “And I don’t think she likes it!”

Katie was the little girl’s favorite milk cow.

In one motion Hoyt Senior had swung down from the saddle, one hand on the horn as the other pulled his thick belt out of its loops.  Charging through the open barn door, he saw his son stumble down from the wooden crate he had been standing on at Katie’s rear end, trying to pull up his pants.  The boy lost his balance and fell into the mixture of mud, fresh manure and cow piss at the animal’s hind feet.  Jorgenson grabbed the boy by the arm, pulled him to his feet, and began to lash his naked backside with the doubled-up belt.  Not saying a word, just grunting with exertion as he applied each lick, the thick cords standing out on his neck, Hoyt Senior whipped Junior with all his might, leaving the boy’s rear-end covered with blood-oozing welts.

Having heard Lizzie’s hollering all the way up at the main house, Elizabeth Jorgenson came running across the yard and into the barn just as her husband was laying on the last couple of blows.

“What is it, Hoyt?” she demanded, horrified at what she was seeing.  “What has he done?”

The cattleman didn’t answer, just stood there red-faced and panting from the anger and exertion.  Lizzie, who had been watching from the barn door, answered the question.  Mrs. Jorgenson turned in silence, her head down, and hurried back to the big house, where she locked herself in her sewing room for the rest of the night.  After a moment Hoyt Senior and Lizzie headed to the house, also.

O’Malley for once felt pity for the boy.  It was not uncommon for ranch kids to have their first sexual experiences with livestock, and, though he didn’t approve of what the kid had done, he thought Hoyt Senior’s reaction had been much too violent.  Maybe the fact that Junior hadn’t been more discreet, that Lizzie had seen everything, was what had set the boss off.

As he led the horses into the barn, O’Malley said, “You all right, son?  That was a hell of a licking, but I’ve got to say you sure took it like a man.”

It was true, because the boy had stoically received every lash of the heavy belt, never crying out or begging for mercy.  But O’Malley’s words seemed not to reach him, and as he buckled his soiled britches he gave no reply, just looked at the foreman as though he was of absolutely no consequence.  Then he bridled one of the horses in a stall, mounted him bareback and rode out of the barn, disappearing at a gallop into the soggy, frigid night.

The hot, semi-arid plains of South Texas is rattlesnake country.  One saw them crossing trails or sometimes sunning themselves on a rock.  It wasn’t unusual to find one inside a hut, a barn, or a shed.  Twice during the time the Jorgensons had lived in the big house, rattlesnakes had even entered their home.  One had been found crossing the dining room rug, and another time one had been discovered in the kitchen.  The snakes had evidently slithered in through an open door, and they were promptly caught and disposed of by one of the ranch hands.


Both these snakes had been found on the first floor, and never—much less in the cold months of winter, when rattlers aren’t known to move around—had one made it up the stairs to the second level.  But three days after the incident with the milk cow, a rattlesnake, five-feet long and thick as a man’s forearm, mysteriously got into Lizzie’s bedroom, and she stepped on it when she got out of bed in the middle of the night to use the chamber pot.  The bite could have been fatal, but a doctor from the town Uvalde had arrived in time to save her life.  Still, the child was left with a large scar above her ankle and vivid, horrifying nightmares about snakes that would torment her for years.  

Neither Hoyt Senior, Elizabeth or Lizzie ever accused Junior of putting the snake in the girl’s room.  They didn’t even discuss among themselves their suspicion that the boy had done it in retaliation for Lizzie’s tattling on him.  The possibility was just too frightening to put into words.  But from then on they all gave Hoyt Junior a wide berth.

The incident got Hoyt Senior to dwelling on a suspicion he had, for the most part, always been able to suppress:  that Hoyt Junior was not really his son.

More and more, the cattleman’s thoughts began to go back to the time of his courtship of Elizabeth and the early years of their marriage.  He had been close to forty when he first laid eyes on her, and he could remember the wonderful feeling he had gotten just looking at her.  She was the daughter—just eighteen at the time—of a neighboring rancher, and Hoyt had never met her before because she had spent her youth at boarding schools in San Antonio.  She was so pretty, with her light brown hair and dark brown eyes, her lovely figure, her perfect teeth, her sweet smile.  And she was available, almost too available, now that he thought about it.  It was as though her parents were pushing her on him, like they were almost desperate to marry her off.

There were rumors that Elizabeth had been expelled from school because she had been caught more than once slipping out late at night to see a young man.  But Hoyt didn’t want to hear about it; he was in love for the first time in his life, and that he had a chance to settle down with someone like Elizabeth was all that mattered.  His entire existence had been devoted to building a fine ranch out of nothing.  Now he had a chance to share it with the woman he adored.  That she would even consider him as a husband astounded him.  He wasn’t the least bit handsome, and he was even starting to lose his hair.  He couldn’t believe his luck.

The first time they made love, on their wedding night, he suspected she might not be a virgin.  But he couldn’t know for sure.  He really didn’t know much about women, having only been with an occasional whore during his long bachelorhood.  Even if he wasn’t the first, he still felt like the luckiest man in the world.  A man couldn’t ask for everything.

From the start Elizabeth made frequent trips to San Antonio to visit an older sister.  Hoyt hated her absences, but he understood her need to get away from the remote, lonely brush country from time to time, so he never complained.  He was just thankful that she always returned; he couldn’t imagine life without her.  Finally, a couple of years into the marriage, Hoyt Junior was born.  Then Lizzie came a few years later.  Big Hoyt had a family.

Sometimes he wondered, however, why Hoyt Junior bore him absolutely no resemblance.  As the boy grew, their dissimilarities become more and more apparent.  Hoyt Senior was short and stout; Junior was tall and slender.  Hoyt Senior had a reddish complexion and reddish-brown hair; Junior’s skin was dark, his hair black.  The father was borderline ugly; the son was beautiful.  Junior didn’t even look much like his mother.  (Lizzie, on the other hand, resembled both her parents.  She was built a little like her father, but had, thankfully, inherited her mother’s good looks.)

But what really got Hoyt Senior to thinking was the kid’s behavior:  his cruelty to animals and other children, his anti-social nature, his general disagreeability.  In short, the father found it hard to love the son, which just wasn’t natural.  Could Elizabeth have deceived him on one or more of her many trips to San Antonio?  Maybe with the very young man who had caused her to be expelled—as rumor had it—from boarding school?  No, the idea was just too horrendous to even contemplate.  So he had buried it deep, and when it had bubbled to the surface, he had buried it even deeper.

But after the rattlesnake got into Lizzie’s room, the terrible suspicion came back full-force.  His and Hoyt Junior’s difference in appearance was one thing—lots of fathers and sons differed in that department.  A bad seed, however, was something else entirely:  It had to come from somewhere, from some link to the Devil himself.  Yet Big Hoyt kept these notions to himself, afraid to bring them up with the woman he idolized.  Because if she were to admit that Hoyt Junior was really another man’s son, he would surely go crazy.  So he just kept trying to put it all out of his mind, though that was getting harder and harder to do.

Every spring, on the night before the beginning of the cattle drive to Kansas, a fiesta de despedida was held in honor of the men who would be leaving the next morning.  Gilberto Santiago made barbacoa de cabeza, burying the severed heads of several cows in a pit beneath a big pile of mesquite embers, then roasting them slowly for twenty-four hours.  When the heads were dug out, the tender meat was scraped off onto platters and everyone dug in.  The women cooked big pots of frijoles and sautéed nopales cut from the abundant cacti and made lots of tortillas de maíz.  There was tequila, but not enough to get everyone drunk, because the men would be pulling out at the first hint of daybreak.  The tequila would be the last alcohol the men would taste before arriving in Dodge City, because Hoyt Jorgenson and James O’Malley wanted everyone alert and cold-sober every moment along the way.  There was too much at stake and too many possible dangers for it to be otherwise.  Throughout the fiesta a Mexican vaquero played his guitarra and sang in Spanish, and an Anglo cowboy played fiddle and sang songs in English.  Another cowboy accompanied them on harmonica.  It was a happy occasion and the many children, mostly Mexican, played and danced around the big campfire.


O’Malley sat on a log with his in-laws, Libertad, Gilberto and Piedad, eating, sipping tequila and enjoying the music and the pleasing sounds of the children and dogs at play.  Piedad, the sister of James’ deceased wife Soledad, was the only female of Gilberto and Libertad’s many children who had never married and the only daughter who still lived on the Jorgenson ranch.  The only son who still lived on the ranch was Juanito, the youngest, who helped Gilberto with the cooking and the chuck wagon.  The others, most of whom were married and had children of their own, lived and worked in Piedras Negras or on cattle ranches along the Nueces Strip.  Piedad was in her early twenties now, an age at which most Mexican women would have long since married and had children.  She was sweet-natured, somewhat plump, and not as beautiful as Maricruz’s mother had been, but she was attractive nonetheless.  Many of the single ranch hands, both Mexican and white, from the Jorgenson place as well as from nearby ranches, had tried to win her affection, but without success.  It was obvious to everyone that she was in love with James O’Malley and that she was willing to wait until he came around.


James had been alone for five years now, and the only contact he had with the opposite sex was with prostitutes.  Lately, however, he had been paying more and more attention to Piedad.  She was very pleasant to be around, always smiling and cheerful, always singing Mexican ballads.  She was an excellent cook and had been a wonderful surrogate mother to Maricruz.  Though he knew he would never find with Piedad the magic he had known with Soledad, he was starting to feel a special affection of her.  He had just about decided that when he returned from Dodge City he would ask her to marry him.

Maricruz came running up to James and fell into his arms.  She was sweating and breathing hard from playing with the other children, finally spent and ready to calm down for the night.  O’Malley kissed Piedad on the cheek, and excusing himself from his in-laws, he took his daughter by the hand and led her a few yards away from the crowd, where they lay down side by side on a patch of grass and stared up at the clear, star-filled sky.  Maricruz, now seven years old, was tall for her age, slender and as pretty as her mother, with big dark green eyes and long black hair.  She was a happy child, totally content to be living with her grandparents and aunt and spending time with her father most nights after he finished work.  When she had settled down from all the activity, she moved close to O’Malley, kissed his forehead, and nestled her head against his shoulder.

“Te quiero mucho, papi,” she whispered.

A wave of tenderness rushed over him.  “Yo también, mi vida.  I love you with all my heart and soul,” he said, hugging her as hard as he dared.

“No quiero que te vayas.”

“I’d rather not go, either, Maricruz.  Pero es mi trabajo.  It’s my job, and I’ve got to do it. So that we’ll have a good place to live, food to eat, clothes to wear.  You understand, don’t you?”

She understood, but it didn’t help.  She remembered last year and the year before that.  It had seemed like he was gone for an eternity, and everyday she had worried that he might not return.  Suddenly she felt like crying, but she held back her tears and said. “Está bien.  Pero cuídate mucho.”
“I will.  I’ll take good care of myself and of your Abuelo Gilberto and Juanito.  I want you to remember that every minute I’m away I’ll be missing you.  And that there’s  nothing else in this life that’s more important to me than you.  You’re the best hija any man could ever have, and that makes me the luckiest man en todo el mundo.”

“Gracias, papi.  Y tú eres el mejor papá del mundo.”

They lay in silence staring up at the heavens, and soon Maricruz drifted off to sleep.  The fiesta was winding down now and the laughter of the children and the happy barking of the dogs had quieted.  The musicians were putting their instruments away and everyone was beginning to turn in for a few hours’ sleep before the drive would begin.  Gently, O’Malley gathered his daughter in his arms, and, careful not to wake her, carried her past the campfire, which was now only a bed of embers, to her grandparents’ adobe hut.  He settled her onto a straw mat which lay in a corner on the hard-packed dirt floor and kissed her lightly on the cheek.  Then he whispered his goodbyes to Libertad and Piedad and walked the short distance to his own hut, thankful for the many blessings God had given him.

* * * *

The cattle drive turned out to be uneventful, the easiest the Jorgenson crew had ever known.  Although the spring rains had not been good, the drought that would come that summer had not yet dried up all the grass and the watering places.  The brief thunderstorms that had sprung up along the way had not been severe enough to spook the herd, and the river crossings had all gone smoothly.  Passing through Indian country had also been problem-free, and the tribes had been satisfied with a few head of cattle paid as tribute. To O’Malley’s amazement, Hoyt Junior had behaved himself.  The foreman had expected him to slip off and go alone into Bandera or Fort Griffin to get drunk and see a whore, but, to his relief, the boy had stuck with the herd.  Nor had he caused problems among the men.  He had stayed to himself, not speaking much to anyone, and from time to time he had even helped round up steers that strayed from the herd.  Being obsessed with cleanliness, during the first couple of weeks he had complained about the trail dust and the lack of opportunities to bathe, but he had eventually accepted his plight.  Maybe Hoyt Senior had been right about sending the kid along, O’Malley thought. Maybe there was hope for him yet.


When they had gotten close to Dodge City, O’Malley had put the herd to graze two miles outside of town along the Arkansas River, then had ridden in to make arrangements for the sale and shipping of the cattle.  A couple of the other herds had arrived ahead of Jorgenson’s, and James was told it would be a couple of  days before his bunch could be shipped.  He returned to his men, paid them, and told half of them they were free to go into town while the other half tended the cattle.  The next night the order would be reversed, and the third night, after the shipping was done, anyone who wanted to could go in, because only a couple of hands would be needed to stay with the remuda.  The men made arrangements among themselves as to whom would go when, and the ones going the first night hurriedly ate supper and took off to spend some of their wages on a hot bath, a shave, a few drinks, and a girl.  When O’Malley had returned from town, he had noticed that Junior was absent, but he didn’t concern himself.  He hadn’t expected the boy to wait for instructions, and since he had surely brought money from home and didn’t have to wait to be paid, O’Malley figured he was already in Dodge looking for a good time.  But the following morning, when those who had gone into town came straggling in around sunup, the foreman saw that the boy wasn’t among them.

Smiling broadly, O’Malley said, “Well, you fellas sure ‘nough look like you saw the elephant.”

“Yessir,” said the oldest.  “That we did.  Maybe we saw a little too much of him.”

“Well, I’m glad you all made it back alive.”  Then O’Malley asked, “Any of y’all run into Mr. Jorgenson’s kid?”

“Yessir,” replied the cowboy.  “We seen him drinkin’ by hisself at the Alhambra.”

“And a couple of us seen him real late at the Lady Gay,” said another.  “He was kinda drunk and surly.  Wouldn’t say nothin’ to us.  I asked him if he wanted to ride back to camp with us later on, but he just told me to leave him alone.  After that I don’t know what become of him.”

“He’s probably all right,” James said.  “You all get some breakfast and a little rest so you’ll be fit to mind the cattle when the others head into town.”

He turned and walked away in the direction of the chuck wagon, then stopped and looked back at the hung-over cowboys and said, “By the way, I been meanin’ to tell you.  You are all damn good men to ride up the trail with, and I’m proud of every one of you.”

The cowboys rode off to unsaddle their mounts, O’Malley’s compliment having made them feel a lot better.

Around mid-morning James rode alone into Dodge to check in with the buyer and shipper and to finalize all the details.  Everything was moving along without a hitch, so he had a long, soaking bath in the back room of a barber shop, ate a big steak at the Dodge House Hotel, and then walked up and down Front Street for a while, enjoying the bustle of activity and keeping an eye out for Hoyt Junior.  On the east end of town, across from the train depot, he happened upon the marshal’s office and decided to see if they knew anything about the boy.  O’Malley hadn’t really yet begun to worry about him, guessing he was in one of the whorehouses south of the tracks, or maybe sleeping off a drunk in one of the hotels.  But he figured it wouldn’t hurt to ask.

He stepped up on the boardwalk and passed through the open door into a small, stifling-hot room.  Several huge horseflies careened about and the stagnant air carried a stench of sweat, vomit and worse.  On the wall hung a gun-rack in which a half-dozen rifles and shotguns were secured with a padlock, and on another wall was displayed an assortment of wanted posters.  A pot-bellied stove stood in a corner, and two beat-up wooden desks sat in the middle of the office. At one of them sat a long, lean man in his twenties, smoking a thin cigar.  He had a handsome face, alert eyes and a prominent brow.  His full head of dark hair had been recently barbered, and he was clean-shaven except for a neatly-trimmed handlebar mustache.  His white shirt, though unsoiled, was damp with perspiration, and his black leather boots were coated with a thin layer of dust, as was most every other surface in the room.  O’Malley judged the lawman to be business-like and somewhat reserved, but not unfriendly.

“Are you the marshal?” he said, extending a hand.

“One of ‘em.  I’m Deputy Marshal Jim Masterson.”  The lawman rose from his desk, shook the foreman’s hand, and motioned for him to take a seat.  “How can I be of service?”

“I’m James O’Malley.  I’m here in Dodge bringing a herd up from South Texas, and I seemed to have misplaced one of my boys.  My boss’ son, to be precise.”

The marshal immediately sized his visitor up as a hard-working, dependable fellow who could be trusted.  Physically, the two men were a lot alike, both good-looking, tall and strong, each with a bearing that commanded respect.  Masterson dropped a bit of his formality, smiled and said, “That’ll happen here.  And you figure just maybe the kid’s run afoul of the law?”

James returned the grin and said, “The possibility has entered my mind.”

Masterson abruptly stood up and grabbed a big brass key ring from atop the desk and moved toward the door that led to the cell block.  “Let’s have a look, Mr. O’Malley.  See if your boy is among our guests.”

As soon as the door swung open, James knew the origin of the foul odor he had noticed on entering the front office.  Suddenly the stink was overwhelming, and he fought back a wave of nausea.  He saw four cells, two on either side of a twenty-foot hallway.  In each cell there were several boys, most appearing to be about Junior’s age.  They were all filthy and most had bruised and blood-encrusted faces and torn clothing, no doubt from the brawls they had participated in the night before.  In the center of every cell there was a large, reeking bucket, and what seemed like a thousand flies buzzed about the oven-hot room.  O’Malley observed that some of the boys had large knots on their foreheads.  It was widely known in Dodge that Jim Masterson, his brother Bat, Wyatt Earp and the town’s other lawmen almost never pulled a trigger.  Instead, whenever possible, they used their weapons as clubs, thus sparing the law-breaker more serious injury—and leaving him alive to spend his money in the bars and whorehouses another day.  Looking over the prisoners, O’Malley had never seen a more miserable-looking lot.

Finally the foreman’s gaze fell on the one he had come looking for.  Alone in a cell at the back of the hall, sitting on the floor, his back against a wall and his long legs stretched out in front of him, was Junior Jorgenson.  A purple, egg-sized lump protruded from his forehead.  For once in his life the boy appeared frightened, and, though he said nothing, his expression appealed to O’Malley for help.

“Do you see your man, sir?” asked the deputy marshal.

“Yes, sir.  He’s that one yonder,” James replied.  “The one by himself.”

Suddenly Masterson’s demeanor turned from amiable to strictly business, as if O’Malley’s association with the kid in the cell had automatically dropped him a few notches in the lawman’s estimation.  Without a word, he spun on his heels and marched back to his office.  O’Malley followed.

After closing the stout door behind them, Masterson said, “That boy’s in big trouble, Mr. O’Malley.”

“Oh, Lord.”

“He beat up a whore.  Beat the hell out of her.  I’ve never seen anything like it, and, believe me, I see some terrible things in my line of work.  He busted the girl’s nose, broke her jaw, knocked out four or five of her teeth.  Pulled one of her ears damn near plumb off.  I’ve got a good mind to ask the judge to send that pervert to the state penitentiary.”

O’Malley didn’t know what to say.  As bad as Junior was, he wouldn’t have expected this.  “Where’s the girl now?” he asked.

“She’s at the doc’s.  Where the hell you think she’d be?”

O’Malley said nothing.  Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have tolerated that kind of rude response from any man, but he was feeling so ashamed to be connected with Junior that he just stood there in silence.

Realizing the boy’s crime had nothing to do with O’Malley, Masterson indicated for him to take a chair.  Sitting down behind his desk, he said, “Forgive me for forgetting my manners.  It’s just that what that little son of a bitch did has really got my blood up.”

“No apology necessary, Marshal.  And believe me, I feel awful bad about this.  First thing I want to do is go see the young woman, if I may, and do whatever I can for her.  Do you think the doctor would mind if I paid her a visit?”

“No, I don’t think he’d mind.  And while you’re at it, I suggest you pay a visit to the woman that runs the place where the girl whores, place called Jane’s, over south of the tracks.  From what I hear the girl is—or was—their best earner, and her being in the shape she’s in will cause the house to lose a lot of money.  Especially now, with the shipping season just getting underway.  This is peak time, as you well know.”

The lawman sat in silence for a long moment, then said, “Who’d you say the herd you brought up belongs to?”

“Hoyt Jorgenson.”

“I’ve heard the name.  He’s been bringing cattle to Kansas for a while, hasn’t he?”

“He was one of the first.  Been trailing herds up here since shortly after the war.”

“He don’t come up himself anymore?”

O’Malley shook his head.  “He had to quit coming a few years back.  He’s around sixty and he’s pretty well busted up.”

Masterson’s angry mood seemed to soften, and he took a fresh cigar out of a desk drawer.  O’Malley reached for his tobacco pouch and began rolling a smoke of his own.

“He’s a pretty good old man, your boss?” the deputy marshal asked.

“As good as they make ‘em.  I been with him since the summer of sixty-five.  I couldn’t ask to work for a better man.”

“How come you figure his boy’s the type who’d do something so despicable?”

“That boy’s always been strange.  And I have no idea why that is, with his parents being such good people.  Maybe Hoyt Senior never had enough time to spend with the kid—Hoyt Junior, they call him.  But you could say that about a lot of hard-working fathers, and very few boys turn out like this one.”

O’Malley wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do to plea for mercy for Junior.  He was certain the boy didn’t deserve the slightest consideration, but he loved and respected Hoyt Senior, and he knew it would kill the old man if the boy was sent to prison.  So he said, “Mr. Masterson, I’m asking you, when you’re deciding how to dispose of this matter, to please take into account the effect it’ll have on the boy’s parents.  Between you and me, Junior can rot in the penitentiary.  It wouldn’t bother me at all.  But, Lord, I’d hate to have to tell Mr. and Mrs. Jorgenson that their son had been sent to a Kansas prison.  It would break their hearts.”

The marshal nodded, but didn’t otherwise respond.

O’Malley stood and said, “Now if you’ll please tell me how I can find the doc’s office, I’ll be on my way.”

A diminutive, middle-aged man with world-weary eyes answered O’Malley’s knock and said that yes, he was Doc Wilbur.  The foreman introduced himself and was invited into a small, shabbily-furnished reception area.  He stated the reason for his visit.  As had been the case with Marshal Masterson, the fact that James was associated with the boy who had destroyed the pretty face of one of Dodge City’s most popular whores caused the doctor to regard him with distaste.

“Doc,” O’Malley said, “I work for the boy’s father, and I’m here to do whatever I can for the girl.  The kid’s no good, true, but I’m not a bad man and my boss isn’t either.  The old man’s not up here with us this time, but I know he’d want me to try to help the young woman.  Is it real bad, Doc?”

Still wary, Doc Wilbur said, “ ‘Bout as bad as I ever seen.  The boy damn-near killed her.”

“Do you think you can do anything for her?  I mean, so she won’t be scarred up too much?”

“That part of it, thank God, I don’t think’ll be a big problem.  Her jaw’ll heal all right.  She can be fitted for false teeth to replace the ones she lost.  I managed to sew her ear up pretty good.  There’ll be a bad scar, but she can cover it up with her hair.  Just this morning I discovered she’s got a couple of ribs broke, but they’ll heal.  Her nose is the only thing I’m worried about.  You never know how a broke nose’ll heal up.  It won’t be the same, though—I’ll guarantee you that.  But it’s gonna be months before she recovers, maybe four or five.  She won’t be able to work a lick for the whole rest of the shipping season, and, as I’m sure you know, that’s when these girls make most of their money.”

“Doc, I’ve got to leave town in a day or two and take my men and horses home to Texas, but before I go, I’d appreciate your adding up what her bill’s going to come out to.  And figure it on the generous side.  I want to make sure she gets the best care you can give her.  Soon as you tell me what the boy’s father owes, I’ll see that you get it up front.”

The doctor nodded and said, “I’ll figure it up right now.”

“While you’re at it, do you reckon it would be all right if I spoke to the girl?  I want to give her some money to make up for all the business she’ll be losing.”

Doc Wilbur told O’Malley to wait and went back to one of the rooms where he attended to his patients.  Shortly he returned and said, “I’ve got her doped up for the pain, but she’s awake and she’ll see you.”  Then he led James to her bedside.

In spite of what he had been told about the young woman’s condition, O’Malley wasn’t prepared for the sight of her battered face.  Her eyes were swollen almost shut, her nose and lips were probably twice their normal size, and her skin was a sickening mix of colors:  purple, black, yellow, and red.  A large blood-stained bandage covered the right half of her head, where the ear had been almost ripped off.

Her voice barely above a whisper, she said, “Come in, mister,” through her wired-shut jaw.

She was such a gruesome sight that O’Malley had to force himself to look at her.  He told the girl his name and said, “I’m so sorry about what happened to you, ma’am.  I’ve come to do whatever I can to help.”

“Oh?”

James took a small chair from a corner and moved it close to the bed.  The doc had told him her name and he said, “Fay, I work for the boy’s daddy, who ranches in South Texas and has plenty of money.  I don’t know what the law’s going to do with the little son of a bitch, but I aim to make sure you get the best care Doc Wilbur can give you and that you’ll be compensated for all the work you’ll be missing out on, and then some.” 

“That’s sure good of you, mister.”

“It’s the least we can do, Fay.  The boy’s always been rotten, and I just cannot understand why.  His parents are fine folks and have tried to raise him right.”  He took out his makings and set about rolling himself a cigarette and said, “Will it bother you if I smoke?”

Fay shook her head slightly and said, “How ‘bout rollin’ me one, if you would?”

O’Malley lit the first cigarette and gave it to the girl, then began rolling one for himself. “Could you tell me what set the kid off, if it won’t hurt you too much to talk?”

She blew out a huge cloud of smoke through the gaps left by the missing teeth, then began her story.  “Well, the feller come in sometime after midnight, I reckon it was, and he was good and liquored-up.  But then dang-near all the cowboys that come in are good and liquored-up.  Right off I says to myself, ‘That there’s the best-lookin’ feller I ever seen.’  Hell, mister, I believe if he’d said he was broke I would’ve let him have a poke for free.  And he seemed nice enough, to boot.”

O’Malley took a drag on his cigarette and nodded.  “He is a handsome young fella.  I’ll give him that.”

“We talked a couple of minutes, then went back to the room and pulled off our clothes and got on the bed.  I spread my legs, you know, waitin’ for him to put it in, and he says, ‘No, not like that!’  Then he began tryin’ to roll me over, like he wanted to put it in me from behind, if you know what I mean.”

“I think I do.”

“Right off, I says, ‘No, sir.  You ain’t puttin’ it in back there.’”  Despite her condition, Fay raised her voice defiantly and said, “I may be a whore, mister, but I ain’t no animal.”

“Of course you’re not.”

“I won’t commit unnatural acts.”

“Of course you won’t.”

“Anyways, that’s when he begun to lose control of hisself.  He said, ‘By God, I’ll put it in where I damn-well please.’  And I said, ‘The hell you will.’  Then in the blink of an eye he went crazy.  Just flat lit into me, punchin’ and poundin’ hard as he could.  Lucky for me, a couple of fellers heard me hollerin’ and came runnin’ and jumped on him.  That’s all I can recall, ‘cause I reckon I blacked plumb out.  Woke us this mornin’ in this here bed.”  Her energy spent, she fell silent.

James tried to think of something to say that might lift the poor girl’s spirits, but he just said, “I’m so, so sorry, Fay.”

“Thanks, mister.”

He reached out and held her hand, and for a couple of minutes they smoked in silence.

Finally, he said, “Well, I reckon I’ll get out of here now so you can get some rest.”

As he rose he asked her if she had any idea how much money she would be out for missing the season, and she gave him a figure, and he said by day’s end she’d have it.

He patted her hand and said, “You try to heal up now, Fay.”

As he was leaving the room, she said, “You sure seem like a nice feller.  Next year when y’all come up, you come see me.  It won’t cost you nothin’.”

“I’ll be lookin’ forward to it.”

“And, mister, you watch out for that boy.  He’s sure ‘nough got the devil in him.  I wouldn’t want him hurtin’ you, too.”

Coming out of the doctor’s office, O’Malley walked up Front Street to the bank, where he arranged for enough cash to cover Doc Wilbur’s bill, Fay’s potential losses, and compensation for the owner of the whorehouse where Fay worked.  Then he returned to Wilbur’s office and paid him and left Fay’s money in an envelope on the table beside her bed, where she lay sleeping.  Then he walked south across the railroad tracks, which divided the business section from the wide-open sporting district, to the area where saloons and whorehouses lined Second Avenue. 

He quickly found the place he was looking for and knocked on the front door.  It was still too early in the day for there to be much going on, and it was a while before a black-haired woman opened the door a few inches and peered out at O’Malley.  She looked to be in her early thirties, had very white, slightly wrinkled skin and was wearing a pale green robe.

Smiling sleepily, she said, “It’s a little early, ain’t it cowboy?  We ain’t officially open yet.”

James said, “Sorry if I woke you, ma’am, but I ain’t here for a poke.  I’m here regarding the trouble you had last night.”

“Oh?”  The woman didn’t open the door any wider.

“I’m the one responsible for what the boy did, I reckon.”

“How’s that?”

“I’m trail boss for his daddy—who ain’t here—and I’ve come to pay for the damages and for the business the place will be losing, what with Fay being out of commission.  I know that’s what Mr. Jorgenson, my boss, would want.”

She finally opened the door all the way and invited him in.  “I’m Jane,” she said, “and this here whorehouse belongs to me.  I’m the one you need to talk to.”

He followed her down a hallway to the back of the one-story frame building.  There were small rooms on either side, most with the doors wide-open to let what little breeze there might be pass freely through the house.  In a couple of the rooms he saw two or three girls asleep in the same bed, naked atop the sheets because of the heat.  In other rooms, girls were quietly getting up to go about their business.  They came to the kitchen, and Jane motioned for James to take a seat at a big table.  She poured them each a cup of coffee, then set the cups on the table and sat down across from him.

“They ought to keep that little son of a bitch locked up forever,” Jane said.  “I’ve whored for fifteen years all over the West, and that kid ranks up there with the worst I’ve seen.”

O’Malley sipped his coffee.  After a moment he said, “I went to see Fay, and she sure looks pitiful.  But the doc says in time she’ll heal, thank God.  I’ve already paid him for all the doctoring he figures she’ll be needing.  And I left some money for Fay for all the work she’ll be missing this summer, plus a bunch extra for her misery.”

“That was good of you, mister.”

“I’m James.  James O’Malley.”  He held out his hand for her to shake.

He took out his makings and began to roll a smoke.  “I’m sure sorry about all this.  The boy’s always been trouble.  I reckon some people are just born evil and rotten.  That’s all I can figure.  Like I was tellin’ Deputy Marshal Jim Masterson, his people are fine folks.  Good as they come.”

O’Malley put a match to his cigarette and said, “I hear Fay’s your top earner.  Can you give me an idea of what her being out will set you back?”

Jane calculated for a minute, then gave him a figure, and he took a wad of bills from his shirt pocket, counted out a few, and laid them on the table beside her coffee cup.  “There’s an extra hundred in there,” he said.

She gathered the money and, without counting it, put it in the pocket of her robe.  “I sure appreciate it, James.  Not many men would be so fair.”

“I’m just so sorry about this.”

He looked at Jane and liked what he saw.  He could see she had a whole lot of living on her, but then he did, too.  He could also see she had once been a very pretty woman, and to James she was still attractive.  Her eyes were kind, and he instinctively knew she was a good person.

“Were you around when it happened?” he asked.

She nodded.  “I was sittin’ right here havin’ some eggs when I heard Fay start to hollerin’.  Right off I knew she was in big trouble, so I grabbed that big cast-iron skillet hangin’ there on the wall yonder and ran to her room.  There was three other cowboys in rooms with other girls and they come runnin’ out right behind me, pullin’ on their britches.  We busted in and seen that boy just flailin’ on that poor girl, and the cowboys jumped on him and finally got him off her.  Whole time he was tryin’ to fight ‘em off, where he could get back to beatin’ on her.  It was a sight, James.  Fay all bloody and ‘bout to black out, and that animal, buck-naked and strugglin’ to get loose, his young pecker still standin’ up straight and hard as a cedar fence post.  They finally got him still long enough to where I could hit him with the skillet.”

“I saw that big knot on his forehead when I stopped by the jailhouse, but I figured one of the marshals had busted him with a handgun.”

“No, sir,” she said with pride.  “It was me done it.”

“Well, you popped him pretty good, I’d say.”

“Wish I’d killed the son of a bitch.  I’d have been within my rights.”

“You’d’ve made my life a lot easier.”

“What do you reckon they’ll do with him?”

“I’ve got no idea.  Tomorrow after I get his daddy’s cattle loaded and shipped I’ll go by the jailhouse and find out what’s been decided.  Me, I couldn’t care less what they do with him.  But if they send him to prison I fear for what it’ll do to his folks.  I’m not going to worry about it anymore today, though.”

“Can I get you some more coffee, James?”

“I’d appreciate it.”

Jane filled their cups, and James rolled her a cigarette, and they sat smoking, not saying anything, comfortable in each other’s company.

Then she said, “However it comes out, I sure do thank you for comin’ by and doin’ the right thing by me.  And for takin’ care of Fay and Doc Wilbur.  Sure ‘nough takes a load off my mind.”

“That’s the way Mr. Jorgenson would want it.”

“I’d like to show my gratitude.  If you’re in the mood for a poke, you got one comin’.  Courtesy of the house.  You can meet all my girls and have any one of ‘em you like.”

James grinned and said, “All you do now is run the place, Jane?”

She grinned back.  “Pretty much.  But now and then I make an exception.”

“I was sure hopin’ that was the case.”

They spent the rest of the afternoon in Jane’s room, making love, talking, napping.  It was the first time in all the years since he had lost his wife that O’Malley had truly enjoyed the company of a woman.  When the sun had been down for an hour he summoned his strength and dragged himself out of bed.  Tomorrow would be a long hard day and he needed to make sure his men were ready.  He dressed and Jane walked him to the front door and kissed him goodbye, knowing chances were she’d never lay eyes on him again.

Then she returned to her room with a smile on her lips, for she had long since learned to take her happiness in bits and pieces, whenever it came along.

O’Malley, exhausted, drenched in sweat and covered with a thick layer of dust, leaned against the rails of a corral fence and watched the train pull out of Dodge, its cars loaded with the cattle he and his drovers had brought up the trail from South Texas.  The sun would soon be going down, and his men were gathered around him, awaiting instructions.

“Well, that’s it, men.  Y’all did a damn good job, all along the way.”

“We headin’ home in the mornin’, boss?” one of them asked.

“I hope so.  I won’t know for sure till I find out what they plan to do with Hoyt Junior.”  The foreman had not kept what Junior had done a secret, and the word had quickly gotten around.  “Just go about your business like we’re leavin’ with the remuda tomorrow at daybreak.  I’ll be back at camp soon as I know something.”

He rode the short distance to the marshal’s office, hitched his horse at the rack in front, and stepped up on the boardwalk and went inside.  Jim Masterson and the other deputies were out on the street, so he took a seat and waited, taking the opportunity to rest for a while.  He quickly nodded off to sleep, and when he was awakened by the sound of boots on the wood-plank floor it was beginning to get dark outside.

As James opened his eyes, Masterson said, “Sorry to disturb your siesta.  If I’d known you were asleep I would’ve tip-toed in.”  The lawman seemed to be in a good mood, and he sat down behind his desk and put his feet up.  “Reckon you’re here to check on the Jorgenson kid.”

O’Malley yawned and said, “Have you decided on anything yet?”

The marshal nodded, now business-like.  “I ran into Doc Wilbur, and he told me you settled up fair and square with him and the girl.  I also spoke to Jane, and she said you did right by her, too.  I appreciate that, O’Malley.  I respect a man who takes care of his obligations.”

Masterson thought for a minute, then said, “I tell you what I’m gonna do.  The judge ain’t in town right now and won’t be back for a week or so, and I know your cattle are shipped and that you’re ready to get out of here.  As much as I’d like to throw the book at the boy, I figure I’ll let it slide this time—for his old man and for you.  I’m willin’ to let him go with a stiff fine, say one hundred dollars.  How does that sound to you?”

“The kid’s not worth it, but we’ll pay it just to be done with this terrible incident—and to save his parents a bunch of heartache.”  O’Malley stood and extracted the cash from his pocket, laid it on the desk and shook the lawman’s hand.  “I appreciate it, Marshal.”

Masterson locked the money in a desk drawer and grabbed the key ring.  “I’ll be right back,” he said.

In seconds he returned, followed by Junior Jorgenson.  The boy was filthy and smelled worse than an outhouse.  He glanced at O’Malley but said nothing.

“He’s all yours, James.”  Then to Junior he said, “Son, you’re real lucky this time.  If there’s ever a next time, it ain’t going to be like this.  Now get the hell out of my sight.”

Outside, they walked in silence to the livery stable to look for the boy’s horse.  Someone had brought the horse in, and O’Malley paid the fee and they mounted up and headed out of town at a walk.

The first thing Hoyt Junior said was, “I can’t believe you left me in that shithole for two whole days.”

O’Malley stared straight ahead.

Then the boy said, “I hope you’re not planning on telling the old man about this.”

O’Malley pulled on his reins and came to a halt.  He looked at the boy and said, “You better believe I’m gonna tell him.  Number one, I had to spend hundreds of dollars of his money to get you out of this mess, and that money’s got to be accounted for.  Number two, it’s time he learned exactly what kind of animal he has for a son.  It’s probably already too late for him to turn you around.  But if he figures it’s worth a try, he needs to know it’s now or never.”

“You’re makin’ it  sound worse that it was.”

“Junior, I saw that poor girl with my own eyes.  You could’ve killed her!”

“But she was only a God damn whore!”

O’Malley’s right arm shot out and back-handed the boy, knocking him out of the saddle and off the rear of his horse.  Then, touching up his bay gelding, the foreman headed off toward camp in a trot.

Junior lay stunned in the dust for a few minutes, his ears ringing, blood dripping from his nose.  He finally got to his knees, then to his feet, and staggered the few yards to where his horse stood grazing beside the trail.  He pulled himself aboard and started off in a slow walk, already beginning to plan how he would handle his predicament.  One thing he knew for sure:  He wasn’t about to let O’Malley talk to his father.  No telling how the old man might react.  The son of a bitch might even run him off the ranch for good, leave everything to his little sister.

It was a chance he couldn’t afford to take.

The western sky was a brilliant red and purple as the sun went down over the flat mesquite-and-cactus-covered plain.  Off in the distance, running toward him along the dirt road came a child.  O’Malley, riding at the lead of the horse herd, loped ahead to greet his beautiful Maricruz, her arms outstretched to receive his embrace.  He was just yards away and already dismounting to lift her up when he felt a tugging at his shoulder.

He opened his eyes and saw his father-in-law, Gilberto Santiago, kneeling over him.  “Despierta, Jaime. Wake up.”

James sat upright on his bedroll and saw that the sky was just beginning to turn from black to gray, dawn still a half-hour away.  As he accepted a tin cup filled with hot black coffee, he said, “I was dreaming about our little Maricruz.  We were just getting home and she was running out to meet us.”


“Te tengo una mala noticia, Jaime.”
“Bad news?  ¿Qué pasó?”  

“Ese maldito no está.  Se fue.”

“Junior?  He’s not here?  He left?”

“Sí, Jaime.”

Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, O’Malley recalled the last he had seen of the boy.  The kid had ridden into camp the night before, an hour or so after he had been knocked off his horse.  He had washed up in the river, then hung around the fringes, away from the others, as always.

“The nightguard say he saddle a horse maybe around midnight and ride off toward Dodge City.  The nightguard say he ask what he doing, pero Junior no dijo nada.”

“God damn that boy.  God damn him!”  James started pulling on his boots and said, “Have somebody saddle my horse, por favor, while I take care of my business.”

Ten minutes later O’Malley was mounted up and heading toward town at a lope, the fury boiling inside him.  He had gone about a mile when he began to make out what looked like a body lying in the road a hundred feet ahead.  He slowed his horse and jumped off a few feet from the figure, which was sprawled face-down.  Kneeling close beside the body, he saw that it was Junior.  The boy’s horse stood several paces off the trail, the reins dragging as he grazed.  It was still too dark to see much, but he didn’t see any blood or obvious sign of injury, and he gently rolled the boy over.

As he came around face-up, Hoyt Junior thrust the eight-inch blade of a hunting knife hilt-deep under O’Malley’s ribcage.  He gave the knife a hard twist, then pushed O’Malley off and said, “I reckon you won’t be talkin’ to the old man now.”

He dragged James off the road, then hitched the foreman’s horse to the low branch of a cedar tree.  With O’Malley gasping for breath and too weak to resist, the boy dragged him two hundred feet away and shoved him into a thick tangle of brush.  Junior removed O’Malley’s pocketwatch and the roll of bills that was to be used for expense money on the trip home.

James O’Malley’s last sight on this earth was that of Junior Jorgenson staring calmly down at him, waiting for him to bleed out, the sky just beginning to fill with the soft light of dawn.

After he was certain O’Malley was dead, Junior returned to the two horses, mounted his own and, leading O’Malley’s, headed in a walk back to camp.  Along the way he paused to toss his knife and James’ pocketwatch far out into the muddy waters of the Arkansas River.  Then he put a match to the roll of bills.  As much as he hated to destroy the cash, he knew better than to risk having it discovered in his possession.  He kicked dirt over the ashes.  Finally, he carefully checked his clothes for signs of blood.


When he trotted into camp the men were waiting around the fire, finishing their breakfast, drinking coffee, smoking cigarettes.  Junior dismounted and strode into their midst.  His expression not giving away the slightest hint of guilt, he said, “I just found O’Malley’s bay on my way back from town.  Was standing off the trail, reins on the ground.  I looked all over for O’Malley, but didn’t find a thing.  I’m worried something bad’s happened to him.”

The men stared in disbelief.

Junior waited two beats, then hollered, “Well, get up off your asses, God damn it, and lets go look for him!”

Within minutes the men were mounted and following Junior to the spot where he claimed to have discovered O’Malley’s horse.  The sun had risen enough to provide good light, and they fanned out in all directions, searching the ground and calling out their foreman’s name.  Soon they spotted a pair of buzzards circling low, and moments later a man shouted out the bad news.  Gently, O’Malley’s body was loaded face-down across one of the horses, and a few of the cowboys took him into town to the undertaker.

A couple of men went for the law, and within half an hour Jim Masterson and his fellow deputy marshal, Wyatt Earp, were back at the scene, where Junior sat cross-legged on the ground, smoking a cigarette and waiting for what would come next. 

The lawmen dismounted, and, though there were several others present, Masterson fixed his glare on Junior.  His tone accusatory, he said, “Let’s hear your version, son.”

The boy got to his feet and looked the marshal in the eye.  “I rode into Dodge last night around midnight for a couple of drinks and…”

Masterson interrupted him.  “I thought I told you yesterday to stay the hell out of my town.”

“No, sir.  As I recall, you said, ‘if there’s ever a next time.’  Meanin’ trouble, the way I took it.  And I behaved myself real good last night.”

Both Masterson and Earp continued to stare at the boy, saying nothing.

“Anyhow, early this morning, right before sunup, I was headed back to camp, and right about here I came upon what looked like the boss’ horse, reins draggin’.  I got close and saw it sure enough was his horse, so I started callin’ out.  I looked around real good within a hundred feet or so, and when I didn’t find anything I went to camp for help.  We all came back and located him over yonder in a clump of brush.  He was stabbed dead.  We figure he was robbed.”

Still, neither marshal said a word.

“That’s how it was.  Swear to God.”

“Why is it I just know for a fact you’re lying and that you had something to do with this?”  Masterson said.

“Why, I don’t know why you’d think that, Marshal.  Why would I want to harm O’Malley?  Hell, he just got my ass out of a whole lot of trouble.”

The lawmen searched Junior’s person and saddle bags, but found nothing incriminating.  They searched the area and found no clues.  They asked around at nearby camps, hoping someone had seen or heard something—all to no avail.

In the afternoon a simple burial was held in the cemetery at the edge of town.  All the Jorgenson crew, Masterson and Earp, and the madam Jane, accompanied by three of her girls, gathered around the crude wooden coffin and cross.  A few of the cowboys said a few words, for there was no clergyman on hand.  James was Catholic, and no priest could be found in Dodge City.

After the box was lowered into the ground and as the men drifted slowly away, Marshal Earp called Hoyt Junior over.  Earp was a large, imposing man, hard-eyed and intense.  When the boy stepped up, the marshal spat, intentionally splattering Junior’s boot.  Jane and her girls also approached.  The image of Fay’s battered face was fresh in their minds, and they had been glaring with hatred at the kid throughout the burial.

Fixing him with a withering look, Jane said, “I just cannot understand how come a good man like James O’Malley has to die, while a rotten little bastard like you lives on.  It sure does test my faith.”

Her wrath seemed to reach something in the boy, and he lowered his head and took a step back.  He instinctively touched the still-tender bump on his forehead, where Jane had struck him with her big skillet.

“Wyatt and I have been wondering the same thing,” Jim Masterson said.  “What’s more, there ain’t a doubt in our minds that this kid here murdered O’Malley.  We just wish to God we could prove it.”

There was a long moment of silence as Jane, her girls, and Masterson and Earp glowered at Junior Jorgenson.

Finally the boy mustered enough defiance to say, “Then I don’t reckon y’all can do a thing about it, can you?”

“We can by God do this!”  Earp growled.  He drew his hog-leg, bringing the long barrel down with all his might across Junior’s head, right atop the same lump Jane had given him.  The boy’s eyes rolled back in his skull, his knees buckled, and he collapsed in a heap on the hard ground.

“Haul this piece of shit outa my town!”  Earp shouted to no one in particular, and he and Masterson and the women turned and walked away.

Back at the camp, Junior was loaded, still unconscious, his forehead bleeding and badly swollen, onto the chuck wagon.  It was late, but there was still an hour or two of light left in the day and no one felt like spending another minute near Dodge City, so they quickly broke camp and headed south toward Texas.

Old gray-haired Gilberto Santiago touched the reins to his team and headed out with the rest, though he surely hated leaving his son-in-law behind in a graveyard so far from home.  Gilberto had lived long enough to know that there was a good side and a bad side to almost everything, and he decided the good side of this had to be that James was now at peace and happily reunited with their beloved Soledad in la presencia de Dios.   The bad side was that little Maricruz would suffer mightily and would never again be the same joyous child she had once been.  No matter how hard he and Libertad and Piedad would try to make up for James’ absence, Gilberto knew it would never be enough.

And, like the two marshals, the cocinero was certain that the boy in the back of the wagon had killed James O’Malley.  Oh, how he would love to stop the team and slit the vile animal’s throat.  But he was just a poor old Mexican cook with a family to care for, so he pointed the team down the darkening trail, thinking of home—and knowing nothing would ever be the same.
