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        September 11, 1874

        Forrestville, Colorado

      

      

      

      The sleet mixed in the windblown snow stung their skin. The two women watched the two tiny coffins as the men lowered them into the graves. A preacher in black read from the Bible with some difficulty.  The strong wind kept blowing the pages, and snow blinded his eyes. All dressed in their Sunday Suits, four men carried the little wooden boxes and laid them to rest in the rocky soil. Soon the ground would be freezing solid. The shivering pastor hurried the service along with a quick prayer, followed by condolences to the grieving mother of the two inhabitants of the boxes.

      Roxanna Edwards and her friend Mattie Wallace stood together, sharing more than one another’s warmth until the final shovel of earth emptied on the last tiny grave. Mattie held her friend, whose twin children now rested side-by-side beneath the freezing Earth of the Forrestville Cemetery. Life in the mining towns in the Colorado Rockies' highest reaches tended to be short for children, with accidents, disease, and harsh weather claiming many young souls.

      With a strong arm around Roxie’s shoulder, Mattie led her petite friend to a waiting buggy, draped in black.

      “Come on, Rox.” Mattie tugged at her friend, who stood reluctant to part with her babies even now, with the snow and wind increasing by the minute.

      “Let’s get you home.” Mattie led the sobbing Roxie to the buggy and helped her up.

      Mattie climbed up and took the reins. Roxie turned around in the seat to look back at the two tiny fresh mounds in the cemetery. Mattie feared the grieving young woman would jump from the buggy and run back to where her children lay buried. She took Roxie’s small, cold hand in hers and held it tight. Roxie had always been thin, but now Mattie noticed how frail and thin the woman had become. Dark circles beneath the once lively blue eyes gave her a sunken hollow appearance.

      The black mourning dress billowed in the strong wind and hung on her emaciated frame. It looked to be three sizes too large. Her powder blonde hair hanging below the black mourning bonnet looked as though it had not seen soap and water in some time. Mattie could not believe this was the same woman who befriended her and ushered her into The Trade a little over four years ago. That woman had exuded style and vitality. This one did not.

      Mattie saw Roxie the last time, not quite two years ago, when the little blonde’s twins, Georgie and Mattie, were born in Denver. Not long after their birth, Roxie and her husband, mine engineer Willard Edwards, had come here to Forrestville, where he was hired to help dig a gold mine in the surrounding mountains' hard rock. They had traded letters regularly at first, but Roxie’s letters came to the Dodge City Post Office less often after a few months.

      Two weeks prior, Mattie had received a telegram begging her to come because the babies suffered from lingering fevers. Willard, off someplace else at another mining operation, could not be reached.

      She had immediately taken the train to Denver, but the trip to Forrestville by wagons took her several days. By the time she arrived in the shabby mining camp, one babe had already died, and the other was only hours away from taking his final breath. Nothing Mattie or anyone else could have done would have helped him. The fever had severely dehydrated him and sucked the life from his frail little body. Roxie, still breastfeeding the babes, looked as though the life had been sucked from her, too. Feeding both children from her own body had rendered her not much more than a walking sack of bones.

      Mattie gasped at the squalor of the shack, where Roxie had tried to survive alone with her children. It appeared to be just one room with a single bed that Roxie must have shared with her twins. A poorly built fireplace filled the room with more smoke than heat. Roxie carried her water from a nearby creek that drained downstream from the main camp, no doubt bringing waste and filth down with it.

      I can’t believe Willard would leave his family in a place like this. He seemed so happy and proud of them all. Where the Hell is he anyway? We just buried his children for God’s sake.

      Roxie trudged into the smoky cabin and dropped down onto the bed, sobbing. Mattie tried to comfort her, but Roxie remained inconsolable in her grief and loss. Mattie went to the hearth to put on some coffee but found the wooden water pail empty.

      “I’m gonna go down to the creek and get water for coffee, Rox.” Mattie walked slowly to the door with the bucket in hand. “Why don’t you get some things together and come to stay with me at the Hotel in town?” Mattie pushed her way through the driving wind and snow to the creek. Willard or someone had built steps down from the cabin, but it made slow going for Mattie with the stinging snow biting her face. With the creek not yet frozen over, Mattie knelt and filled the bucket from the fast-moving current.

      Back inside the cabin, Mattie found Roxie folding yellowed linen diapers and infants’ gowns. She stacked them in the center of the old bed, along with some rag dolls and carved wooden animals. Tiny tooth marks marred the surfaces of the toys. They were all Roxie had left of her babies. In an old leather suitcase, Mattie eyed some petticoats and calico dresses folded. The doors of an empty wardrobe stood open, and a small bureau sat with drawers pulled out. On the bureau sat an oval framed tintype of the old Roxie with her bright smile, leaning her blonde head on the thick shoulder of her smiling, curly-haired husband.

      I wonder what happened to the two of them?

      “Let’s go, Red,” Roxie said. She picked up her case and walked toward the door. She looked around the room, her eyes settling on the photo for a moment. “There is nothing for me here anymore.” With that, she picked up the oil lamp sitting on the mantle, lit it from a smoldering ember in the hearth, and pitched it at the bureau with all the strength left in her frail body. The glass chamber holding the oil smashed into the photo and burst, igniting the bed sitting next to it with the piles of children’s things atop it. It saddened Mattie, but she saw a little of her friend's fire and spirit in the violent action. She hoped she wouldn’t be there the day Willard Edwards ever happened to drop back into Roxie’s life.

      They rode in silence up the hill and into the mining town. Mattie dropped the buggy off at the livery stable, and they trudged through the drifting snow to the Forrest House Hotel, where Mattie had rented a room on the first floor just down the hall from the lobby, a small bar, and restaurant.

      Mattie stopped at the desk and spoke with the clerk for a short time before going on to her room with Roxie in tow. The room only held one bed, but it was a double they could share. While Mattie was at the cemetery, someone had come in and lit the stove in the room against the dropping temperature. They had also pulled the drapes to keep out the frigid drafts. Roxie sat in a rocking chair by the stove, and tears began to trickle down her gaunt, pale cheeks again.

      “I wanted a chair like this,” she whimpered. Roxie ran her delicate, chapped hands along the smooth arms of the chair. “Willard said we’d have one, but …” Roxie broke into wracking sobs once more. “He lied to me, Red. The bastard lied to me about all of it. He took all of my money and invested it with one of the Mining Companies. He told me we were going to be rich.” She sobbed. “I sold all of my clothes and jewelry for a stake in that mine he and his partners were supposed to be building. He dragged me and my babies up here to this God-forsaken mountain, and then he ran off to someplace else and just left us alone to here--to die.” Her grieving sobs had turned into an angry rant.

      “Doesn’t he send you money for provisions?” Mattie asked, astonished at her friend’s revelations.

      “He did at first,” Roxie said through choking tears. “Red, I haven’t heard from him in ten months. I don’t know if he’s dead or alive. For all I know, he’s found another woman,” she wailed.

      “Rox.” Mattie went to her friend and put her arms around her. “Why don’t you lie down and rest for a while.” She helped Roxie to the bed and covered her shivering body with the quilt folded across the foot of the bed. She unlaced Roxie’s weathered boots, pulled them off, and then sat in the rocker and watched her friend fall asleep.

      An hour later, a knock at the door let her know their baths were ready. Mattie roused her sleeping friend, and they went down the hall to a room with two waiting copper tubs of hot water. After going through Roxie’s bag and not finding a dressing gown, Mattie took two of her own to the room with them.

      Mattie gasped when she saw Roxie undressed. She looked like one of Poppa’s old bitch hounds after it had suckled too many pups. Mattie could see every rib and the bones of her spine through her thin, pale skin. Her breasts were still full and leaked a little milk. Those would dry up soon enough, but Mattie felt such profound sadness for her long-time friend. Her arms and legs appeared to be just skin over knobby bone, and her backside no longer had any shape to it at all.

      “Rox, why didn’t you wire me sooner? I would have come. I would have wired you money.”

      “They were my troubles, Red. I should have taken my babies off this damned mountain when I stopped hearing from Will.” She wailed. “I just kept hoping he’d come home. I sent a wire to him at the last place he said he was when Georgie first got sick, the same as you, but I never got any word back from him,” she began to sob again. “I know he loved Georgie. We named him after his Grandpap.”

      “Don’t you think his partners would have let you know if something terrible had happened to him?” Mattie asked, watching Roxie closely. She feared the distraught woman might drown herself if she didn’t.

      “I don’t know.” Roxie relaxed with her head leaning back on the edge of the tub. “I never met them. Will told me they were from Colorado Springs, and he’d done business with them before. The paperwork I saw said the company's name is Harvey and Rowe Mining, Incorporated, from Colorado Springs. I don’t even know if it actually exists. I honestly think he lied to me to get me to hand over my money. When we got married, he said that money would be for building our permanent home, but then when we got up here, he built that shack, and then he left us.”

      Mattie could tell Roxie did her best to keep herself together, yet tears still trickled down her hollow cheeks. “I should have known he wasn’t coming back when he took all his clothes and things. The only things he left behind were his babies, his wedding photo, and his wife. Everything else, he packed on a wagon and took with him.” Roxie broke down sobbing again. “I should have known he wasn’t coming back when he took his Grandpap’s fiddle. He always left it with me before, but this time he took it. He said he’d need the distraction on the long nights.”

      Yes, Mattie thought, that should have been a sign. Willard loved that fiddle from his Grandpap and wouldn’t be parted with it. If he didn’t plan on coming back, he would certainly have taken that with him.

      After soaking the fatigue from her bones and allowing Roxie to soak and warm up for a bit, Mattie got out of the tub and dried her body. “Come on, Rox. Let’s get some hot food in you.”

      Roxie refused her offer of a dress and put the black mourning dress back on to wear to the Hotel's simple dining room. The room only offered four or five tables with ladder-back chairs, but the coffee steamed hot, and the food tasted good. They ate a thick soup with chunks of elk meat and biscuits that were a little dry and probably leftover breakfast.

      “It’s hard to get things to cook up here on the mountain,” Roxie explained. “The soup has to be put in an iron pot with a lid and cooked in the oven. It takes forever because of the thin air.”

      “Well, my friend,” Mattie told her. “Soon, you will be back down the mountain. We’ll take the stage back to Denver tomorrow, and then the train to Dodge.”

      “I can’t leave my babies,” Roxie said with a quiet sob.

      “Your House is gone, Rox. Are you planning to sleep in the cemetery?”

      “I should.”

      “What do you think Madam Ophelia would say if she heard you talkin’ like this?”

      Roxie looked up at her and smiled for the first time in days. “She’d tell me to shut the fuck up and go buy some new dresses.”

      “Yes, she would.” Mattie chuckled. “And that’s just what we’re gonna do when we get back to Denver. I’m gonna take you to all the shops just like you took me in St. Louis. Do you remember that? I didn’t have a stitch except for the things you’d given me.”

      “Now look at us,” Roxie said as she looked down at the frayed black mourning dress given to her by the pastor’s wife. “You are the high-class Fancy Lady, and I’m the dirt-poor miner’s widow.”

      “Widow?” Mattie inquired with an arched brow.

      “Yes, a widow. If that man I married isn’t dead, he’ll sure as Hell hope he is if I ever see his sorry ass again. The Willard Edwards I loved and married burned in that shack today after we buried his two beautiful children. I’m now the widow Edwards, and nothing more.”
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      Roxie sat, bored, at a table in the Lady Gay listening to Dora Hand singing one of her fancy opera tunes, a little bored. The end of another long summer day in Dodge City and she needed to sleep. Mattie had promised to join her here after her last customer, but that had been two hours ago. Suppressing a yawn with her black-gloved hand, Roxie looked around the smoky room.

      The same group of loafers slouched around the tables. Jimmy Masterson, one of the owners and brother of the Ford County Sheriff, the notorious gambler, Bat Masterson, ran the Faro tables. Jim, one of her regular customers, comped the drinks here, but free drinks or not, she decided it was time to be going.

      Mattie must have hooked a lively one to keep me waiting this long. She usually sends a runner if she’s going to be held up. I better check on her.

      Roxie waited until Dora finished her song, applauded, and stood to leave. Jimmy waved her over to his Faro table. She gave him a dismissive shake of her blonde head and slipped through the swinging doors out into Front Street and the dark. Roxie crossed the rutted, dusty track of the main thoroughfare in Dodge. She headed for the side street leading to the Santa Fe Railway Depot, where the row of cribs she and Mattie worked was located.

      Roxie saw the unlit lantern outside Mattie’s door. Her friend would not be taking more clients for the night. Only a dim light showed through the window of her door, and Roxie found that strange.  Mattie always closed the privacy curtain on her door’s window when she did not intend to take more clients for the night. Mattie cherished her privacy, and Roxie could not fathom her, leaving the curtain open with a lamp still burning in her room.

      She quickened her pace and hurried up the steps to the porch along the front of the seven rooms, making up the row of cribs. At Mattie’s door, she looked in and saw her friend sprawled naked across her bed, unmoving, with her bright red hair spread over the pillows, and her legs splayed wide for anyone to see who happened by. A turn of the brass doorknob released the striker, and Roxie pushed into the room. Mattie gave no indication she heard anything, and Roxie’s pulse quickened.

      “Red,” she called to Mattie as she rushed to the bed. “Red, are you alright?” Roxie got to the edge of the brass bed and could see her friend beaten and unconscious, but breathing. Blood leaked from her nose, and purple bruises rose on her cheeks. Roxie rolled Mattie over and heard a moan from her friend.

      “Oh, Dear Jesus, Red,” Roxie said when she saw the swollen purple eyes and split lip on her beautiful protégé’s face. “Red, wake up.” Roxie reached for the basin of water on the washstand by the bed, took the wet cloth, and flung the cold water onto Mattie’s swollen face. That brought about another moan, and Mattie’s swelling eyes fluttered open. Roxie saw blood in the whites of her eyes surrounding the green irises. She gently dabbed the blood from Mattie’s nose and lips.

      “What happened, Red? Who the fuck did this?”  Roxie continued to clean Mattie’s face when she heard someone come into the crib and turned to see Addie Miles, an occupant of crib three, dressed in only her camisole, corset, and petticoat.

      “I think it was Billy Thompson,” Addie said as she rushed to the bed and pulled the quilt up over Mattie’s naked form. She shook her disheveled brown head as she went around the brass footboard to sit on the other side of Mattie’s limp form. “Is she breathin’?”

      “Billy Thompson? I thought him and that bitch, Libby, were down in Texas somewhere. Are they back in Kansas again?” Roxie nodded in answer to Addie’s question.

      “I heard Denver,” Addie told her. “You know how much Libby hates Mattie. She probably sent the bastard down here to hurt her. She blames her for gettin’ thrown out of her crib last year.”

      “Libby Thompson got thrown out for bein’ Libby Thompson, stealin’ from drunken clients. Everyone knows that. Did you see the bastard here?”

      “I saw him in the Mercantile yesterday talkin’ to Jimmy. They were talkin’ about puttin’ together a card game at the Lady Gay.” Addie went into Mattie’s kitchen and brought back some salve. All the girls knew where Mattie kept her medicinal herbs and salves. She acted as the official apothecary for the Trade girls in Dodge, helping to mend their wounds, deliver their babies, and terminate their unwanted pregnancies. Mattie’s little garden of medicinal herbs behind the cribs even drew the local doctor's interest, who consulted with her and bought from her.

      “Here,” Addie handed the yarrow salve to Roxie, who smeared liberal amounts of it on Mattie’s face. “I’m gonna heat some water for some willow tea. Mattie says that stuff will stop the swellin’.”

      Mattie groaned again and tried to sit up. Roxie did her best to assist her and soon had the bruised woman propped up on pillows against the rails of the brightly polished brass headboard.

      “You hurt anyplace else, Red?” Roxie asked. “Who did this? Billy Thompson?”

      Mattie lifted a hand to touch Roxie’s, closed her eyes, and nodded. “He busted in after I got done with Roy,” Mattie said. She put a hand to her swollen face. “He was drunk and ravin’ about how I got Libby thrown out last year. I tried to tell him I didn’t have anything to do with it, but he wouldn’t hear it.” Mattie pressed her fingers into her skin around her face and tested it for broken bones. Her nose continued to bleed, and Roxie watched her friend feel for damage. When she fingered the dislocation about halfway up the bridge, she closed her eyes, took a breath, and pushed it back into place.

      “Rox, check the bureau,” Mattie groaned and motioned toward the drawer where she kept her take. “I think the son of a bitch robbed me too.”

      Roxie went to the bureau and opened the top left-hand drawer where Mattie kept the coins she earned. Roxie found it empty. She checked the right one where Mattie kept her jewelry and found that empty as well.

      “He cleaned y’all out, Red. Your jewelry too. You know Libby always said she wanted your black choker and earbobs. How many times did that bitch try to get y’all to sell ‘em to her?” Roxie went to Mattie’s wardrobe and opened it on a whim. “Oh, Dear God,” she declared and took a hanger out to reveal a burgundy taffeta dress cut to shreds. Roxie pulled out others, and they all bore the same destruction. “The son of a bitch took a knife to your whole damned wardrobe,” Roxie hissed.  Tears of rage ran down her cheeks. “I’m gonna kill that bastard when I get my hands on him.”

      Addie came in with a cup of steaming tea and groaned at the destruction in the wardrobe. “I bet she told him to do that too. None of it would fit the short, fat little bitch, or she would have had him steal them too.” She took the tea to Mattie and helped her drink it. “You want some laudanum, Matt, or some whiskey?”

      “Whiskey, please,” Mattie told her between sips of the hot, bitter tea.

      “I’m goin’ for the Marshal,” Roxie said and headed for the door.

      “Don’t bother,” Mattie told her. “You know the Earps are fast friends with him and his bunch. Just let it go, Rox. I’ll heal, and there wasn’t all that much in the drawer. I just went to the bank this morning.”

      “Alright,” Roxie said. “But I’m still gonna go tell Jimmy. His brother is Ford County Sherriff. He can arrest Billy and hold him on County charges. The damned city law can’t do nothin’ about that.” Roxie stormed out the door, slamming it behind her.

      Back at the Lady Gay, Roxie walked directly to the Faro table. James Masterson towered over Roxie, but he recognized the blood in the little blonde’s eyes when she marched over, color high in her generally pale cheeks.

      “What’s the matter, Roxie?” he asked, his Midwestern accent gentle as he dealt his cards.

      “That son-of-a-bitch Billy Thompson just beat the Hell out of Mattie, stole her money and jewelry, and cut up all her clothes, that’s what’s the matter,” Roxie yelled over the boisterous crowd, quieting the place immediately. “I came to you because Thompson and the Marshal and Deputy Earp are big buddies, you know. They’ll probably give him a personal damned escort back to Colorado so nobody can prosecute his ass for Mattie’s beating here in Dodge.”

      “Sorry, boys, this table’s closed,” he told the two cowboys, who took one look at the fire in the little blonde’s eyes and scooped up their money without uttering a complaint.

      “Is Mattie alright?” Jimmy cleared his table and took Roxie to a seat in a quiet corner where they could talk.

      “No, she’s not alright. Her face looks like Hell. He broke her nose. Will you get me some bourbon?”

      “Of course, Darlin’.” He got up, went to the bar, and brought back a bottle of her favorite bourbon and two glasses. At the table, he uncorked the bottle of amber liquid and poured them both some.

      “You’re sure it was Billy?

      “Red said it was, and Addie saw him too.”

      “Damn, I just played cards with him here last night. He said he was in town to take care of some unfinished business but didn’t go into it. Was he drinkin’?”

      “Yes, Mattie said he was drunk and ravin’ on about how it was her that got Libby thrown out of the cribs.”

      “Now, he knows that’s not true. Mattie had nothing to do with it.”

      “I know that,” Roxie said. “I’m the one who told the drover to report her. She was givin’ us all here in Dodge a bad name. A thievin’ whore in the cribs is bad for business.”

      “I’ll let Bat know about this. You know he has a bit of a soft spot when it comes to  Miss Mattie. Why don’t you get Dora to talk to Dog Kelly? He’s the mayor of Dodge City and should have a say in the situation. Dog’s not that big a fan of the fabulous Earp brothers, either.”

      Roxie took his hand and brought it to her lips. “Thank you, Jimmy, but if I see that bastard Billy first, I’m gonna blow his ballocks off.” She let her Derringer slide out of her bag just enough for him to see. “I know he’s a friend of yours, but he just busted up a friend of mine, and I don’t take that lightly.”

      Jimmy ran a hand over his bushy mustache and eyed the tiny weapon. “Friend of mine or not,” he told her, “I don’t cotton to no man beatin’ a woman. If another woman wants to mete out justice for that, I’ve got no problem with it. Just don’t go mouthin’ it around where the Marshal and his cronies can hear ya. I think they’re a might more friendlily with Billy than I am. And don’t let ‘em see you with that gun. You know carryin’ a firearm in Dodge is against the law.”

      Roxie rose and kissed Jimmy’s cheek. “Don’t worry about that, Sugar. This girl ain’t got this far in life without knowin’ when to speak and when not to.” She took one last gulp of bourbon from her glass and grabbed the bottle off the table. “Mattie’s gonna need some pain killer.”
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      It worried Roxie that Mattie’s recovery from Billy Thompson’s beating was taking over long. More than a month had passed since Roxie had found Mattie beaten and bloody in her crib. Thompson had somehow managed to get out of Dodge and back to Colorado without anyone catching wind of him. Roxie suspected his escape, and the loss of her beautiful wardrobe and jewelry depressed Mattie terribly and slowed her recovery. Mattie began taking clients again two weeks after the beating when her swelling and bruising had gone down, but Roxie could tell her friend had not shaken off the unwarranted attack. Mattie hadn’t left the cribs in weeks, sending a boy to fetch her groceries from the dry goods store.

      Roxie, loaded down with boxes and packages wrapped in brown paper, knocked on Mattie’s door. “Open up, Red. Our order from Denver is finally here,” Roxie called through the door.

      The privacy curtain on Mattie’s crib door parted, and Roxie heard the key turn in the lock. She was relieved to see a smile on the redhead’s face when it opened. “It certainly took long enough,” Mattie said as she pulled open the door for Roxie to enter with her cumbersome load.

      “I heard they were having Indian troubles again on the Santa Fe line. That must have held things up.” Roxie dropped the bundles and boxes on Mattie’s old quilt covering her bed. “Are you ever gonna make a new bed cover? You’ve had this tattered old thing since Abilene.” Roxie ran her hand through her wavy blonde hair and then over the soft, fading pink chintz on Mattie’s bed that matched the sun-bleached curtains on the windows.

      “I have good memories of Abilene,” Mattie told her with tears brimming in her eyes. “This all reminds me of Tom, and that’s why I couldn’t part with it all in the end.” Roxie looked away and mentally kicked herself for bringing up Abilene, where Mattie had lost Marshal Thomas Smith to murderous farmers. The man had suggested marriage to her just the day before riding out after the two men. Mattie had taken his brutal death hard.

      “I know, Red, but don’t you think redoin’ this room would take your mind off things some? When you brought me back here from Colorado, you had an absolutely delightful time fixin’ up my crib.” Roxie picked up one of the boxes and threw it to Mattie. “Open that one. Let’s have a look.”

      Mattie untied the jute string and tore off the brown paper to reveal a white box with ‘Blanche’s Place’ embossed in gold on the top. Inside she found a lovely pink suit. The jacket had long tails in the back and a big bow. The skirt, slim and sleek, sported accenting black striping just above the hem that matched the piping on the collar and cuffs of the jacket.

      “Try it on, Mattie,” Roxie ordered. “That shade of pink is going to look gorgeous with your red hair.”

      Mattie dropped her dressing gown to the floor and slipped into the suit. “It fits nicely,” she said after fastening the large black buttons on the front of the jacket. Mattie stood in front of the mirror in the door of her tall wardrobe and stared.

      “I told you Blanche is a wonderful tailor. I used her when I was in Denver.” Roxie’s voice trailed off for a moment, thinking of happier times in that high Colorado city where she and Will had married.

      Now, who’s getting maudlin? Denver is the past. If I never go back to Colorado again, it will be too damned soon.

      “Well, let’s see the rest,” Roxie said and tossed her another package. Over the next hour, Mattie tried on all her new dresses, ordered by Roxie after Thompson's attack. When they had finished, Mattie’s wardrobe hung with nine new dresses and suits. Along with the pink suit, there was a green plaid day dress of polished cotton, a daffodil-yellow gown with an apron bustle trimmed in white lace, a black one of much the same design, a bright blue chintz day dress, a pale green suit, a black flannel suit for riding, and two long-sleeved day dresses for cooler weather. She also had a new nightdress, dressing gown, and an assortment of new camisoles, petticoats, and bloomers. Those would be for work, and she folded them away in her bureau drawers for then.

      “Looks like you’re all set again, Red. Your wardrobe is full.” Roxie smiled. “Let’s go to the Lady Gay tonight. Dora is singing. You can play for her. You know how much she loves that.” Roxie had done everything she could to entice Mattie out of the crib where she’d been hiding since the terrible beating from Billy Thompson.

      “Wasn’t there supposed to be another drive in town today? I don’t recall smelling the usual cattle dung that accompanies a drive into the holding pens.” Mattie laughed and looked out the window to get a peek toward Front Street, where drovers would be congregating if a big drive was in town. The street sat empty and quiet.

      “It’ll be here tomorrow sometime in the late morning. Their advance scout came in for a visit with me today.” Roxie giggled. “We have tonight free, and we might as well enjoy it. We can get something to eat at the B & K first, then go down to the Lady Gay for the evening and have some fun for a change.”

      “That sounds delightful. I can wear one of my new dresses. Which one?”

      “I like that sage green suit. The way the back of the jacket lays on your ass looks perfectly adorable, and wear that green camisole under it,” Roxie said, excited to see Mattie happy about getting out. “You should wear my emerald-green choker and earbobs with it. I’ll go get ‘em and be right back.”

      They bathed and giggled together while dressing and primping for their night out. It did Roxie good to see Mattie acting happy again. Mattie strode about, exquisite in the green suit, but Roxie wore her usual black, the only color she allowed herself to be seen wearing outside the cribs.

      “Rox,” Mattie asked while they dressed, “isn’t it time to put aside the mourning clothes? Why don’t you order some things for yourself from Blanche, or better yet, let me make you something special.”

      Roxie sat down on the faded pink chintz bed cover and looked around the room. “Tell y’all what, Red. You redo this room, and I’ll buy a new dress or two.”

      For a moment, Mattie bit at her lip and then smiled and held out her hand to Roxie and said, “Deal.” They laughed and hugged one another.

      As the last rays of the sun shone over Dodge, Roxie led Mattie down the stairs and walked up First Avenue with her out to Front Street. They made their way to the B&K Restaurant, entered, and found empty seats. The restaurant wasn’t very busy, with only a few ladies sitting at a group of tables pushed together in one corner, chatting over coffee. The owner, Mr. Beatty, came out wearing a white apron to take their order. One of the women from the corner stood and cleared her throat rather loudly to get the burly man’s attention as he approached Roxie and Mattie’s table.

      Mr. Beatty grimaced at them and rolled his eyes before turning toward the woman, who had to be in her mid to late thirties, with graying hair and the widened midsection of a woman who’d borne several children.

      “Yes, Mrs. Winthrop? Is there something more I can do for you and the ladies?” Mr. Beatty asked the woman wearing a conservative dark blue suit and starched high-collared blouse with her hair pulled up tight in a severe bun at the crown of her head. A plain straw bonnet hung from the post of her ladder-back chair.

      “Mr. Beatty, we have asked you before not to allow those trashy, soiled women in here to eat amongst decent, God-fearing folk,” she said and pointed a talon-like finger at Roxie and Mattie. Some of the other women mumbled in agreement and nodded. “We come in here and spend our good, honestly earned money. The least you can do is keep a clean establishment and not cater to such--such indecent filth.”

      “Mrs. Winthrop …” Mr. Beatty began, but Roxie stood and cut him off.

      “Why Mrs. Winthrop, Ma’am, I don’t know whatever you could possibly be talkin’ about. My friend and I are quite clean. We just had baths.” She winked at Mattie and gave her a sly smile. “Would you happen to be married to that bear of a man, Emil Winthrop? If you are, you should really tend to that boil on his right ass cheek. The last time he visited me, it looked downright hideous. And I do believe boils on the ass to be brought on by a lack of proper hygiene. Perhaps you should look to your filth at home before condemin’ others.” She looked at the other ladies around the tables, who sat open-mouthed, and added, “And which one of y’all is married to Ivan Sanders? That man has the nastiest smellin’ mouth. Y’all really need to send that man out to find some sassafras to chew on regular like.” Roxie wrinkled her nose as if disgusted.

      The ladies clambered to their feet and ran for the door before Roxie could refer their husbands or fathers. Mrs. Winthrop fanned a napkin in front of a swooning Mrs. Sanders as they too made for the door. Mr. Beatty just stood and watched in silence as his restaurant cleared of patrons.

      “Oh, my,” Roxie said as she sat again. “Do you think it was somethin’, I said?”

      Mr. Beatty laughed so hard he finally had to sit. His wife came out of the kitchen with a broad smile on her cherry-red face and collected dirty coffee cups from the now empty tables. Mr. Beatty got up to help her, and soon they both had tears of laughter running down their cheeks.

      James Masterson and his shorter and stockier brother Bat walked into the laughter-filled room and joined Roxie and Mattie at their table.

      “Be with you in just a minute, gentlemen,” Mr. Beatty told them between fits of laughter with his wife.

      “What in hell’s name?” Jimmy looked to the women for an explanation.

      “What can I get for you folks?” Mrs. Beatty asked as she used her sleeve to wipe tears from her cheeks that sat like ripe peaches on her cheerful face. She glanced at Roxie and broke into fits of laughter again. “Somebody’s needed to put that sour old hen in her place for years, Miss Roxie. I’m sure glad I was here to see it.” She patted Roxie’s shoulder, still laughing. “Now, what can we get you?”

      “And it’s on the house,” Mr. Beatty added as he carried a stack of empty cups and saucers back into the kitchen.

      “Jim and I are just here for coffee, and a piece of your delicious apple pie, Lucy,” Bat told the woman who still had a hard time keeping from breaking into giggles.

      “And for you, ladies?” she asked. “I have a pot of beef stew ready to serve, or we have real nice steaks tonight.”

      “I’ll have the stew,” Mattie told her. “ I need a glass of water and coffee, as well.”

      “I’ll take the same,” Roxie told her. “But I want a piece of that pie, too. Hold my coffee until then.

      “Oh, me too,” Mattie told her.

      “I’ll have it all right out.” Mrs. Beatty rushed off to the kitchen, wiping her face with her apron.

      “Now, will someone please tell me what the hell happened in here?” Bat asked as he sat his black bowler hat on the empty table next to them.

      “Yes, do tell,” Jim added. He also deposited his hat onto the empty table.

      Over the next few minutes, Mattie regaled them with Roxie’s rebuff of the hateful Mrs. Winthrop and her group. Mr. Beatty brought out their tray of food just as Mattie was retelling the part about Mr. Winthrop’s boil, and he burst into roaring laughter once again.

      “A boil?” Jim smiled and took a sip of his coffee. “I wondered why Emil has been sittin’ lop-sided and easy in his saddle lately.” Mr. Beatty laughed harder as he carried the tray back into the kitchen.

      The door opened, and a scowling Mrs. Winthrop stormed in and marched up to their table. “You are a vile, cruel woman to speak so crudely to us in public that way. Mark my words, you dirty whore of Babylon, God will strike you dead someday and send your filthy soul straight to Hell where it belongs.” The woman looked around the table at the other occupants. “Sherriff Masterson, I cannot condone your consorting with such low women, and I shall bring it to the attention of the county election committee when your term is coming to an end. I doubt they will offer you a spot on the ballots again. Your brother, I understand. He is a purveyor of filth and a promoter of immorality, but you are supposed to stand for morality and justice in Ford County.”

      “Ma’am,” Bat began.

      “I’m not finished.” She said, cutting off his reply. “We ladies of the Temperance League of Dodge City intend to see to it that such filth as you and your low associates here are run out of this town and not allowed to walk the same streets as decent, respectable people. This town must rid itself of whores, liquor, and gambling, or God will smite it down as he did Sodom and Gomorra in The Old Testament.”

      “Mrs. Winthrop,” Roxie asked, “Do you honestly think there would even be a Dodge City if it weren’t for the whores, liquor, and gambling offered here for the Texas drovers? Emil owns a tack shop, does he not? What would become of his income if the drovers stopped coming to Dodge? I’ll tell you. It would end up just like Abilene, empty and busted with all the commerce moved over to Ellsworth. There’s nothing else here to attract folks. Emil would go out of business. Ivan Sanders, a fierier, would go out of business. The husbands of all you good ladies would go out of business. Look to Abilene, Mrs. Winthrop, when you talk about running off the cattle trade from Dodge City, because there was no Dodge City before the cattle trade, the whores, the liquor, and the gambling brought it here.”

      Mrs. Winthrop, red-faced, could come up with no reply. She turned and marched out of the restaurant again.

      “Thanks for standin’ up for me, Rox,” Jimmy laughed. “Remind me never to get you riled.”

      “The hateful bitch deserved every bit of it,” Roxie said before picking up her spoon and dipping a chunk of beef out of her stew and putting it gingerly into her mouth. She chewed the meat and followed it with a long drink of water. “I saw Virgil Harris’ wife sittin’ there too, but she seemed to be embarrassed by that hateful old hen’s remarks. Didn’t Virgil marry her out of a crib in Ellsworth?”

      “Yes.” Mattie buttered a warm biscuit. “She and Libby Thompson worked out of the same cribs there for a good while. I wonder if Mrs. Winthrop and her bunch know about that.”

      Roxie gave Jim a fleeting look at the mention of Libby Thompson, hoping he wouldn’t dwell on the name and put Mattie back into a gray mood. He gave her an understanding smile beneath his thick mustache and a wink.

      “You going to come down to the Lady Gay and play for Dora tonight, Mattie? I think she has some new music. It came in with the mail today on the stage. I know she’s eager to hear it played.”

      “That is exactly what we were planning to do,” Mattie smiled. “The herd won’t be in until tomorrow, so we’re taking the night off and going out in some of my new clothes.”

      Bat laid a hand over Mattie’s and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You are beautiful, as usual, Mattie. I’m surprised one of these fools hasn’t taken you for a wife yet.”

      “Oh, hell, no,” Roxie laughed. “Red’s not gonna let herself get caught up in that trap.” Then Roxie felt tears stinging her eyes. She batted them back and clenched her teeth against them, falling and ruining the mood. “She’s not fool enough to get herself tied up in the heartbreak of husbands and babies.” Roxie picked at her stew for a few more minutes, then pushed it aside and pulled the wide slice of apple pie in front of her. Jim picked up the pot of coffee and filled her cup.

      “You drink it black, don’t you, Rox?” Jim asked her.

      “Well,” Mattie giggled, “sometimes she sweetens it with a bit of that Tennessee sippin’ whiskey she carries in her flask.”

      “Oh, hush up, Red,” Roxie laughed and picked up her cup. “You make me sound like a lush or somethin’. You know I only take a splash in my coffee from time to time for purely medicinal purposes.”

      Bat laughed and forked up a piece of the luscious pie. “Of course you do, Roxie. I recommend it myself on occasion to James here after one of his all-night card games.”

      They continued to talk and laugh together until all the pie had disappeared and the pot sat emptied of coffee. Mr. and Mrs. Beatty came out and picked up their empty dishes, still breaking into fits of laughter when they looked at Roxie.

      “Mr. Beatty,” Roxie said to the jolly man in his white apron and rolled sleeves, “I truly hope my little outburst hasn’t caused you to lose any business.”

      “Miss Roxie, you’ve probably done me the biggest favor you possibly could have. That bunch of Harpies come in here once a week, push my tables and chairs around, only order coffee, which they keep getting refilled for hours, and then want it for free because they call themselves the Women’s Temperance League. I’m part-owner of the Alhambra Saloon next door,” he told them as he cleared away dishes. “Why would I give aide or my coffee to a Temperance League?” He chuckled. “That bunch can take their business elsewhere, and it won’t go breakin’ my or Lucy’s hearts none.”
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      The Lady Gay buzzed with laughter and merriment. As usual, a blue haze of tobacco smoke hung in the air. Roxie found an empty table with Jim and Bat while Mattie walked directly to the piano. Dora came out from behind the stage, and Roxie watched the two women embrace. Dora sang like a lark, and she insisted on having Mattie accompany her on the piano. Her regular pianist played her repertoire well but could not read music. Whenever Dora got new songs in, Mattie would come to play them so the regular man could listen and watch her hands on the keys. After a few days of that, he could pick his way through the new tunes well enough.

      The girls in the dancehall seemed to enjoy Mattie at the piano because of her lively Celtic music they loved to dance to. Roxie smiled when she heard the first notes of a lilting tune. There she heard the old Mattie, the youngster she had ushered into the Trade from the riverboat the Ruby Queen six years ago. Roxie watched her red-headed friend and pondered on how their roles had reversed since then.

      Mattie, a poor farm girl from Mayfield, Kentucky, booted out of her home because she refused to wed the man her father wanted her to marry, had hitched a ride on a stage going north. Roxie just happened to be taking the same stage to the Ohio River to catch a boat to St. Louis. The two met and had become fast friends. Roxie ushered Mattie into the Trade and brought her West, first to Abilene and then to Denver and Dodge. But Roxie had broken her first rule of the Trade, never mix business with pleasure.

      Roxie had fallen in love with a miner, married him, and had his children. For three years, she thought she had escaped the Trade, but Willard Edwards had left her and the children, who’d gotten sick and died. She wired Mattie, who took the first train out of Dodge and saved her. Mattie rescued her from the mountain's shack and took a sick, penniless, heartbroken woman under her wing. Mattie bought her new clothes and trinkets in Denver, nursed her back to health, and brought her back here to Dodge to go back into the Trade.

      We’ve come full circle, Mattie and me. I saved her, and then she saved me. But that is what friends do for one another, isn’t it? And Mattie is my friend. The very best friend I’ve ever had. I turned her into a whore, but she’s still my friend, and I love her.

      Dora’s loud, sweet voice jolted Roxie out of her introspection. She drank her bourbon, and relaxed with Jimmy holding her hand, and laughed when he tried to steal a kiss. Though she made a rule of never kissing her clients, Jimmy Masterson had proved to be more than a client. He was a friend.
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