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  Preface: The Legend of Wyatt Earp
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  Wyatt in Wichita is a novel about a historic figure: Wyatt Berry Stapp Earp. The work you hold in your hand focuses on the young Wyatt Earp. But it’s still a novel and, inevitably, quite a bit of this tale is fiction, including the murder at the heart of the plot. Even so, many of the events in this novel did happen, and I tried to portray him in a way that seems to me close to the historic young Wyatt Earp. He was capable of doing all he does in this novel. And a number of the remarks he makes in this novel—and those made by certain others—are in fact quotations, statements made in real life.




  The legend of Wyatt Earp has gone through cycles, spinning like a Peacemaker’s cylinder. Early on, the first “popularizer” of the Tombstone story, Walter Noble Burns, called him “the lion of Tombstone,” and Earp’s myth-maker, Stuart Lake, made him the archetypal “Frontier Marshal.” After a spate of overly reverential mid-century Hollywood movies, the 1960s brought a series of biased attacks on Earp’s reputation. The anti-Earp crowd claimed that Lake and Earp made many of his exploits up, or wildly exaggerated them. These writers had a way of quoting Earp’s enemies; they chose their documentation very selectively, and sometimes they made things up themselves—or exaggerated more than Lake did, but in the negative. One of the principal anti-Earp authors is from Texas, where people still grumble about how Wyatt Earp treated some of their grandfathers who were troublesome cowpokes in Dodge City and Wichita. Wyatt had a short way with rowdy drunks and Texas has never forgiven it.




  In recent years, the cylinder has spun again. Serious, deep-delving researchers like Bob Palmquist, Allen Barra, John Gilchriese, Casey Tefertiller, and Glenn Boyer have found evidence strongly supporting Earp. Stuart Lake exaggerated and he certainly cleaned Wyatt up, but he had some of it right. For example, Earp did, after all, ride shotgun out of Deadwood; he did arrest Shanghai Pierce; and Earp’s courtroom testimony concerning the gun-fight not-quite-at-the-OK-Corral has been confirmed by forensic research. The most negative tales about Wyatt S. Earp have been cast into doubt or largely refuted.




  It’s also true that Wyatt Earp was no angel—he was a complex man, and he had his dark side. We see that dark side in this novel: Earp was involved with a prostitution ring, in 1872. But he put this behind him and, despite some very human ethical stumbles, became a good lawman. It turns out that, despite the redundancy, he really was, as the old TV theme song had it, “brave, courageous and bold.”




  Some historians suspect Wyatt Earp killed more men than is generally acknowledged—Johnny Ringo might’ve been one of those men—but Wyatt’s fights in which Wyatt fires his gun, in this novel are fiction. Wyatt in Wichita is about the young Earp, and takes place before Tombstone.




  Many of the men Wyatt faced down in this novel were real, and Wyatt’s basic conflicts with them were much as I describe them. The tale of Bat Masterson and Corporal King is true too.




  While the characters Dandi LeTrouveau, Sanchez, Swin-nington, Johann Burke, Toothless Mike and Montaigne are made up, Bessie Earp was a real person, as were Celia Ann “Mattie” Blaylock, Sallie Earp, Charlie Utter, Dave Leahy; so were Mike Meagher, John Slaughter, Ida May, Dunc Blackburn, Mannen Clements, Thompson’s enemies in Ellsworth, and Isaac Dodge. And of course Bat Masterson was real; so was his close friendship with Wyatt Earp. The novel’s newspaper quotations are also genuine. They are given verbatim.




  The young Henry McCarty (also, William Henry McCarty), who later became well known under a different name, was in Wichita at the time Wyatt was there. No one knows if they met. They could have. Wyatt did have a fight with Doc Black like the one I describe in the novel, and for the reasons I give. Wyatt said he first met Wild Bill Hickok in Kansas City. Opinions vary, but I believe Wyatt could have run into James Butler “Wild Bill” Hickok in Deadwood too. And Wyatt’s riding shotgun for Wells Fargo, the subsequent encounter with outlaws on the trail to Cheyenne, and how that wound up, did happen much as I described it, though I have woven the real event into my fictional plot.




  Early on, I had to skip ahead in time a bit—and over some mighty eventful times. A few events in Wyatt’s real history, depicted here, have been chronologically shifted for dramatic purposes. But a great many incidents in the novel really happened, as for instance the Ida May’s piano story, the confrontation on the bridge over the Arkansas River, Smith’s calumnies, Wyatt’s thumping of him, and Abel Pierce’s arrest in Wichita.




  When I could, I stuck to facts.
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  Two Real-Life Testimonials About the Historic Wyatt Earp
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  “Earp is a man who never smiled or laughed. He was the most fearless man I ever saw. He is an honest man. All officers here who were associated with him declare that he was honest, and would have decided according to his belief in the face of an arsenal.”




  —Dick Codgell, Wichita Police Chief, 1896




  “Wyatt Earp was a wonderful officer. He was game to the last ditch and apparently afraid of nothing.”




  —Jimmy Cairns, former Wichita Deputy, in a 1929 interview
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  PROLOGUE




  [image: Image]




  Missouri, 1870




  In the wet early morning, as the wind from the plains searched between the frame houses of Lamar, Missouri, Urilla Sutherland Earp followed her baby to the great beyond. The wind had risen all night, while Urilla lay there shivering and sweating, and then she took a final shuddering breath and was gone—as if the wind had blown her soul clean out of her weakened body.




  Urilla’s doctor, name of Chas Hackett, was a round-faced, snub-nosed man in a mud-speckled frock coat, his face set permanently in an expression of sympathetic resignation. He smelled of drink and shoe polish. The doctor set the stillborn child in a wicker basket, to await burial. To Wyatt, the mottled infant curled in the basket looked like a dead baby bird in a nest. Then Doctor Hackett drew the sheet over Urilla’s white face, covering her sinking eyes; he patted Wyatt on the shoulder and went his way …




  “Was it the fever or the child-bearing, took her?” Wyatt asked, his voice sounding toneless in his own ears. He sat in a straight-backed chair beside the bed; he’d built the bed-frame himself.




  “Hard to tell, Mr. Earp,” said the doctor gently. “Could have been the typhoid or the loss of blood in childbirth, or both.”




  Wyatt sat a while longer with Urilla, getting his weeping done—the last he would ever do for Urilla.




  Then he stood stiffly up, and walked slowly out of the little house they’d shared for so short a time, feeling half along to dead himself after sitting up with Urilla for four days. Coming into the blowing damp he took dull note of Urilla’s two brothers muttering to one another outside the front gate—the gate Wyatt had built and white washed himself. It wasn’t a bad effort, that gate, but never did hang quite right.




  The Sutherland boys were a couple of corn-fed, stocky, dark-eyed young men; the older one, ham-fisted Rafe, had the scraggy beginnings of a black beard; the younger, Caleb, was clean-shaven and pimply, wore a straw skimmer starting to sag in the thin, intermittent rain. Some of his acne was bleeding where he’d scraped it with a razor.




  “She’s dead ain’t she?” Rafe said.




  But Wyatt didn’t answer, seeing his older brother Virgil riding up saddleless on one of his father’s plow horses; the hooves of his pale, bulky horse splashing in the muddy road as the rain slackened off, its mane streaming in the wind.




  “How’s Urilla?” Virgil asked.




  “She’s gone,” Wyatt said, his voice cracking. “And the baby.”




  “Dead!” Rafe exclaimed. “You are the son of a poxed whore, Wyatt Earp.”




  “A steaming mule dropping is what he is,” said Caleb, clutching his hat to keep it in the wind.




  Wyatt only watched the top of the poplars toss; the receding rain scratching the sky. Urilla was gone. The baby …




  They had talked for a whole evening of that baby’s future, just a month ago; if a girl, how she would have great learning and gentility, and—this was Urilla’s notion—and perhaps she would write stories, like Miss Louisa May Alcott; Wyatt had allowed that it was perfectly all right with him if the girl wrote tales, so long as she did her chores for her family and her husband. If they had a boy, they decided, after much grave discussion, he would go to Harvard College, which was rumored to be on its way to becoming an institution of merit, back East. After university, the boy would return to Lamar and become mayor.




  The baby was now a tiny blue-skinned corpse in a basket.




  “I knowed you was a son of a poxed whore,” Rafe was saying musingly. “I knowed it when you busted up our still—acting the Constable only to protect that Nicholas Earp’s whiskey makings. Your paps can make whiskey but not us. And now you’ve let our sister die. You overworked her and you let her die.”




  Virgil got down off the horse, his boots squelching in the mud as he approached the Sutherland brothers. “That is every bit of it a lie,” Virgil declared. His voice was calm but decisive. “There’s not a particle of truth in it. Our father only made whiskey for himself, and the family—a few friends—and outside town limits. Your still was inside town limits and you were selling them spirits and that’s against the law. Wyatt did right to fine you. And he never overworked Urilla. Now you two go home and let the man grieve for his wife.”




  But a keening fury was rising in Wyatt now, as the rising wind shrieked furiously between the fence posts. He wanted to rage at the dirty world, a world crawling with sickness like a stray dog with fleas. He was more furious with the treacherous world that had taken his Urilla than he was with the Sutherland brothers—Urilla, a trusting, doe-eyed slip of a thing who’d never done a wrong. Now she was dead with his child … and perhaps some of the fault was his.




  And he knew he would be punished, if he got in a fight with the Sutherland boys. It seemed right that he should be punished. Because he’d gone on that trip to Kansas City, when she’d asked him not to, and he’d fallen into the cards again, and delayed. And while he was gone she’d taken sick. But the Sutherland boys acted like he’d wanted her to get sick. Like he’d known she was poorly. It was not so. And to say he’d overworked her—as scurrilous a lie as ever man spoke.




  “I do not care what these jug-headed idiots suppose,” Wyatt said, his voice so measured and hollow that Virgil looked at him with surprise. “But I will not have it said I worked my wife to death. It is a wicked falsehood.”




  And with that he strode down the walk—it was made of flat pieces of tree-trunk he had set into the ground himself—and pushed through the picket gate with his left hand; the other, fisted, caught Rafe smartly with an uppercut. Rafe pitched backwards, to sit blinking and mud-splashed in the mucky road.




  “Oh, hellfire,” Virgil said, resignedly, and swung at Caleb, as the younger Sutherland started toward Wyatt; Virgil fetched him an audible thump on the side of his head, so that his hat flew off into the mud and Caleb staggered to keep from falling.




  Rafe was on his feet again, and the Sutherland boys were quickly swinging back at the Earps. Two sets of brothers flailed across the mud, with Wyatt concentrating on Rafe. Swinging in wordless anger, Wyatt took blows to his face and ribs without feeling them. Mud splashed with their staggering and falls till the brown-black Missouri ooze made it impossible to tell one man from another.




  Scrambling to his feet, sliding in the mud, Wyatt was dimly aware that his half-brother Newton was riding up on his tall black horse. Wearing an oiled leather coat against the rain, Newton was bearded, with tufted eyebrows and piercing blue eyes. He was known to everyone as a Civil War hero and a deadly shot. His arrival—and the shotgun cradled in his right arm—made them pause and back off a few steps. He was sure to have a pistol under his coat.




  “I have it from the doctor that we have lost Urilla,” Newton said, in his gravelly voice. “I presume this skirmish is the consequence.”




  “He … he let my sister die!” Caleb said, pointing at Wyatt.




  “And the baby!” Rafe added, spitting out a broken tooth.




  Those words penetrated to Wyatt’s heart as if they were bullets fired from Caleb’s pointed finger.




  “You given vent to your feelings,” Newton said. “At this time, you will get yourself off to that fleabag your father calls a hotel where you will pray for your sister, and the child, and send the undertaker. We ourselves will pay the undertaker. And I will hear no more of this nonsense. Or your folks will have more grieving to do.”




  He set the shotgun emphatically on his knee, pointing at the sky, but ready to drop and fire in an instant.




  The Sutherland boys considered Newton, and his reputation. Then, pausing only to hock bloody sputum at Wyatt’s feet, they turned and struggled up the street toward the center of town.
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  CHAPTER ONE
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  Soon after losing Urilla, Wyatt S. Earp sells the house and rides to Fort Gibson, Arkansas. It seems far enough away from Missouri. He is thinking of starting afresh, but the ache in him will not let him find his way. Instead, for a time, he spirals downward.




  In Fort Gibson, bitter as the dregs of a vinegar barrel, he takes to drinking. Though Nicholas Porter Earp liked to make his own corn whiskey, Wyatt’s father didn’t approve of drunkenness, never commencing before the supper bell rang, and he had warned his sons, “A man whose head is spinning with spirits cannot make a wise judgment. He will find himself trusting the wrong men, and he may fight with men who should be his friends.”




  Wyatt discovers, not for the last time, that his father is right. Half starved and fully drunk in Arkansas, Wyatt falls in with a couple of shady characters, Ed Kennedy and John Shown, who bilk a man of his horses. Wyatt is arrested with Kennedy and Shown—Wyatt once a Constable, arrested!—and his father has to bail him out. The evidence is shaky, and the authorities never get around to pursuing the case. But Wyatt knows… Riding way from Fort Gibson, Wyatt knows what he’s done.




  For lack of another direction, he rides to Henry, Illinois, to see his Uncle Lorenzo. Any destination is better than returning to his father’s chilly supervision; his silent disapproval.




  Illinois is no better. Still troubled by drink, and twisting inside over Urilla, Wyatt falls out with his uncle—and in with a procurer named Walton who watches as Wyatt gets into a fist-fight with a train’s brakeman; the fistfight flares into gun play, Wyatt wounds the brakeman with a cavalry pistol Newton has given him …




  Walton, a pimp, is impressed with young Earp’s nerve and invites him into his business, offering a cut of the proceeds, culled on what were called “gunboats” on the Illinois River…




  1872




  “I don’t know why they call them gunboats,” Cudgin said, not long before the ruckus. “I was in many boats, and this here’s a ketch, and not far from a yawl, neither. ’Round forty foot, with yon fore and aft masts, d’ye’see?”




  Wyatt Earp nodded, looking at the Illinois River in the moonlight. Mist curled along the surface, lit up by the moon, which seem to roost in the thinning branches of the trees on the far bank. The gunboat was tied up at a dock, not so far from Peoria, that’d been used by a lumber camp, now abandoned; but there was still a road to the dock, and the customers came, now and then, in their buggies and on horseback. Wyatt was sitting on a deck chair—anyway, it was a chair on the deck, though it was more like something found in a kitchen—and he was looking over the side, into the syrup-slow Illinois River. They’d had a fortnight of rains, with little respite, and the river was up high, embracing now the gray-white trunks of beeches, and lapping around the darker, muscular trunks of hickory trees. Fallen hickory leaves dimpled the water, barely moving in a current that could scarce be seen close to the banks. Wyatt thought it looked more like a pond than a river. But it was plenty deep here, deep enough for drowning.




  “Walton says they were gunboats in the Civil War,” Wyatt remarked. “There’s a piece of iron on the deck up front where a cannon was—”




  “Up forward, boy! Not front!” Cudgin interrupted, with exaggerated disdain, and slapped at a mosquito on his neck. He was a narrow shouldered, big-bellied man in a tattered, floppy hat, a matted beard; a man with blackening teeth and yellowing eyes, Cudgin believed that bathing more than once a year endangered the vital humors. Wyatt relished neither the man’s conversation nor his proximity. Theoretically Amos Cudgin was the boat’s pilot, though his being a near-sighted drunk seemed to suggest he wasn’t right for the job. The boat’s rightful pilot, a man named O’Herlihy—who’d performed a kind of marriage ceremony for Wyatt and Sarah—had been tossed in jail, a fortnight earlier, for shooting a deputy in the leg.




  Sarah’s voice fluted from below decks, dutifully crying: “Yes sir, that’s what I call lovin’! Go and get what you’re a-for, it’s all yours!” There were three closet-like chambers below decks, two of them cabins, the third containing liquor and coils of rope and about six inches of sloshing dirty water, kept from the rest of the boat by a dike of oily rags; Sarah was in the nearest “business cabin” with a sheep-breeder from the outskirts of Hennepin; the new girl, Prudence, was in the farther cabin with a man who seemed too tall and wide to fit back there, but somehow they managed. As Wyatt listened—while trying not to listen—there came a certain thumping against a bulkhead, probably the belt on the back of someone’s open trousers, that confirmed a customer getting what he was a-for.




  Cudgin grinned at Wyatt; downwind, his grin had a smell. “There they go, to beat the Dutch! Which’n ye think tis thumping so? The little half-nigger—or your Sarah?”




  Wyatt shrugged. He had developed the ability to steer his mind around that snag, and he had gotten quite good at it. He never did picture Sarah with the customers anymore. He had trained his mind to go blank when it came to the actual doing of Sarah’s work. Still, he didn’t like to hear them, below …




  “You some kind of husband to that Sarah, aire ye?” Cudgin went on.




  “Some kind,” Wyatt said.




  When was Walton coming back? He would provide some relief from Cudgin’s company. And Wyatt had a burr under his saddle about his pay. He thought it ought to include some regular money as well as the cut, because he seemed never to have enough to put aside. He had said as much to Sarah, and she’d said, as women tartly will, “Perhaps if you put them cards aside you can put some gold aside…”




  Cudgin fished in the big pockets of his long ragged brown coat, first one side and then the other, at length producing a small jug. “Will you take a pull?” he asked.




  “I thank you, no,” Wyatt said. He was trying not to drink. The memory of his drunken fiasco in Fort Gibson was still painfully fresh.




  Cudgin sucked at his jug, snorted, shuddered, and slapped a mosquito. “Do ye think the constable will come out, some night? To arrest us—or mayhap to have a poke at them girls?”




  “Could be. But Walton uses gunboat so we can move around, go from one county to another, to dodge all that. Friends who give us warning of the law …” Wyatt fell silent, waving away a mosquito humming past his ear. The law was another subject he didn’t like.




  The boat drifted in the faint wind and the fainter current and thumped against the pier, then swung outward again, like the hand on an uncertain clock. “That’s right, that’s right, my big black beard!” Sarah said. Her voice seemed so small and piping, coming from down there. Perhaps he might again approach her about going away from here. She seemed to misunderstand his intentions, before. They were not really scratching out much this way, though it all seemed so easy.




  Then came a roar from below, and the squeal of a frightened girl. A moment later the big man—a tree-cutter, his long brown mustaches seeming to jet from his nostrils—was squeezing himself out of the hatchway. There was a thumping on the narrow, steeply-pitched stairs, and Wyatt was on his feet, seeing that the lumberjack was pulling the girl up by the wrist like a one-armed man dragging a feed sack.




  “Don’t—!” she yelped, as he heaved her up to the deck. It was Prudence, a short, stocky, colored girl with the wavy black hair, wearing only a slip now, and that torn.




  “What’s this shindy?” Cudgin was saying, looking more pleased with the show than outraged, as Mule—that was the moniker of this lumberjack—dragged the girl toward the aft of the boat.




  “This whore sought to refuse me, after I paid my gold!” Mule bellowed, dragging the thrashing girl. “I told her she’d go swimming if I didn’t get mine and still she refused me! ‘You is crushing me,’ she whines, ‘crushing me! I cain’t breathe!’ Breathe underwater, nigger cow!”




  “You! Stop yourself, right there!” Wyatt shouted. Adding, even louder, as he drew his pistol, “Not a step further!”




  “Ahoy, Mule, here comes the shavetail!” Cudgin called in glee, as Wyatt shoved past him and ducked a boom to reach the two figures struggling at the end of the boat.




  But Mule was lifting the girl like a chunk of wood. He tossed her overboard. Mule watched her splashing, and laughed.




  “Damn you!” Wyatt said, and fired a shot past Mule’s head to get his attention.




  Mule jumped and touched his ear; the bullet had carved the shape of a quarter moon from it. He turned and rushed at Wyatt, roaring moonshine fumes; Wyatt sidestepped and tripped him, sending a kick into his rump to help him along. He heard the girl thrashing in the water.




  “Sarah!” she yelled. “Mister …!” The rest was lost to bubbling.




  “Get that girl up from the water!” Wyatt shouted at Cudgin. Wyatt was occupied with Mule, who was getting to his knees.




  “I cain’t swim!” she shouted. “I cain’t …”




  “Get her out, Cudgin!”




  “Why, I …” Cudgin said, scratching in his beard.




  Wyatt pressed the muzzle of his gun to the back of Mule’s neck. “You feel that? You won’t rush me another time. That ball will go right through your spine! Now if you want to walk again, get up and walk off this boat. Go—and do not turn around!”




  Wyatt’s heart was pounding. He was not at all sure he could bring himself to shoot this man through the back of the neck. And if Mule chose to spin around and grapple, the burly lumberjack would have the edge.




  Mule growled, “I will return and see you sunk, or in jail!”




  He stalked off, the boat jittering in the water with his heavy tread; Wyatt followed him to the dock. Still shouting threats, Mule leapt onto the pier and made for his horse.




  Wyatt turned back to find a black-bearded face—so heavily bearded the nose and eyes were near overwhelmed—glaring up at him from the hatch.




  Sarah leaned to look past the corona of her client’s beard. She was wearing only a shift, one freckled shoulder exposed, her curly red-gold hair adrift around her head. “I cannot reach the end of my ride with all this caterwauling!” the sheep-breeder complained. “I need me a refund!”




  “He reached it all right,” Sarah said, pushing past him. She lifted the skirt, showing her pale skinny legs, her knobby knees—and the snail track of semen running down the inside of her thigh.




  “You skedaddle too,” Wyatt said, cocking his gun in the sheep-breeder’s face. The man’s eyes got wide, and he scurried off the boat, making for his buckboard.




  “I told you,” Wyatt said to Sarah, “you are to use the lamb’s slipper.” Condoms of lamb’s intestine were used here at Wyatt’s insistence.




  “I did! But it went bust! He’s got a pecker like ten dollar lumber!”




  “You’ve been re-using them, Sarah? The Doctor told you not to do that. They’ll bust, he said.”




  “Them things is dear, Wyatt! We can’t afford a new one every time!” She looked around. “Where’s …”




  Cudgin had come forward, was gaping after the buckboard clattering up the trail. “You think they’ll bring the constables?”




  Wyatt stared at him. “Where’s the girl, Cudgin?”




  “Why, I … it’d be worth my life to leap into them waters, the humors—”




  Wyatt shook his head in disgust. “You didn’t even look, damn you …”




  “Prudence!” Sarah yelped. She ran to the other end of the boat and knelt. “Prudence girl!”




  They found her after about thirty minutes of searching, Wyatt and Cudgin—who had to be persuaded by a clout on the head to come along—and Sarah, had to pick their way through the brush along the flooded bank.




  It was Wyatt who spotted her. Prudence was floating face-down under the roots of a fallen tree tipped into the river …




  After that, Wyatt felt he had just go ahead and bury her, because she had no kin locally that they knew of, and by the time he was done forcing Cudgin to dig the grave, and they wrapped Prudence in a sailcloth and said their goodbyes—Sarah’s freckles went glossy with weeping; Cudgin ogled at the grave open-mouthed, as if he expected Prudence to climb spectrally out and drag him under for letting her drown.




  The Constable drove up in a buggy, followed by Mule on his horse and two deputies and all the lies Mule had prepared. The constable’s arrival was all that saved Cudgin from the beating Wyatt was planning.




  They were afraid they’d be charged in the girl’s death if they spoke of it, and it ended that they were jailed in Peoria for unlicensed procuring and whoring, and it took all their money to work a release …




  * * *




  “Sarah,” Wyatt said, when they were walking down the street in the thin late-September morning sunlight, weary from a sleepless night in the stifling Peoria City Jail, “I believe the both of us need a new profession.” A stout woman stared at them as she passed on the wooden sidewalk; she peered from under her flowery hat, from within a flouncy yellow dress with the biggest bustle Wyatt had ever seen. She seemed to be biting her lip to keep from calling them names.




  “Your own mama, Sarah,” Wyatt went on, lowering his voice, “only got herself sick and a slave to opium. I don’t want that for you. Think of what happened to poor Prudence! That is no business for any sensible woman. And the judge here knows us now, and hates the sight of us. We will go to stay with my family, and get a new start. I could find a partner, do some freighting, save my money—”




  “You have thought it all out!” Sarah said, her hands trying to make some sense of her hair as she walked. “But you have not thought about my first husband! I was married at fourteen; I already tried me the life of a country woman, the mistress of a farmer—”




  “I have not asked you to farm.”




  “It amounts to the same kind of life. He made me work my fingers till I was sore and asleep standing up. Before we was married, told me he wouldn’t make me do that—same as you say now. So don’t you bother to lie about it, I know what men do. Your father is a farmer; I know how it’d go. I run off from my husband and I’m glad to be shed of him. I am saving money for a house in St. Louis, where I will never have to touch a man, but only order the girls about.”




  “You have put money aside, and not told me?”




  “My mother keeps it for me.”




  “And you think it’s still there? Your mother will have spent every penny.”




  “Shut your bazoo, Wyatt Earp, do not blacken my mother, who did the best she knowed!”




  And so it went, their friendship deteriorating, their intimacy gone. It made Wyatt sick to his stomach, thinking of that bearded gnome’s ejaculate running down Sarah’s leg.




  Being arrested on the boat had shamed Wyatt, though he kept a defiant face before the judge. Wyatt had seen enough of laudanum-addled whores and greasy procurers and stiff-necked judges sniffily handing out inflated fines. He was determined to change directions.




  Sarah was obdurate; she would not go with him. Wyatt was stung by her refusal: she should have trusted him, should have followed him wherever he went.




  He pondered her shrugging him away, lumping him with some pig-farmer, and left her within the week.




  Wyatt got up before noon on a Sunday, while she was still asleep, and put a few things in a bag, slung it over his saddle, and rode to the south, and the west …
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  CHAPTER TWO
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  About two years later




  “Bat,” said Wyatt Earp, as he shifted on the seat of the wagon, “I am fed up with shooting buffalo, fed up twice-over with skinning buffalo, and will have no more of it.” As he remarked on this to Bat Masterson, who rode his white-faced mare alongside, Wyatt guided the two oxen to the top of the low rise and saw the dusty wooden buildings of Ellsworth, Kansas, clustered on the flat prairie less than a quarter mile away. He stopped the freight wagon, a massive oaken dray piled precariously high with roped-down buffalo hides, to consider the prospect of Ellsworth in summer of 1874.




  Blocky and false-fronted, built mostly of uncured green lumber, with the occasional hump of a sod-roofed dug-out on the fringes of town, the buildings seemed huddled together for protection from the big emptiness of the plains. To one side curved the Smoky Hill River, a thin twist of glossy-brown in this time of drought. Ellsworth had begun to replace Abilene as the major cattle market and hundreds of longhorns roiled in cattle pens south of town—which was downwind most of the time. He could just hear the distant lowing of the cattle, and faintly, the moan of an accordion from one of the saloons. Ellsworth seemed quiet enough, in the late afternoon but Wyatt knew it could be uproarious at night.




  William Bartholomew “Bat” Masterson reined in beside Wyatt, and looked down on the little town with satisfaction, removing his bowler hat to slap away the trail dust. He was a medium-sized wide-shouldered man with mischievous blue eyes, a drooping black mustache, and, generally, a genial expression. “It could be that after a bath, Wyatt, maybe two baths to get it all off, and we eat something besides buffalo and sage hen, why, you’ll say to me, ‘Bat, I need another five hundred dollars to go into the freighting business, and the buffalo have got my money … ’”




  “Buffalo are getting scarce anyhow. I’ll have enough money in hand, already, come sunset, which looks to be in about one hour,” Wyatt said.




  “But you know how you like to turn a card, Wyatt. And if you lose your poke …”




  “I will not lose my poke. As I’ll prove to you if we can only go and claim it. Let us get a wiggle on.” With the wagon halted, the reek of the hides drifted strongly around him, and he yearned to be shed of them.




  He clucked at the two oxen, cracking his whip, and the wagon started rattling down the hill, following the trail through rabbit brush and buffalo grass. Bat rode close beside, his horse clopping. He hummed “Little Brown Jug” as they went.




  When they were nearly to the wooden freight docks at the railroad tracks, near a fly-haunted mountain of stored hides, Bat said, “Those hides, so many as that together, smell so bad, the smells fled around from sour and nearly gone to sweet again. The nose cannot register it.”




  Lost in thought, Wyatt didn’t reply. Bat looked at Wyatt and chuckled.




  “What’s so whimsical?” Wyatt asked, coming out of his study with a frown. He was sensitive to being laughed at.




  “Why, I was just thinking I shouldn’t expect any more talk from you—for a few minutes ago you spoke several sentences to me, like you were in haste to come to a grand total of a hundred words for the totality of our hunting trip.”




  Wyatt snorted. Bat was voluble, sometimes wrote long letters to the newspapers under imaginary names—as they say Ben Franklin had done, to get his start in journalism—and aspired to be a journalist. On occasion he spoke of moving to New York City, a prospect Wyatt found repugnant. “You talk enough for two, three, and four of us, Bat. Just like your brothers.”




  But the next afternoon, though still a bit achy from weeks sleeping in a wagon, a bathed and fed Wyatt Earp was at table in the Generous Lady, chatting amiably enough with a young woman.




  The girl was Celia Ann Blaylock, a stolid blond in a red satin gown that exposed her wide, pale shoulders; she was familiarly called “Mattie,” and she was not especially fetching. There was cold coffee at Wyatt’s elbow, and a deck of cards fluttered absently in his hands as he glanced around the bar. The cattle being penned for the freight trains, and end-of-drive money frittered away, most of the drovers had moved on. Only one other table was occupied: a group of gamblers sat near the dust-coated window. One of the poker players was a city policeman of Wyatt’s acquaintance. Dour and sometimes belligerent, “Happy Jack” Murco had pocketed his badge for the moment, as he sat drinking whiskey and playing poker with John Sterling—a local baggy-pants gambler who was sometimes a deputy—and Ben Thompson, a cattleman known for his moodiness and his eagerness with a gun. In Thompson, easy affability alternated with a taste for feuding.




  Thompson saw Wyatt look his way, and gave a curt nod, for Wyatt had once backed his play in a hair-trigger stand-off with a group of drunken vaqueros. No gunfire had ensued, but Thompson had noticed Wyatt’s dislike of seeing one man facing four alone.




  “What did you do with your team and wagon?” Mattie asked. Her gown—her only gown—was starting to lose its color from many washings; he noticed she’d repaired the seams, in places, with some hasty stitching, the threads not quite matching. There was a finger-shaped bruise on her left shoulder, inadequately covered with a cosmetic powder. One of her customers had gotten too rough.




  Wyatt felt a pang, looking at the bruise—and wondered how Sarah Haspel was doing in Illinois. Was she being ill-treated too? He thought of the girl Prudence, floating face down in the river …




  “You going to sell them oxen?” Mattie persisted. She was probably wondering if he had already sold them and thus had the cash on him: totting up in her mind all that he’d made with buffalo hides and oxen. She took no money from him, but it was the habit of a bar girl.




  “Oxen aren’t suitable for long-distance freighting,” he said, cutting the cards and idly dealing himself a hand, “though I’ve seen it done. Mostly they’re too slow. I’ll sell them in the morning and buy a team of horses.” He spoke as if he were a flush businessman, who knew his trade, but in fact he was afraid of getting euchred, for he knew little enough about freighting. He took a sip of coffee and grimaced at the taste. He supposed he might call for some condensed milk, he had seen the Borden’s can back of the bar, but it had likely sat there, open, for a day or two. He would stick with the plain arbuckle. He never drank liquor anymore, other than an occasional short glass of beer. After what’d happened in Arkansas, he’d sworn off strong spirits.




  It was time to say something or seem offish—he knew people thought him offish—so he said: “… I’m sure sick of killing buffalo.” He had started to wonder if the general slaughter wasn’t a mistake; if perhaps the government might not take a hand. A power of buffalo were being killed—all that meat wasted. It was said the Plains Tribes resented it, and he could understand that.




  “You could stick here,” Mattie suggested. “Huck Buford wants someone to buy a share of his saloon. You could go in with him.”




  Wyatt didn’t like Huck Buford, and he knew, anyway, why Mattie was making the suggestion. She and Wyatt had kept company, a time or two, on his visits to town. Mattie had taken to granting him her favors gratis, like the Generous Lady namesake of the saloon. She was hoping he’d be around long enough to make her a habit.




  Right now Wyatt was wishing Bat had waited for him. He wanted advice. But Bat had set out that morning to see his own brothers, Jim and Ed, over in Dodge City. Perhaps, Wyatt thought, I might send telegrams to Virgil and James, make an effort to get them into the freighting business.




  Taking care of business didn’t include going upstairs with Mattie Blaylock—for she was not a woman who rushed through a job of that kind, at least not with him—and he was casting about for a polite way to cut her loose. He told himself he had left that life behind; he wanted no more special understandings with Ladies of Easy Virtue. Yet he could not suppose himself morally in the clear, after his time on the gunboat. And he thought of most prostitutes as women of simple practicality: for many an abandoned woman, whoring was the only road out of starvation. His own brother James had married a whore; “white-washing a soiled dove” was not uncommon. Sarah had spurned her chance for another life. She had spurned Wyatt with it …




  He grimaced. He suspected that Mattie had set her cap for him, as Bessie Earp had for James. Keeping company could become keeping hearth and home.




  Home. Shuffling the cards to no purpose, Wyatt remembered all the days Urilla had tossed in the fever of typhus. It was a mercy that Urilla had been delirious during the delivery; that she hadn’t known her child had been born dead.




  Thinking of the dead child, he remembered Prudence’s body floating facedown in the muddy green water, like something washed from the scupper, her hair swirling about her head mingled with leaves and twigs. He should never have trusted Cudgin to see to her …




  “What is it, Wyatt?” Mattie asked, now. “You looked like you expected a peach and bit into a lemon.”




  “So it was too,” Wyatt murmured, sitting up straight. “Two such sour peaches, in fact. I will see you later, Mattie—it’s early yet, and I’ve business to do.” He slid her a double eagle. “For the comfort of a lady’s conversation.”




  Mattie tucked her chin, looking at him closely to see if he were making a game of her, and smiled when she saw no mockery. The gold piece vanished into her bosom, neat as a magic trick.




  “You, John Sterling, are a scabrous rascal and a cheat!” said a low voice that had a tinge of British nestled in its Texas accent: for Ben Thompson and his brother Bill had been born and partly reared in England. “And I believe you are in it with him, Murco! You signaled him when you dealt those cards!”




  Wyatt turned to see Ben Thompson glaring at John Sterling. Thompson had drooping mustaches, and his receding hair emphasized the roundness of his large head.




  “You will withdraw that foul lie, Thompson!” Sterling shouted, standing suddenly enough to knock a whiskey bottle to the floor. The bottle did not break and there was a moment when the three men glared at one another and the only sound was the whiskey gurgling from the overturned bottle.




  Sterling was a plump man with a tinhorn’s checked suit and too many rings on his fingers, but his hand had gone with practiced ease to a gun in his waistband. Murco, a ferret-faced, snaggle-toothed man who seemed to sleep in his disheveled clothes—despite his being a city official—had a hand in the pocket of his long black coat.




  “I am not heeled,” said Thompson. “I have no weapon about me. But if you’ll lay those guns aside my fists will teach you not to cheat a gentleman.”




  “The devil you will,” said Murco, swaying. “Go get your weapon, if you haven’t pawned it, and you can bring that no-account brother of yours too.”




  Wyatt knew Murco for a coward and a back-shooter, and also knew he would not be challenging a known gunman like Thompson—who had been warned by Sheriff Whitney not to carry a pistol in town limits—if he were not drunk.




  Thompson’s voice a cougar’s purr. “Sir, you have declared for your own end.”




  And Thompson stamped out through the doors, seeing to it that they banged loudly behind him.




  Wyatt found he had his own hand on his pistol; he’d instinctively been prepared to defend the unarmed Thompson.




  Now he dropped his hand from his gun, as the drunken gamblers stumbled to the bar and shouted for rye. “We’ll get some of my friends on the police force,” Murco was saying, in a low voice to Sterling, “but you’ll have to pay them for their help. They’ll back us up if Thompson comes looking for a fight.”




  Wyatt told himself it was best to stay out of this affair entirely.




  * * *




  Frontier shooting affrays are not likely to culminate neatly, and the participants, if they lived, invariably thought back on the event with puzzlement and regret. What had they been fighting about? Drink was almost always implicated.




  Billy Thompson had been drinking gin since his noontime breakfast of steak and eggs. Ben had limited himself to a single brandy in his coffee, and on entering Brennan’s saloon he was disgusted to see his younger brother Billy—slender, pale, with scraggly mustaches—swaying at the bar and leering at the barmaid.




  “Billy,” Ben said, striding up, brandishing his Winchester, “I need you sober now. We have business at the Generous Lady.” He had gotten his gun belt with its two six-shooters from his hotel room, and the Winchester for good measure.




  “Ha!” Billy crowed, “Sober! You’ve found me full drunken, and rejoicing in it, by God!” He kicked at a brass cuspidor, sending it spinning with a clatter.




  “Then you’d best stay here,” Ben said flatly.




  But it was then that Billy took full notice of his brother’s Winchester and pistols. He patted Ben’s rifle. “Why you are loaded for bear! What’s the trouble? Who has insulted my family? I will line the buggers up and blow holes in them!” Billy grinned—it made one eye squeeze small when he grinned that way—and pulled back his long, beer-stained suit-coat to show he had a small pistol hidden in a holster on the back of his left hip. He turned and swept up a double-barreled shotgun leaning against the bar. “I was going to go out and hunt jackrabbit, but by God we can hunt sons of bitches just the same …”




  “Billy, wait—”




  But Billy was already striding to the front door and out onto the sidewalk—almost missing the door in his drunkard’s walk—and Ben saw with dismay that he had cocked the shotgun and was glaring around the street. He stalked off across the dusty street toward the Generous Lady, with Ben hurrying to keep up.




  “Billy, now hold on—ease the hammers off that shotgun—” Ben said, joining him on the wooden sidewalk a few steps from the Generous Lady’s front door. “You’re too drunk to have a cocked gun in hand …”




  But Billy spun at a creaking on the sidewalk and the hammer fell, discharging one of the shotgun barrels to blast a splintery hole in the sidewalk at the feet of two startled cavalrymen. “Don’t shoot us, friend!” cried one of soldiers, stumbling back. “We are not armed!”




  “He did not mean it, gentlemen,” Ben said, turning to his chuckling, swaying brother. “Billy, now you see you’ve nearly shot two innocent men … Come on with me, we’ll sober you up a bit, and then perhaps we’ll demand an apology and my one hundred and forty-seven dollars from the crooks who took it at cards … It’s that Murco and Sterling, I should never have played a single hand with them …”




  “A couple of vermin, those two!” Billy declared, cocking the shotgun again “Crikey, they’ll shoot you in the back, Ben—you’ve got to keep a watch on the whole ’orizon for ’em!”




  “Ben Thompson!” shouted Sheriff Whitney, approaching. He was an older man with graying temples and a beard mixing white and stained yellow; one hand was on the butt of his pistol but the other was raised in a gesture of conciliation. “Who are you shooting at here?”




  “Oh, Billy’s gun discharged accidentally, Chauncey,” Ben said. He liked Chauncey Whitney—the sheriff had always been patient with Billy and amiable with them both. “We’ve got to have words with some card cheats—”




  “You will leave the card cheats to me, Ben!” Whitney reproved him, gently.




  “They are yours already, for one’s a town policeman and the other sometimes a deputy—and crooked as most of the so-called lawmen in this town!” Ben said angrily. Adding in a lower tone, “Present company, sir, excepted.”




  “Tell you what, Ben—you and Billy come with me into Brennan’s, and we’ll have a few drinks and talk it over, and I expect we’ll come to an understanding.”




  “Well Chauncey, if you think you can obtain a fair—”




  “Look out, Ben!” shouted Wyatt Earp, stepping out of the telegraph office two doors down. Drawing his pistol, Earp pointed toward the saloon with his other hand.




  Ben turned to see Murco and Sterling lunging toward him from the Generous Lady, both of them even drunker than he’d left them, their pistols in hand; Murco raising his pistol, firing at the Thompson brothers.




  Two bullets whined past—one of them close enough to the sheriff to make the old lawman bridle in surprise and anger. “What the devil!”




  Ben snapped off a shot with the Winchester, the round neatly drilling through the corner of a wooden post near Sterling’s head, so that the gambler ducked back with an unmanly squeak, and Murco—looking surprised that someone was shooting back at him—turned and ran back into the bar. Acrid gunsmoke hung purple in the air. Seeing the gamblers had retreated, Wyatt holstered his sidearm. But Ben was cocking his gun—




  Sheriff Whitney rushed to push Ben’s gun down. “No, that’s full enough shooting!” And then there came a thunderous discharge. Whitney made an inhuman sound between a grunt and a squeal, and staggered back.




  Ben turned to see blue-black smoke drifting from the muzzle of Billy’s shotgun—as Sheriff Whitney fell, shot where the shoulder meets the neck. Billy had tried to move into a shooting angle to fire at Sterling but in his drunkenness had squeezed the trigger too soon, hitting Whitney instead.




  “You’ve shot me, Billy!” Whitney cried, sinking to his knees, gushing blood.




  Ben stared, amazed. How had it come to this? He saw Whitney pitch over groaning, face down in a growing pool of scarlet. The shot had been at close range, the wound was big, the copious blood suggesting a blasted artery—Whitney was likely to bleed to death.




  Billy was staring down at Whitney in shock. Ben shook his head grimly. “Billy, you’re going to have to leave town, and fast.”




  “What about those two dogs Murco and Sterling! This is their fault!”




  “For God’s sake leave town! You’ve shot our best friend!”




  “I don’t give a damn!” Billy said, though the quaver in his voice testified differently. Then he got some of his bravado back and shouted, “I’d have shot if it’d been Jesus Christ!”




  Ben thrust a small bag of silver dollars into Billy’s hand, “Here’s money and there’s your horse. Get you on it and ride like Hell! I’ll find you somewhere near Abilene! Go!”




  Billy dropped the shotgun and backed away from the sheriff, then turned and ran to his horse, and in seconds was galloping out of town. Dust from his horse’s hooves mixed with gun smoke.




  Wyatt and Deputy John DeLong were hurrying up to the sheriff, and Ben Thompson—glancing at the Generous Lady and seeing no sign of Murco and Sterling—hastened to his hotel as quickly as dignity permitted.




  Ben just didn’t know where else to go—but he knew he had to cover Billy’s exit from town.




  * * *




  “I heard some more gunshots,” remarked Wyatt, emerging from the doctor’s office. “Quite a few.” He was speaking to Town Marshal “Brocky John” Morton who was standing at the corner of the next building, peering from the shadows at the hotel down the street. Morton was a lean, pockmarked man with sallow skin. Wyatt had never been impressed with him. Like the other local constabulary, apart from Whitney, Morton only enforced the law for the highest bidder. Wyatt had heard him deny that the roulette wheels in the gambling halls were rigged. But Mattie had quietly warned Wyatt that they were indeed rigged—and he knew that Morton raked a percentage of the game.




  Morton turned to look Wyatt over. “Why yes, Ben Thompson has been firing at the door of the livery stable—and at every hitching post on the street—to keep a deputation from fetching their horses.”




  “Trying to keep them from going after Billy, I expect,” Wyatt murmured, nodding to himself. He understood, well enough. There was little he would not do for his own brothers, or they for him. The Earps were a curious mix of independent and clannish, and he never went long without seeing family, whatever differences he might have with them. “Where’s Thompson shooting from?”




  “Just inside the hotel door, over there.”




  “What about Sterling and Murco?” Earp asked. “They still shooting at him?”




  Morton shook his head. “Murco’s gone to ground somewhere, and Sterling took the train out of town. Say, how’s Whitney?”




  “The wound is stanched,” said Wyatt. “But he has lost a power of blood. He will be dead within the hour, so the doctor says …”




  Another shot rang out, scoring a hitching post across from the hotel, and making a pinto pony rear and snort. Morton stepped back into the alley. “You see that saloon over there—Brennan’s? Abel Pierce and five of his men are in there. Sheriff Whitney was a good friend of Pierce’s. He wants to hang both the Thompson brothers … And he hates Ben Thompson anyway—he had some kind of bad cattle deal with him. Some of the cattle died and Ben wouldn’t pay up.”




  “That’s Shanghai Pierce?” Wyatt said, thinking of the big man with the fancy boots who liked to cut such a dramatic figure in the Kansas cow towns. “I thought the drovers moved on.”




  “Pierce is still here with some of his men—he’s waiting on payment from a Chicago buyer.”
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