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CHAPTER ONE
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Exhausted and bored, the rocking of the stagecoach to the boom town of Tombstone lulled me into an uneasy sleep. I awoke when I was thrown against my younger brother, dozing beside me. I shifted and opened my eyes as the man seated opposite leered and winked. Feeling my face flush, I turned toward the open window and pulled a handkerchief to my nose and mouth. The dirt-filled air was choking. After a moment, I glanced back. He winked again. 

“Sir! How dare you annoy my sister in that manner!” Howard’s voice was stern and pitched lower than his usual eighteen-year-old timbre. 

“What did I do?” Clutching his tool case, the traveling tinker’s eyes opened wide in mock surprise. Gritty fingernails and a haggard face revealed a hardscrabble life. Waving his hand in my direction, he said. “I never said nothin’.”

The other passengers suspended their talk and stared at him. A man in the opposite corner leaned forward and said, “Ryan, I know you, and you best leave this young lady alone if you know what’s good for you.” Everyone turned to this outspoken man. Who was he? 

Ryan’s mocking demeanor evaporated as he glared back with a sneer. Pointing a finger, he said, “I don’t take no orders from you, Clum! You and your blue-belly friends think you run things, but that don’t hold no water with me! I will do and say as I please.” Everyone was silent during this exchange, and I felt mortified to be the center of such a discussion.

“I don’t care what you think about me or my friends,” said Mr. Clum. “But I will not abide your vulgar attentions toward this young woman.” 

“This piece of fluff? I bet she’s had plenty from men like—" Howard lunged from his seat and swung at Ryan, catching him on the chin. The man’s hat fell off when his head thumped against the coach, his case falling loudly to the floor. The door flew open, and I held onto the window frame as the coach swayed violently. 

Everyone yelled as Ryan fell toward the open door. Howard and a nearby passenger grabbed Ryan’s arm and pulled him back. With the horses galloping at full speed, Howard edged to the doorway, gripped the window frame, leaned out, and pulled the wildly swinging door closed. No one spoke as we settled back in our seats. 

I was amazed that the coach did not slow down during this commotion. The guard leaned far over the side and yelled, “Is everything OK down there?” Mr.Clum signaled that all was well, and the guard returned to his place. 

Mr. Clum, his face hardened, spat out, “Ryan, apologize.” The other men agreed, and one suggested Ryan should be thrown off.

Ryan straightened into his seat, and replaced his hat, scanning the men staring at him. Rubbing his chin, he found no supporters. Avoiding my eyes, he bowed his head and said, “My apologies, Miss. It was not my intention to offend.” He picked up his case from the floor and placed it on his lap. With only the sound of the galloping horses and the creaking coach, everyone’s eyes remained on the offender. A moment later, the conversation resumed as if nothing had happened. 

I nudged Howard, who was running his fingers through his wavy hair. I noticed his flushed face and compressed mouth. “Howard,” I whispered. “Where did you learn to hit someone like that? Very impressive!”

“Oh, that was nothing, Sarah.” He took my hand briefly and said, “Are you all right?” His knuckles were bruised.

“Only mad. I should have slapped the curr myself.” Howard’s eyes rounded at my vehemence. I jabbed his ribs and said, “I wonder what Papa will say of your exploits today. I’m sure he will be proud.”

Howard patted my hand and said, “Thank you, Sarah. That means a lot.”

I sat back and closed my eyes, wilfully pushing Ryan from my mind. Instead, I thought about our journey from New York. Was it only ten days since we boarded the train? When Papa inherited valuable silver mines from his brother, he couldn’t wait to move the family out West. That was more than two years ago. Staying behind until Howard graduated from high school had been a singular time for us. We grew closer and had time to reflect on this move. Howard, who had been against it at first, changed his mind when his friends voiced their admiration for such an adventure. I, who had been excited at first, now wondered why I thought leaving New York for Tombstone was anything but crazy. Free of parental oversight, I dreaded the renewal of Mother’s nagging criticism of my independent ways.

But I looked forward to seeing my father and little sister Mamie again. I hope I can find my true purpose in this new place. I want to prove I’m worthy of his respect. 

I sighed and glanced at the men in the coach. My eyes rested on the man named Clum. He was well dressed, about thirty, and until the outburst, had remained mostly quiet. All I knew was his name and that he must be a professional man. He spoke to Ryan as one with authority. Whoever he was, he must be well-known in Tombstone.

My roving eyes fell on another who appeared just as curious about our fellow passenger. “Excuse me, Mr. Clum.” The bold passenger leaned forward and said, “Haven’t I met you before?” The barrel-chested man was smartly dressed, with a gold watch fob dangling from a waistcoat button. With his derby hat in his lap, his reddish hair poked out in various directions over his ruddy, fleshy face. Spat-covered shoes buffed to a high gloss were now covered with a fine layer of dust. I glimpsed ruby-colored cufflinks peeking out from his coat sleeves. 

Mr. Clum studied him and replied, “No, sir, I don’t believe we’ve met. Should I know you?” 

“Sir, I am William Hutchinson. Most people call me Billy. I’m building a theater on Allen Street, the Birdcage, that I plan to open by Christmas.”

“Oh yes, Mr. Hutchinson, I’ve passed your building project often. My newspaper, The Tombstone Epitaph, which I own with my friend, Mr. Sorin, is just around the corner on Fifth.” Listening to this exchange, I wasn’t surprised to learn Mr. Clum was in the newspaper business. Contrasted with the others in this coach, Mr.Clum demonstrated a bent toward listening well rather than speaking too much.

Mr. Hutchinson slapped his knee. “Upon my soul, sir! That’s where I’ve heard your name. Not only are you a journalist of some distinction, but weren’t you recently elected as Tombstone’s first mayor?” All eyes turned to Mr. Clum, who nodded. Mr. Hutchinson continued, “Is it also correct that you are acquainted with Marshal Virgil Earp and his brothers?”

Mr. Clum nodded and quietly replied, “Yes, it is my great pleasure to be acquainted with the Earp brothers, and I am proud to call Mr. Wyatt Earp one of my closest friends.” 

Everyone bombarded poor Mr. Clum with questions and exclamations. He glanced at me, rolling his eyes. Mr. Ryan snorted and turned away. 

Racing along the never-ending dusty trail, I was grateful for the diversion provided by this bit of information. I looked forward to learning more about Mr. Clum and his good friends Wyatt Earp and Mr. Sorin. Mr. Clum had already demonstrated he was a gentleman, and my hopes for the society in Tombstone began to look more promising. Maybe the negative impressions my mother wrote about were not as accurate as she perceived. However, Mr. Ryan’s remark about Civil War sympathies clouded my high hopes. Those loyalties must be strong in Tombstone: a disturbing thought.

The sun was fast sliding behind the western mountains when our stage slowed in its final approach to Tombstone. The sunset’s glow streaked the sky in crimson ribbons, falling across the sagebrush landscape in purple shadows. There was just enough light for me to take stock of my new hometown as our coach slowly rolled through the dusty streets. I anticipated it would be very different from what I was used to, but this was dreadful. My world in New York was one of cultured society and thriving commerce. As the largest city in Arizona, I expected Tombstone to be far superior to the small towns we traveled through. With a sigh of disappointment, I could not dispel my first impression: dingy and drab.

Instead of the neatly laid out streets, tree-lined rows of brownstones, and horsecars transporting citizens, I viewed rutted dirt roads and the remains of fire-ravaged buildings. It was a place of adobe and rustic wood structures, seedy-looking men, rowdy saloons, and plain-dressed women in old-fashioned bonnets. 

The horses pulled our dirt-caked conveyance up to the Wells Fargo office on Allen Street and shuddered to a stop. Howard and I shook the dust from our clothes as we stepped off the stage. I sighed at our dismal surroundings as Howard helped me to the boardwalk. How can I live here? It must be better in the light of day. 

I turned my eyes heavenward with a prayer for mercy, but the distant mountains and the splendor of the night sky interceded to revive my spirits. I took a deep breath in the cooling air. Papa said there were fresh opportunities here. Could I find mine? I must. 

It was now dark, and the few streetlights cast a dusky glow on the boardwalk. Gray shadows filled the empty spaces between the wooden buildings, thrusting my mind into a strange space of unreality. What am I doing here? I closed my eyes to clear such thoughts. 

As the passengers collected their baggage and dispersed in different directions, I noticed Mr. Ryan facing Mr. Clum a few feet down the boardwalk. 

“Clum, I’m here to tell you I will not forget how you abused me. I don’t take that from nobody. You will be sorry you stuck your nose in my business.” Ryan’s face twisted in rage as his finger jabbed at Mr. Clum.

Mr. Clum stood firm before Mr. Ryan and said, “I’ll be watching you, Ryan. If you want to conduct business here, you better take care.” 

I feared Ryan would hit Mr. Clum when his hand balled into a fist. Howard took a few steps in their direction. 

“Go ahead and run to that killer Wyatt Earp. I ain’t afraid of him!” Ryan turned and quickly walked across the street. He glanced back at Howard and shook his fist. “And you, young pup. I won’t forget you, neither!” He turned the corner and disappeared. I breathed a sigh of relief.

This incredibly foreign place brought on an uneasy foreboding I tried to dismiss as a reaction to Ryan’s confrontation. But I couldn’t dismiss my new anxiety in this strange world. I berated myself for failing to send my father a telegram announcing our arrival. 

Across the street, a large, wood-frame structure with ‘Oriental’ across the arched entrance announced its purpose with bright lights and loud voices. Howard asked, “Why don’t I go to that business over there and ask if anyone knows how we can find Papa’s house?”

Judging by the tinny piano chords drifting out its windows, I said, “No, Howard. It may not be a safe place. Let’s ask those men inside the Wells Fargo office. Maybe one of them knows him.” 

Just as Howard turned toward the office, Mr. Clum approached us. “Do you need help finding your family? Maybe I can help. I know most people here in town.” I felt instant relief. After his kindness today, I believed I could trust him. 

Howard answered. “Thank you, Mayor Clum. We didn’t introduce ourselves earlier, but I’m Howard Herring, and this is my sister, Sarah. We’ve traveled all the way from New York and are anxious to find our father. His name is Colonel William Herring. He has a law office here, somewhere on Toughnut Street.” 

Mr. Clum’s reserved face brightened. “Of course, I know Colonel Herring! I’ve been to his home many times. I will be pleased to accompany you there. I only need to go to the livery and pick up my rig.”

“We have benefitted from your kindness already, sir. Howard and I can walk if you give us directions. We don’t want to impose upon your time.” 

“I must insist! And besides,” he glanced at our luggage, which included a small trunk in addition to four suitcases, “even if you check your luggage at the Wells Fargo office, I couldn’t let you walk to your home at this time of night. Please wait here, and I will return in a few minutes.” The mayor tipped his hat and walked briskly down the street. 

Turning to Howard, I said, “What a considerate man. I’m so glad we met him today.” It also occurred to me that the mayor may not think the streets were safe after dark, especially after Mr. Ryan’s threat. 

As Howard and I waited for Mr. Clum, we surveyed our surroundings. Even at this late hour, there were many people out and about. The business across the street was bustling, with men of all types streaming in and out. Most looked rather rough, dressed in workman’s clothes and tall riding boots. Raucous voices accompanied by a discordant piano carried out from its open windows to the street. Two men drunkenly mounted their horses outside what I decided must be a saloon. I heard one yell to the other as he rode off, “See ya at the inquest!”

From the people walking by, I caught snatches of conversation I didn’t completely understand. It seemed a fight or some event took place the day before. Talk of it was on everyone’s lips. I was sure I heard “Wyatt Earp” and “Ike” mentioned. What did it mean? Was Wyatt Earp in a fight?

Mr. Clum finally returned with an open buckboard wagon. He jumped down and with Howard’s help, quickly loaded our luggage. Mr. Clum glanced away frequently, and a handgun protruded from his coat pocket. “I’m sorry I took so long,” he said, “but I just received some distressing news, and I must find my friends. If you don’t mind, Howard, please sit in the back while you, Miss Herring, sit here with me. I’ll have you home with your family in no time. And Howard, don’t worry about Ryan. He’s all bluster.” I nodded, wondering what else we may encounter here.

We were barely seated when he whipped the horses, and we lurched down the street at a good clip. His eyes darted about in all directions. Just observing his behavior made me feel nervous and afraid. What’s going on? I considered asking him about what I had heard but decided to remain quiet. Papa would know.

In a very short time, we arrived in front of an impressive, two-story brick house on a quiet street with two or three smaller homes nearby. Howard jumped down and set the luggage on the road. “Don’t wait on us, sir. I’ll see to my sister. I know you want to find your friends. Thank you for bringing us home.” Howard walked around and helped me down. 

Mr. Clum smiled thinly and said, “I was happy to help. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again. Now, excuse me—” He touched his hat, snapped the reins over the horses’ backs, turned the wagon, and drove away. 

I assessed our new home with interest. I couldn't make out much with only a sliver of the moon and light from a few windows. There were no trees, but potted plants lined the gravel path. A large, prickly-looking plant sat in the yard, softened by a fragrant flowering vine winding up a porch column. Leaving the trunk by the roadside, Howard and I picked up our luggage, walked through the small gate leading to the large covered porch, and knocked on the door. A brass placard on the right side of the doorway stated, ‘Col. Wm. Herring, Atty at Law’, with an engraved finger pointing to a door with a bell on the house's far side. In a place so small, I wondered if his practice had much business.

Someone peeked out from behind a lace curtain with a shriek. The door swung open, and our father greeted us with, “You two sure picked the worst time ever to show up!” His brusque greeting startled us. He wrinkled his brow and scowled as he looked us up and down. Our father, not yet fifty, had lost the extra pounds around his middle, and his previously pale skin appeared more robust. His mustache was noticeably longer, his brown hair grayer, and more lines were around his hazel eyes. Before he could speak further, our mother and sister pushed him aside and pulled us inside the door with hugs, smiles, and kisses. 

After Papa and Howard brought the trunk inside, Mother and Mamie led us to the parlor, chattering happily about our arrival. Mother called for apple pie and coffee from the kitchen. A young Mexican girl brought a tray of apple pie and a plate of strange flatbread with a bowl of beans covered in an unfamiliar sauce. 

While Mamie explained the unknown food and prepared plates for Howard and me, Papa stood sullenly by the fireplace, glaring at us. There was a small fire burning in the grate, and after our day of exhausting travel, a fisticuff, and a public altercation, I suddenly felt overheated. The incredibly spicy beans only added to my discomfort.

As Mother continued with her excited prattle, Howard and I kept our eyes on Papa, whose stern face inspired anxiety. When there was a pause, I quickly spoke. 

“Papa, what is going on in town? What happened yesterday? And, most of all, are you angry we came out here?” 

He appeared taken aback by my questions. But after gazing into the fire momentarily, he shook his head, his hand shielding his eyes. Mother and Mamie stared at me, and Mother’s face quickly changed from joy to sorrow. Mamie’s mouth drooped, and she looked down at her hands, now clenched in her lap. 

Papa sighed heavily, sat in his easy chair, and told us. He told us about the shooting the prior afternoon, October 26, between a party of the Earp brothers and a gambler called Doc Holliday and a gang of four cowboys from two ranching families, the McLaurys and the Clantons. It took place in the street in the middle of town and was over in a few seconds. When the shooting stopped, Virgil and Morgan Earp, and Holliday were injured. The McLaurys, Frank and Tom, and Billy Clanton were dead. Ike Clanton managed to escape into a nearby building as the shooting began. Of the gunfighters, only Wyatt Earp was unharmed. 

I was alarmed. “Mayor Clum traveled with us from Tucson and brought Howard and me here. He told us Wyatt Earp is one of his closest friends! How could such a thing happen?” I read about things like this, but I never thought I would live in a place where people shot each other in the street. 

“I don’t know all the facts of the matter, but I can assure you this was a fair fight, and the Earps lawfully defended themselves against those ruffians. There’s to be an inquest tomorrow starting at ten o’clock.” 

I remembered the drunken man’s reference to an inquest as he rode away from the saloon. I focused on my father, staring into the fire in a daze. Then he turned to me and said, “Sarah, since you’re here, it would be a great help if you attend the inquest with me.” I heard a gasp from Mother. “I need someone without bias to take notes of the proceedings. You don’t know these people, and I trust you will record what is said. I realize you must be tired from your journey, but will you do that for me?” He paused a moment. “I’m not angry with you or Howard. This damned thing is extremely troubling. It grieves me that we should reunite in our new home at such a dreadful time.” Mother pursed her lips over Papa’s swearing but said nothing. I was inwardly thrilled by his invitation. I sometimes took notes for him in New York and was proud that he trusted my ability. 

“We understand, don’t we, Howard?” Howard nodded his head solemnly. Like me, I think he was in shock at the magnitude of our new reality. After reflection, I said, “I would be honored to attend the inquest and assist in any way I can.” Just then, the clock on the mantel struck 10 o’clock. I rose and gave my father a brief kiss on his cheek. He looked into my eyes and squeezed my hand. I turned to my mother and said, “Will you show me to my room? And could your maid bring up some hot water? I need to unpack a few things and wash up before bed.” 

As I followed Mother up the staircase, my head filled with visions of gunfire and violence, like in Howard’s popular ten-cent novels. What would I experience tomorrow in this wild place? I felt honored to assist my father and determined to prove myself worthy of the task. But I wasn’t satisfied with merely taking notes. I wanted to understand this process and know what to expect. 

My mind buzzed so in thought as I opened a suitcase to find my night things, I hardly noticed when the maid brought in the hot water. After washing and changing into my nightgown, I sat on the bed, slowly brushing my hair, thinking about my life: my drifting, aimless life. Mother said marriage was the answer. But that wasn’t appealing. At least, not now. I was only twenty, and marriage could wait. I needed something else. But what? 

After my father announced his impulsive decision to move to Tombstone, I considered this earthquake of a change might be what I needed. Could I possibly find a life of meaning in this grubby little town? It was a crazy idea. 

But now he needed my help. I wanted, no, I must earn his respect. I must prove my worth tomorrow. The more my thoughts churned, the slower I brushed. Then, an idea formed in my mind. I put the brush down, knowing what I should do. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Papa intended to arrive early at the Mining Exchange, where the coroner’s court was to convene on Friday, October 28, 1881. The streets were already teeming with all manner of humanity. He said that people from the mines, farms, and ranches from miles around, and even Bisbee and Tucson, traveled to hear the coroner’s jury’s verdict, here in Tombstone, the county seat. If this inquest stirred up such interest, I realized we were walking into a possible hornet’s nest. I felt both anxious and exhilarated to be part of something so momentous.

Our home was just a few blocks from the Mining Exchange and I wondered what I might encounter on our walk there. I was startled when Papa placed a six-shooter into the belt of his trousers and pulled his suit coat over it. He glanced at me and touched my back to usher me out of the house. Stopping briefly to scan the street, we stepped through the gate and onto the dirt footpath. I bowed my head into the stiff breeze while dust and dry brush swirled around my skirts.

As we walked, Papa filled me in on his concerns. “Sarah, I don’t want you to worry about all of this,” he patted his pocket, “but with so many strangers in town, it doesn’t hurt to be cautious. Those cowboys were buried yesterday, and I’ve never seen such a mob scene in my life. The roads were packed for more than three streets in every direction when the funeral hearses drove down Allen Street. There was even a brass band that had the gall to play Dixie! That rebel newspaper, The Nugget, is inflaming sentiment against the Earps. Not one hour before you arrived yesterday, I met Wyatt Earp in my office, and we spoke about what may happen today. I agreed to represent him if the inquest doesn’t go favorably. I’ve also telegraphed a well-regarded criminal defense attorney up in Prescott, Mr. Thomas Fitch.”

“I don’t understand. You said last night the Earps acted in defense of the law.” 

“There is a certain element in Cochise County that does not fully support the Earps and what they see as their high-handed, Yankee methods. With Doc Holliday involved, a common gambler and a drunk, it doesn’t look good for them. Wyatt is a fearless, sensible man, and a good Republican. He has been actively politicking to be elected as the next county sheriff. The current sheriff, John Behan, a Democrat, and an amoral, pompous ass, is understandably worried.” He glanced my way and said, “Excuse my language, Sarah, but that’s what he is! He tried to arrest Wyatt right after the gunfight but Wyatt stood up to him and said he would not be arrested. To make matters worse, rumors are circulating that Wyatt and Behan have been pursuing the same woman.” Hearing no comment from me, he continued. “Depending on how this inquest turns out, Wyatt and his brothers, along with Holliday, could be facing not only arrest but convictions for murder.”

Absorbing this astonishing information, I remained silent as we walked toward Fifth Street. Plucked from an ordered world of civilized propriety, I struggled to find my footing in this violent moonscape. My new reality must not blindside my better judgment. How can Papa align himself with such people?

As we approached the town center, crowds of people filled the streets. They seemed a disorderly crowd to my sensibilities, and I felt my body tense in anticipation. At the time, I was too excited to be afraid.

“Sarah,” Papa hesitated and then said, “I am very grateful for your help, and I expect you to record the proceedings accurately, without emotion. However, I must warn you several common folk will give testimony, and you will likely hear language you’ve never heard spoken in your presence before.”

“Don’t worry about me. Teaching school may seem a polite occupation to many, but in the public schools of New York, one is likely to hear just about anything.” 

He turned to me with a start and, seeing my smile, chuckled and said, “I suppose I should have known better. It never occurred to me my gently brought-up daughter would be exposed to such things.” He turned solemn and continued, “But, Sarah, this is not New York but Tombstone, a rough, rowdy mining town, and over the next few weeks, you may hear and see things that will dismay and grieve your soul.” I merely nodded, thinking about what was before me today and what it would mean in the months ahead. Contemplating his caution, my enthusiasm for my task today only increased. I intended to prove my resilience and my worth, not only to my father but to me.

Now seated in the crowded, stuffy room, I caught sight of Mr. Clum. When he noticed me, he immediately walked over, bringing another gentleman. Mr. Clum was a little shorter than me, with dark eyes and a long black mustache, and wore a dark business suit and waistcoat. The attractive gentleman with him was over six feet tall, his face clean-shaven, with sandy-colored hair and blue eyes. Attired much the same as Mr. Clum, he clasped a leather document case. While Mr. Clum presented a youngish-looking face and a somber, dignified demeanor, this older man appeared the opposite, with a ready smile and sparkling eyes demonstrating a character of optimistic expectation. In our current surroundings, I found his manner completely disarming. 

“Good morning, Colonel Herring, Miss Herring.” Mr. Clum extended his hand to Papa and bowed in my direction. “Miss Herring, after our strenuous journey of yesterday, I must say I’m surprised to see you here this morning!” 

“My father asked me to take notes of the proceedings today, and I am pleased to help.” 

“Oh, are you a stenographer? I could use you at the newspaper!” Mr. Clum’s eyes lit up at the prospect.

“Unfortunately, no. However, I have a unique notetaking style, which has proven almost as accurate.” I smiled up from my seated position, and my eyes turned to Mr. Clum’s companion, who looked down at me with genial interest.

“Please excuse me,” Mr. Clum glanced at his companion and back at me, “I must introduce my friend! I believe, Colonel, you have previously met my business partner.” Papa nodded affirmation, and Mr. Clum continued, “Miss Herring, allow me to introduce my good friend and partner, Mr. Thomas Sorin. Mr. Sorin, may I present Miss Sarah Herring, late of New York, recently arrived in Tombstone.” Mr. Sorin extended his large hand and grasped mine in a gentle handshake. I noticed black ink stains on his fingers. His eyes met mine, and I instantly felt a spark of perception conveyed in that brief greeting. Even though I did not know the man, his unswerving eyes communicated his desire to know me. Unnerved, a girlish awkwardness swept through me, and I looked down a moment before returning my gaze to his face as he spoke. 

“It is my great pleasure to meet you, Miss Herring, and to welcome you to Tombstone. However, I am afraid our current circumstances must paint a very distressing picture of our town.” Mr. Sorin’s low-pitched voice was soft, and with the commotion, I leaned forward slightly to hear his words, which unnerved me further. I picked up the subtle scent of peppermint and clove, a vast improvement over the aromas I’d experienced during yesterday’s long stagecoach ride. 

Flustered, I struggled to reply with a modicum of dignity. “I am willing to balance such an impression, sir, however negative it may be now. I am sure the more accurate picture is one of a town known for its diligent, good-hearted residents.” I immediately felt my words were forced and silly. How could I know about Tombstone in less than a day? This man was affecting my good sense. Why?

His eyes searching mine, Mr. Sorin’s momentary smile unsettled me further before he responded, “You are very kind, Miss Herring, and quite reassuring. I hope the coming days will not disappoint you. While our town may not always be on its best behavior, I earnestly desire that I and the citizens of Tombstone may honor your kind words with our friendship.” His words startled me, and I didn’t know what to say. I only looked at him as my cheeks warmed.

He held my eyes until we heard Mr. Clum call out his name. Then, he glanced away with a start toward Mr. Clum, who was walking away, waving for Mr. Sorin to join him. 

“Well, I must find a chair before they are all taken.” He paused a moment and, looking into my eyes again, said, “I hope we meet again.” He bowed slightly and joined Mr. Clum on the other side of the room. 

My gaze followed after him for a moment, feeling somewhat uncomfortable in the warm room. I was unable to determine my feelings. My intense reaction to this man was utterly perplexing but, at the same time, impressive. Mr. Sorin was an attractive man of apparent good sense and intelligence whose words were thoughtful and kind. I’d met others who exhibited the same qualities. However, Mr. Sorin’s demeanor towards me was not what I usually experienced with young men, who often behaved like banty roosters, trying to impress the females in the room. When introduced to older male acquaintances of my father, after voicing a few polite, insincere words, most immediately turned their attention elsewhere, disregarding my presence entirely. Mr. Sorin was like neither. What was it about this man that caused my stomach to flutter? 

Glancing briefly at Papa, whose face revealed amusement, I inhaled a calming breath, picked up the small writing box I carried from home, set it on my lap, pulled loose the latches, and opened it into a small writing surface. I pulled out two sharpened pencils and some paper from within and laid everything on the desk, ready for the inquest to begin. I looked up just in time to see the coroner and the jury enter the room. 

The coroner and jury took their seats at the front of the room; the coroner was at a table facing the gallery, and the jury was in chairs arranged to the left. Papa leaned over and whispered, “He’s Dr. Matthews, who examined the bodies after the gunfight. Those jurors, well, they are a questionable assembly of cowboy sympathizers for certain.” He scowled as he leaned back in his seat. 

I agreed that the jury appeared rough around the edges, but I hoped they must be fair men. Questions filled my mind, and I leaned over to whisper to Papa, but he raised his hand and mouthed, “Not now.” Frustrated, I picked up my pencil just as the coroner spoke.

“Citizens of Tombstone and interested parties, we are assembled here this morning to hear testimony of the events of October 26, 1881, which took place on Fremont Street, in the vicinity of the Fly Photography Studio and the Dunbar Corral on Fifth Street.” He introduced himself and the men whom he impaneled as jurors. After naming the dead men, he continued, “Ladies and gentlemen, it is my duty and that of the jury to determine only how and under what circumstances those men died.” 

Immediately, voices shouted out, “The Earps murdered them!” 

“Murder!” 

“Arrest Wyatt Earp!” 

“Hang that killer, Doc Holliday!” and other such exclamations. The coroner banged his gavel and called for order. 

I twisted in my chair, assailed by a sea of angry faces and raised fists. This horrifying display was fearsome to behold. Was this how people out here in the West behaved? But the crowd slowly quieted after Dr. Matthews banged his gavel several times, calling for order. 

Dr. Matthews, a gangly man of fifty with graying hair, bushy eyebrows, and a long, scraggly mustache, stood with his gavel in his hand and glared at the crowd for a moment and then shouted, “Now, if any such disturbance happens again, I will have no choice but to have the police clear this court!” He glared about the room again. “Do I make myself clear?” The crowd behind me grumbled incoherently but soon faded into silence. Dr. Matthews sat down. 

Papa’s eyes met mine. I’m sure he saw the alarm written clearly on my face. He reached out his hand and touched mine briefly. I straightened in my chair and took up my pencil as Dr. Matthews called the first witness, Sheriff John H. Behan. I sucked in my breath, remembering what Papa said about him and the ongoing competition between him and Wyatt Earp. I steeled myself to do as asked, to record the testimony accurately, without emotion or bias. It would not be easy. 

Sheriff Behan was a man of average height and build with dark eyes, wavy dark hair, and a receding hairline. He wore a shaggy mustache, but his clothing appeared of good quality and style, a pocket watch fob dangling over his waistcoat. I noticed his clean and highly polished boots when he approached the raised witness chair. 

He introduced himself as Cochise County Sheriff, stating he knew the “defendants, Wyatt Earp and John H. Holliday,” Virgil and Morgan Earp, and the deceased. He said he was in Tombstone when the “shooting affray took place between the parties named.” I was puzzled by his use of the term ‘defendants’ in referring to the Earps and Holliday. I made a mental note to ask about it later. When the sheriff used that term, which he repeated throughout his testimony, I glanced at Papa to ascertain his response, but I saw nothing of concern except his usual frown.

Sheriff Behan’s testimony was rambling and lengthy, some of which seemed unnecessary for such a fact-finding hearing. Dr. Matthews, whom I believed was responsible for restricting the testimony to factual evidence as well as posing all questions, seemed quite satisfied to allow the witness to detail the long history of the conflict between the two parties as well as everything he, Behan, did on the day in question. Dr. Matthews interjected only rarely. Initially, I found the process quite tedious, with much self-aggrandizement and descriptions of his intent and thinking rather than a focused description of the facts as witnessed. When he finally spoke about the actions leading directly to the gunfight, his narrative became disjointed, and I found it hard to make sense of what he said. The sheriff related how he met with the McLaurys and the Clantons to disarm them, and it became particularly confusing as to who was armed and who wasn’t and who was relieved of their weapons. 

The sheriff’s fragmented, confusing testimony continued with statements that set my mind spinning. He stated, “It was my impression Doc Holliday carried a nickel-plated pistol, but I will not say for certain.” Useless. The only clear thing he said was that the Earps fired the first shots. But predicated on his other confusing statements, I couldn’t help but distrust his veracity. It crossed my mind the sheriff was playing politics, trying to appease the cowboys and avoid appearing biased to potential voters. 

Based on this garbled testimony, I didn’t think Sheriff Behan had any more idea of what happened than I did. I tried to write it all down, though, just as stated. Dr. Matthews did not appear to be interested in a chronological account and never attempted to pin the sheriff down as to the facts as witnessed. How can Dr. Matthews let Behan do this? It’s not right.

After this witness’s protracted testimony, the court adjourned until nine o’clock the following morning. I supposed Dr. Matthews had patients waiting. It was plain that his skills must be better suited to dispensing medical advice and tonics than overseeing a coroner’s court.

I set down my pencil and looked at Papa while massaging my hand. He touched my arm and said, “Let’s go.” I put my things away and closed my writing box. As we made our way out, we saw Mr. Clum and Mr. Sorin conversing with their heads together.

I heard Mr. Sorin say, “I’m heading back to the office to set this up for our special edition. Come by in a couple of hours to read what I have before we go to press.” Without seeing us behind him, Mr. Sorin put on his coat and hat and quickly left with his document case in his hand. 

Wading through the crowd, Papa reached out his hand to Mr. Clum and called to him. Mr. Clum stopped and turned back to where we stood, his face one of agitation. “John, won’t you come to my home for supper, and we can discuss this privately?”

“Thank you, Colonel, but I must find Wyatt.”

Papa leaned in and whispered, “Why don’t you bring him to my office as soon as you can? Wyatt has retained my services, and we must review this outrageous testimony.”

“All right.” Mr. Clum put on his hat and, bowing slightly in my direction, said, “That’s a good idea, Colonel. I’ll bring him over in about an hour.” I hoped I might meet Wyatt Earp. I wanted to know what kind of man he was.

Papa was silent as we walked home. I had many questions but decided to wait until after he processed everything. However, I asked if Mr. Wyatt Earp attended the inquest. 

“No, he did not. I advised him and Doc Holliday to stay away. Things are volatile enough.” I nodded and kept my thoughts to myself as we trudged back home. My impression of Dr. Matthews’ conduct of the inquest thus far was an extreme disappointment. Thinking of how little he did to pose questions and clarify confusing testimony, he may as well have been asleep. How could a fair and reasonable determination be made based on testimony such as Sheriff Behan’s? This sheriff was an elected official paid by the County to enforce the law with impartiality and honesty. His behavior was one of a man more concerned with his interests and saving his skin than with abiding by his sworn duty to serve the residents of Cochise County with bravery and integrity.

My first day in Tombstone was peculiar indeed. I was down a rabbit hole, but instead of being invited to a tea party, I was at the mercy of something fearful and deadly, intent on removing my head. Or, at least, my good sense.
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CHAPTER THREE
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My father was at his desk when I heard the bell ring at his law office door. I peeked out the window, hoping to glimpse the notorious Mr. Wyatt Earp. My impression was of a tall man dressed in a dark coat with a black hat, which he removed before he and Mr. Clum entered. Knowing more about the man, I was curious about his character. No matter how I considered the situation, there was no escaping the fact he shot and probably killed those men, and, except for Papa’s favorable opinion, I had no idea how any man of good character could so easily turn a street into a bloody battlefield. 

Howard couldn’t wait to tell me what he had heard about the Earp brothers. “Sarah, everyone I talked to considers them all, especially Wyatt, as quick-draw gunslingers and gamblers who put up with no backtalk or nonsense. Most people try to avoid any contact with them. There is much talk they are not completely honorable, such as getting involved in crimes and then covering it up behind their badges.”

“Surely, Howard, that must be wild speculation. These people you spoke to must be biased because of their sympathies during the late war.”

Howard put his hands in his pockets and shook his head. “Maybe so, but all the same, there is talk.”

I returned to my writing desk, where I continued to review my notes, transcribing them into a legible, clean copy of my original record. I also made separate notes of my questions and impressions of the testimony, which I hoped to discuss later. I finished transcribing the last section and was deeply engrossed in stitching the papers together when Papa startled me with a tap on my shoulder. 

“Sarah, please bring your notes and come into my office.” I gathered my papers and nervously followed him down the hall where his office adjoined the main house. I wanted to meet this Wyatt Earp, but now a feeling of dread washed over me. Upon entering the office, I would come face to face with a known killer. Could I hold myself together? As I entered, the two seated gentlemen, Mr. Clum and Mr. Earp, immediately stood. 

I glanced at them briefly, walked to a vacant chair in the corner near my father’s desk, and turned to face the two men. “Sarah, let me introduce Mr. Wyatt Earp. Mr. Earp, my daughter, Miss Sarah Herring.”

I appraised Mr. Earp and saw his features were of a rugged quality, with a jutting chin and high cheekbones. His dark blonde mustache, trimmed at the corners of his mouth, covered his upper lip. Hair oil darkened his well-groomed hair. His deep-set, penetrating blue eyes under light-colored lashes and a strong brow gazed at me. His dark suit and necktie were fashionable and well-fitted to his broad shoulders and lean frame. He appeared as tall as Papa, who I knew was just over six feet tall. When I first entered the room, his formidable appearance matched my expectations, but as my father introduced us, his stern face softened, and I told myself I should not make judgments based solely on the stories I heard from my brother. 

He reached out his long-fingered hand to shake mine, and as I grasped it, he said, “My pleasure, Miss Herring. I hear from Mr. Clum and your father that you are quite a remarkable young lady, traveling out from New York as you did and now taking time to help him.” His mustache hid his smile, but his eyes exhibited sincere compliments. 

“I only hope I may be able to serve my father in this serious enterprise,” I said. “May I ask after the health of your brothers and Mr. Holliday?” 

“Virgil is in some pain but will recover. Morgan’s wound will take longer to heal, but I’m confident he will recover. Doc was merely grazed and is doing well. Thank you for asking.” 

With the introductions complete, everyone sat down, and Papa said, “Shall we agree to address each other by our given names? No formality is necessary.” I smiled at this, knowing no matter what we agreed, he would still be addressed as ‘Colonel,’ customary since his Civil War days. As we nodded our affirmation, he continued, “Sarah has been busy transcribing her notes from today's proceedings, so if we need to review anything, she can read back Behan’s testimony.”

Mr. Earp looked at Mr. Clum and said, “John, you’ve already told me what you heard today but I’d like to hear from Miss Herring... Sarah, about her impressions.”

Mr. Clum looked at me and said, “I agree. Since you are new to town and have not yet formed your own opinions, I’d like to hear what you think of what we heard and saw today.” I was unprepared for such a request and didn’t know what to say. I looked at my father, who uncharacteristically nodded. I thought a moment, breathed in to steady my nerves, and said, “Not knowing your customs or any of those involved in these events, I must say, I am surprised by how Dr.Matthews conducted this hearing.” I heard Mother’s voice in my head admonishing my forthright demeanor. 

“What makes you say that?” John leaned toward me and continued, “Can you provide specific examples demonstrating your concerns?” 

“Yes, I think I can.” A vision of a recently studied text scrolled through my mind, and I felt sure of what I must say. I caught my father’s worried stare and said, “I know I am not formally trained in the law or in what is common here in the Territory, but I did some research on what an inquest is, and I learned it is not a trial, but a venue to hear facts regarding a sudden death and to determine who and how a person died and under what conditions the death occurred.” I paused a moment to slow myself down. Papa’s eyes opened wide but I felt excited to share my newfound knowledge. “I could be mistaken, but my research indicates an inquest must also determine if a death is by an unlawful act or an omission, such as a failure to act. I believe Dr. Matthews did not demonstrate an understanding of his responsibilities. I did not see an organized gathering of declarative knowledge but a meandering tale of opinions, guesses, and uncertainties. Rather than settle these questions, if what we saw today continues, I fear this inquest will only raise more.”

I paused and regarded my audience, who gazed at me with mild surprise and curiosity. Papa’s mouth gaped open, and I expected him to intervene immediately. However, no one raised any questions. Maybe they were shocked at my intensity, but feeling slightly reassured, I continued. “This witness today, Sheriff Behan, continually referred to the Earp brothers and Mr. Holliday as ‘the defendants.’ I understand there are no defendants or plaintiffs at a coroner’s hearing. Calling them ‘defendants’ assumes they are already charged with an offense when this is false. Dr. Matthews did nothing to dispel such assumptions, and Sheriff Behan should know better.”

Papa thumped his desk and said, “That’s right, Sarah! Behan did say that! I don’t know how much experience Dr. Matthews has with these things but I agree he should have corrected the statement immediately. It’s entirely misleading, not only to the jurors but to the people in the gallery.” The other men agreed. “Continue, Sarah. What else did you notice?”

“Only a few more things.” Although I did not need them, I looked down at my notes to quiet my breathing and excited heart. “Witnesses called must answer specific questions as directed by the coroner, which must be answered clearly and succinctly by someone certain of what he saw. Time and again, Sheriff Behan asserted something as fact and then, in the next breath, said he was not sure. Again, Dr. Matthews allowed Sheriff Behan to say whatever he wanted in a disjointed, confusing quagmire.” I paused again, peering into faces revealing nothing I could interpret except Wyatt, who glanced at John and waved his hand at me with a satisfied expression. His wave encouraged me further, and I carried on.

“One more thing I thought was interesting. Sheriff Behan stated,” I paused with a glance at my notes and said, “he was following at a distance, and when the shooting started, he threw himself to the ground, but, incredibly, he thought the first three shots came from the Earp party.” I stopped and scanned the faces staring at me. John and Wyatt leaned forward, and my father was furiously writing something. “Tell me, if a man is sprawled on the ground a few feet from this chaotic situation, his face in the dust, how could he possibly know who shot first? Even if he did see or hear anything, he was behind the Earp party. He threw himself to the ground because he knew the cowboys were indeed armed, and I believe he was afraid of being shot!” All the men murmured affirmation. Encouraged, I continued, “I’ll tell you what I think. I think Sheriff Behan’s testimony is useless. He was on the sidelines, mostly on the ground! He was unable or unwilling to attest to anything with certainty. It was all supposition.” 

I realized I was gesticulating my points and, feeling somewhat embarrassed, instantly folded my hands in my lap and lowered my head. No one spoke but I was conscious of everyone’s eyes. Had I humiliated myself? These men were more experienced than I. What right did I have to come to such a conclusion? 

Focusing on the braided rag rug at my feet, I saw a man’s boots move to the center of the room. “By God, Colonel, this daughter of yours is a regular firecracker!” I looked up when I heard Wyatt’s voice and saw him standing in the middle of the room, looking down at me. 

“Miss Sarah, you got right to the heart of Behan’s testimony and called it for what it is. A useless, confusing quagmire! Quagmire! I like that word!” Giving me a crooked smile, he said, “It didn’t take long to spot a hound when you saw one!”

“Sarah,” my father looked pointedly at me and said, “how did you come to learn about an inquest? You said you researched it. When? Did Mr. Cleveland teach you about it while you were working for him?” Mr. Cleveland was his former law partner in New York. Before coming to Tombstone, I worked part-time in his office. Papa’s look was stern, and his manner revealed his dubious belief in my ability to understand such concepts. I felt deflated my father could consider such a thing.

“Well... no, Mr. Cleveland never brought up the subject. But after everyone went to bed last night, I couldn’t sleep, so I came downstairs to your office and looked it up in one of your books.” I waved to the shelves of his legal books. “I apologize. I wanted to be prepared.”

“Sarah, that’s a complex concept! I would never want you to give up your sleep to understand such a thing.” I shook my head, wanting to explain. But before I could respond, the men began discussing Behan and his testimony, expanding on what I discussed. 

Then John said, “Your daughter has the makings of a fine lawyer, Colonel. Aren’t you proud?” Papa only frowned. John turned to me and said, “Miss Sarah, if at any time I need legal assistance and your father, here, is not available, I believe I can safely rely on your fine mind and good sense.” Instead of affirmation, my father displayed annoyance. John smiled at me as he leaned back in his chair. Was he being serious, or was he merely teasing me? I didn’t know him well enough to know. 

These paradoxical responses, one upon the other, hit me hard, and I leaned back in my chair, feeling drained all at once. The men continued to discuss the meaning of what was said today and what to expect tomorrow. I heard something about a flawed conclusion that Wyatt must prepare for, but their voices blended into one roar and I heard nothing more specific. I was utterly exhausted and disappointed my father didn’t know me at all.

After a while, John stood up and, picking up his hat and coat at the door, said, “Well, I must go. Thomas expects me to review his copy before we go to press tonight.” He glanced at me and said, “I hope, Miss Sarah, you will be in attendance tomorrow. You have proven your value to me, and we will depend on you to provide a clear, cohesive account. But just one thing: if you thought today’s testimony was confusing, wait til you see who they have lined up for tomorrow. You haven’t seen anything yet.” He tipped his hat and walked out the door, closely followed by Wyatt. I stared after them in amazement. Maybe they did accept my analysis. 

My father sat back in his leather chair with a sigh. He said, “Well, Sarah. You certainly made a favorable impression on those two men. I always knew you had a good mind, but until today, I had no idea how organized and intuitive and how—” he hesitated as if he couldn’t bring himself to say the words. “How your thinking is like that of a man!” I suppose he meant it as a compliment. But I had one question that needed an answer. 

“Did I have it wrong?” He gave me a puzzled look. “Did I misunderstand what an inquest is all about?”

Papa’s face became solemn as his voice lowered to a whisper. “No, Sarah. That’s the point. You had it exactly correct. You didn’t miss a thing. It was perfect.” His manner almost made me feel ashamed. Did he think my ability was unnatural? 

After I went to bed, still struggling with sleep, I reviewed the day's events, the roller coaster of highs and lows I experienced, and the incredible words of affirmation. Clashing thoughts ran through my brain, and I sat in bed, hoping to sort through the chaos. Then, a glimmer of an idea began to glow brighter. This fervent anticipation I held inside of some life-changing event— Was this it? Was pursuing the law the answer? Or was I overreacting to those kind words of praise? But was it even possible for me, a woman? This day was appalling and astounding, but I never felt so alive. 

I leaned back on my pillow, sighed, and whispered, “Can I do this? Only time and an open mind will tell. I’ll have to think like a man. No, that’s not right! I’ll have to think like me. Even if Papa thinks it’s strange. 
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