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To Susan,

for letting me read to you forever.
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Now, I am just an actor—a mere player—seeking to reproduce the lives of those great gunmen who molded a new country for us to live in and enjoy peace and prosperity. And we have today in America . . . these men with us in the flesh . . . one is Wyatt Earp.

—WILLIAM S. HART, AS QUOTED IN THE NEW YORK
MORNING TELEGRAPH, OCTOBER 9, 1921
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CHAPTER 1

December 1879

Tombstone, A.T.

The Earps’ three-wagon train trundled over the desert sand on the last leg from Tucson to Tombstone. The flat land on both sides of the trail bristled with dry, prickly vegetation—squat mesquite trees, bushy cat’s-claw, and dagger-like leaves of yucca and agave. Tall saguaro cacti stood their ground like lone sentinels stationed strategically out in the brush. These standing giants, the startling rock formations, and the winding arroyos broke up the monotony of the terrain, providing natural mileage markers for the journey. The distant mountains completed a larger view of the Sonora Desert.

Wyatt planned to know this route with intimate familiarity as soon as his stage and transport business was up and running. Already he was committing landmarks to memory and taking note of the washouts in the road where a coach wheel could mire to the axle.

Having lived in the Arizona Territory for two years, brother Virgil and his wife, Allie, led the caravan in their sturdy Studebaker, with canvas sheeting arched high above their belongings. Their dog, Frank, trotted alongside the four-horse team when he wasn’t sniffing out jackrabbits and ground squirrels. Behind Virgil came James, the oldest brother, who managed his team with his one good arm, while in the back of his sheeted spring wagon his wife, Bessie, instructed her sixteen-year-old daughter, Hattie, in the tedious methods for sewing canvas with a waterproof stitching so that the seams did not leak.


Bessie’s repetitive drills and Hattie’s juvenile complaints joined with the constant jingle of the harnesses and the rumble of the wheels to fill the emptiness around Wyatt and Mattie, who brought up the rear. They had barely spoken since their stop in Benson to water the horses.

It had been an uneventful journey to the southeastern corner of the territory, but now they began to encounter other migrators drifting south from San Manuel and Willcox and west from New Mexico. Just as the Earps were, all were drawn to the possibilities of a new boomtown that sat atop a trove of silver. It seemed that each group of travelers had packed in haste, stacking their worldly belongings into every manner of conveyance. Besides covered wagons like Virgil’s, there were freight wagons, modified carriages, and buckboards—some of these pulling flatbed hay trailers or two-wheeled Red River carts lashed to a rear axle. Other than the occasional passenger stage or bullion wagon making a run from Tombstone to the county seat, there was no traffic moving against this flow. Silver was the new siren’s song belting out its promises to a country sinking in an economic depression.

They came from the big cities of the East, from the lake country of Minnesota, from the northern plains, and from the tall timbers of Oregon. Some hailed from Wales, Germany, or Denmark. Their stations in life ranged from banking to hardscrabble farming. The geological riches of Tombstone were like an insatiable flame drawing moths of every stripe.

In spite of their differences, these travelers seemed to share one trait: Wyatt could see the same glimmer of hunger burning in their eyes. Or maybe it was hope. It seemed to set the men on edge, and out of that nervousness they prodded their teams on at an imprudent pace. In the women’s faces he sensed something else. Resignation, perhaps. Or, if not that, the knowledge that they had come to a time and place in their lives where there were no other options.

From the driver’s box of his wagon Wyatt constantly studied the rolling sea of desert scrub around him, so untouched by humans and nearly devoid of wildlife except birds, snakes, and lizards. Taking in the clean winter fragrance of the desert, Wyatt decided the remoteness of this land was to his liking. Despite the constant blow of fine, dun dust that found its way into every crevice of skin and fold of garment, the desert felt like the perfect place for a new start. The landscape was untouched and seemed somehow healing. Even the endless outcrops of beige, orange, and blue rocks seemed to sharpen the air with an antiseptic scent. Everything was new here. And anything new seemed full of promise.

Judging by the number of commercial coaches that had rattled past him since Tucson, Wyatt grudgingly began to accept the US Marshal’s information about the stage line business in Tombstone. Wyatt had noted four different business names on the sides of the coaches, and, by the way the drivers had handled their rigs when they passed, he was satisfied that these express companies were staffed with capable men.

It would be hard to give up on his plan to establish his own stage line. For two solid months now, Wyatt had held this idea in his mind and run through the details of operation. He had even sketched a blueprint and penciled a tally of the lumber he would need to build a livery in town. The wagon on which he sat had been purchased for this very enterprise. With the help of a carpenter, he had planned to convert it into a passenger coach with a bullion trap hidden in the floor.

The string of eleven horses following his wagon on a long lead rope had been chosen for this enterprise. Each was stout and well-suited for its draft capabilities—all but the long-legged racer, of course. That stud would bring in money on private wagers and formal competitions. No matter his profession, Wyatt knew there would always be the time and the occasion for impromptu side bets as well as organized races.

*****

When the Earps watered their horses at the wells near Contention, the women huddled together at the back of Virgil’s wagon and prepared a light meal of cold biscuits, dried venison, and pole beans preserved in a jar of brine. Allie hauled out a flat-topped trunk, topped it with a faded red blanket, and sat. Without invitation Bessie, Hattie, and Mattie joined her, and there they settled in to eat, each with her back to the others. Frank, the dog, sat in front of Allie, alert for any donations that might be afforded him.


The Earp brothers stood at the tailgate, and, as they picked at the food, they discussed their plans to set up a permanent camp on the outskirts of Tombstone that very night. When finished, Wyatt walked past the stage station into the brush to relieve himself. On returning he moved toward the corral, where a hostler tossed a rope over the head of a cinnamon-maned sorrel gelding. Wyatt propped a boot on the low rail of the fence, slipped his hands into his coat pockets, and studied the animals inside the enclosure.

The remuda was impressive—close to sixty well-muscled horses, all in constant motion in the brisk December air, save the sweat-soaked flanks of six at the water trough. These animals were spent and dusted gray from the trail. Together they siphoned up water through their long muzzles like a row of supplicants come to pray before a holy altar.

When the sorrel balked at being led, the hostler dug into his pocket and then teased the horse with a cupped hand near its nostrils. The big steed lipped his hand once, took a hesitant step forward, licked up the morsels of sweet grain with a thick tongue, and then followed. The man laughed with a quiet growl and smiled at Wyatt.

“Juss like some little spoilt baby awantin’ his candy,” he said, shaking his head.

The man laughed again and walked the horse into the barn. When he returned, he reset the loop on his lariat and threw it over the head of a bay moving along the fence near Wyatt. The bay backed away, wall-eyed, pulling the rope taut. Digging his heels into the dirt, the hostler sent a quick curling wave up the rope to give it slack, and then he jerked it twice. The bay stood firm but then nickered and surrendered to the same ruse of the cupped hand of sweet grain.

When he returned without the rope, the hostler walked directly to Wyatt and rested an arm on the top rail of the fence. Looking back at the horses, he fingered a pinch of tobacco from a small rolled bag and pushed a wad into his mouth. The man’s whiskered cheek bulged like a swell on a cactus. He offered the bag, but Wyatt shook his head.

“I figure they’ve earn’t a little spoilin’, the way we use ’em up,” the man said and chuckled. Chewing on the tobacco, he seemed to settle in to study the herd in earnest, but right away he turned back to Wyatt, cocked his head to one side, and raised his eyebrows until his forehead wrinkled like a washboard. “Tell you what,” he said, his voice now low and confiding, “winter or not . . . I wouldn’ wanna be haulin’ ’round one o’ these rockin’ sideshows through this damned desert sand with a damned whip snapping at my ass.”

When Wyatt said nothing, the hostler leaned away and spat a brown dollop into the trampled dirt of the corral. When he turned back, his eyes narrowed as he studied Wyatt from boots to hat.

“If you’re awaitin’ on the Kinnear stage into Tombstone, you’d best juss settle in fer a while. Stage busted a axle and broke down just this side out o’ Benson. We juss got word.”

Wyatt nodded back toward the Earp wagons. “Got my own rig.”

The hostler looked past Wyatt and frowned, studying the small train as though appraising the soundness of each wagon for a desert crossing. Wyatt shifted his gaze above the herd. Beyond the corral, the Earp women walked up a low hill into the scrub brush toward a crude privy slapped together with sun-bleached boards and a door hung with baling wire. The small outbuilding was like a desert monument, listing slightly to one side as though paying homage to the constant winds. Bessie led the way with Hattie in hand, jerking the girl forward when she lingered. Allie marched behind them, muttering and fussing with her bonnet. Mattie quietly followed them all, her forearms crossed over her stomach and her head turning from side to side as she inspected the trail.

The hostler spat again and then looked at the side of Wyatt’s face. “That’s a purty string o’ horses tied to that tailgate. Are them yours?”

Wyatt looked at the man and said plainly, “I was thinking I might open up my own stage line.”

The hostler’s face wrinkled like a twisted rag. “In Tombstone?” He stared back at Wyatt, waiting to see if he were supposed to laugh at a man’s joke. When Wyatt’s pale blue eyes held steady on him, the hostler’s questioning expression hardened, and he began to nod, as though he were now seriously considering such an enterprise.

“Tell you what,” the man said. He spat again, and then he wiped at his whiskered chin with the back of a dirty coat sleeve. “We’re ’bout covered up with stages down here. The two big comp’nies are at war, each one tryin’ to bury t’other.” He pushed back his hat and stared to the southeast in the general direction of Tombstone. “Cain’t rightly see how a new line could survive out here.” He shrugged and gave Wyatt a sheepish grin. “Only so many teats to suck off, you know. I guess you got to get there early to take your place.”

“This ain’t ‘early’?” Wyatt asked.

The horseman laughed and hitched his head with a quick jerk. “Things happ’n purty quick in Tombstone. I reckon a town can grow up too fast fer its own good.” He forked his hands on his hips and tried for a show of kindness in his face. “Tell you what . . . I was you . . . I’d be thinkin’ ’bout another line o’ work.”

When Wyatt nodded, the man turned and again watched the horses in the corral. The hostler seemed embarrassed and said nothing for a time. Finally, he twisted around and raised his chin at the Earp train.

“Tell you what . . . you might wanna talk to the station manager. He’d prob’ly buy them horses off you, if you’re of a mind to sell.”

Wyatt looked up the hill and saw Bessie and Hattie making their way back down the trail. At the privy, Mattie now stood alone outside the closed door, her arms still pressed against her belly as though shielding herself from the unknown dangers of this new land. For the hundredth time, Wyatt tried to imagine Mattie as a mother to the baby she was carrying. It was a difficult image to piece together. Like trying to arrange plucked flower petals floating on water. But he couldn’t fault Mattie. It was no easier to see himself as a father.

Even before he climbed back into his wagon, Wyatt had accepted the fact that he might have to abandon his plans to start his own express company. Now he began to consider other opportunities. Maybe he would invest in the land itself, hire a crew, and dig up enough ore to interest another buyer. That he knew nothing of mining operations ought not to deter him. Other men foreign to the field had made their fortunes off of bold venturing and the grit to stand by their decisions.

Besides the capital to get started, Wyatt knew that such an enterprise would take some show of confidence . . . and timing. These were tools he had employed as an officer of the law—such intangibles sometimes proving equally as important as his Colt’s or his fists. There was no reason he could not be one of those entrepreneurs who came out on the top of an economic free-for-all like the one going on in Tombstone.

He would have to learn the politics first. He needed to meet the right people and get them to see that he was a man to get things done. And he couldn’t let a few troublesome citizens get in the way of that—people like Billy Smith in Wichita and Bob Wright in Dodge. Now that he wore no badge, there would be no reason to incur enemies as he had in Kansas. He might be able to stow his guns away for good. Like an old pair of boots he had finally outgrown.

With the Earp party under way and Tombstone only hours down the trail, Wyatt began to feel a little prickle on the back of his neck. It was the same sensation he sometimes experienced at a faro game, when he knew the next card from the box would either make him or break him. Tombstone was a gamble, the biggest for which he had anted up; but, like Virgil and James, he was all in.

Two hours later the three wagons came to a halt. At the head of the procession, Virgil erupted with an uncharacteristic whoop that carried back to his brothers’ wagons.

“That’s it!” Virge yelled, his big booming voice bringing up all eyes to a plateau nestled inside a circle of hills just below the horizon.

From his place at the center of the caravan, James turned to show his crooked grin to Wyatt. “You smell that?” he sang out in his teasing melody. “That there, son, is the sweet aroma of silver.” In the wagon bed, Bessie and Hattie set aside their needlework and peered around the wagon sheets toward the town.

When Wyatt took in the flat on which Tombstone had risen, the same enigma struck him as had greeted him at every other boom town he had entered. How could a place so isolated—in the middle of so much empty space—accommodate a horde of fortune seekers and their families? How could enough food get freighted out here to sustain life? Tombstone was a level anthill of a settlement centered in a wasteland of low hills, hostile scrub, and sharp, angular stone. Only the knowledge of unseen silver below endowed the little rise of land with any sense of luminescence.


Holding up his map to square with the surroundings, Virgil called out to the wagons behind him and pointed north. There in the distance, a long mountain range stretched like a jagged set of teeth risen from a vast, flat plain.

“That there’s the Dragoons. And way off behind ’em . . . the Chiricahuas. That’ll be where most of the timber comes from. Apaches, too.” Virge paused to wink at his wife beside him. When feisty little Allie showed no hint of being amused, Virge swept his arm from west to south. “The Whetstones. The Huachucas. That little bunch there . . . that’s the Mule Mountains. And way off in the haze there . . . that’s old Mexico.” He laughed. “Reckon a man can see ’bout as far as he wants here.”

That sounded about right to Wyatt. He took it all in and let his gaze settle back on the camp lying beyond the deep gulch, where the road appeared to have washed out. The town was already growing past the tent phase, more buildings having sprung up than he would have guessed. The distant bang of hammers and the grind of a ripsaw carried to his ears like an anthem of industry . . . and the hope of a man’s resurrection, his included. All Wyatt wanted was something to carry away from this prickly desert to sustain him the rest of his life in some other place with more favorable surroundings. A big chunk of silver would do fine.

When they were rolling again, Mattie pulled her shawl more tightly around her narrow shoulders and leaned to be heard over the rumble of the wheels. “Wyatt?” she said, her small and timid voice even frailer here in the desert. “What about these Apaches? I overheard two men talking about them back at the station. Are they a danger to the people who live out here?”

Wyatt kept his eyes on the road ahead. Life was going to be hard enough here for Mattie without her worrying about renegade Indians. He pushed his lower lip forward and shook his head.

“If they do make any trouble, it won’t be in the town. It would happen out at the fringes where the numbers of settlers are small.”

She continued to stare at him, her thin eyebrows lowered over fearful eyes. “Isn’t that where we’ll be? At first, I mean?”

Wyatt looked at Mattie’s plain face, the skin on her pale forehead creased like a washboard. Then he nodded toward her belly.


“We’ll be in close enough. You and that baby are gonna be safe in Tombstone. You don’t need to be worryin’ ’bout Indians.”

Mattie turned back to examine the rough-hewn town that was supposed to protect her. She did not appear comforted by what she saw. Wyatt thought about patting her knee to smooth out the concern on her face, but when she began fitting her bonnet to her head and fastening the ties beneath her chin, he simply stared off toward the silver-laden hills that held all their futures within its domain.

Virgil’s wagon started up again and jostled its way toward the dip in the road. James snapped his reins to follow. Wyatt spoke in a low, raspy whisper to his team, and the train resumed its rattling progress over the rock and sand toward this town with a graveyard name.


CHAPTER 2

Winter 1879–1880

Tombstone, A.T.

They lived out of their wagons in the scrub at the west edge of town, close enough for the women to feel connected to the safety of numbers, but outside the grid of land lots that had been surveyed for identification and ownership. Among the three rigs Wyatt and Virgil tied up oiled canvas tarpaulins to cover a common place for meals. As a respite from the cold winds blowing in from the San Pedro Valley, they set up Virgil’s wood stove in this shared ground. Crates, trunks, and barrels were dragged into a cramped circle around the stove for seating. Two latrines were dug: one due west for the brothers, the other closer to town for the women.

As it was with all boom towns that seemed to mushroom overnight, dead wood was absent from the fringe of desert bordering Tombstone. James bought a quarter cord of seasoned juniper from a dark-skinned Mexican boy who peddled his goods from a crude handcart he tugged along the streets.

The Earp women banded together quickly out of necessity, preparing meals on the stove and laundering clothes in a washtub. Their personalities made for an odd alliance: Bessie’s dictatorial nature, Allie’s quick chatterbox tongue, and Mattie’s quiet drift at the gossamer edge of sanity.

At sixteen, Hattie should have been the one most dispossessed from her intended life, but she seemed to thrive off the friction between herself and her mother. It was Mattie who found their new venture most disconcerting. For her this move was a test of nearly insurmountable odds. The desert’s inhospitable landscape—its invasive dust and hostile silhouettes of spiny plants—represented to her a disheartening step down from Kansas. Most troubling was her inclusion in this extended version of the family. The Earp women frightened her. Even Hattie lorded over her when no one else was near to hear her do it. Wyatt could see Mattie’s despair, but there was nothing he could do about it. He could no more bolster Mattie’s resolve than he could take the bossy sass out of Allie and Bessie.

When the brothers set out to size up the town, twice they were mistaken for bankers appraising the various establishments going up. They wore black suits and vests, and their trouser cuffs hung loose outside their boots. They carried no guns. Their sandy-blond hair and moustaches were an eye-catching contrast beneath dark, straight-brimmed hats. Between the lapels of their long, black coats, their starched shirts shone like white flames burning in the Arizona sun.

James was naturally drawn to the saloons and disappeared into each one he encountered. Wyatt concentrated his efforts on the mine superintendents to get a feel for the manpower needed to work a claim. Virgil checked into water rights and introduced himself to the owners of the buildings on Allen Street, the most important business thoroughfare in the camp. When he deemed it time to pay a visit to the mayor, Virgil asked Wyatt to accompany him.

In front of the city offices on Fremont Street, a man about Wyatt’s age held the door open for them. Virgil stopped suddenly when he spotted a shield of inscribed metal on the man’s overcoat collar.

“I reckon we oughta meet,” Virgil said in his affable way. “Would you be city or county law?”

“Fred White, chief of police . . . or, as we used to say, ‘town marshal.’ ” White, with the soft, rufous-tinted cheeks of a woman, shook each brother’s hand in two stiff pumps. His words knotted his stiff jaw and were delivered with restraint and precision.

“I’m Virgil Earp, down from Prescott. Dake appointed me a federal deputy for the Tombstone district.”


“Good,” White said. “It’s just me right now.” He cut his inspecting eye to Wyatt.

“This is my brother,” Virgil said, “Wyatt.”

White narrowed his eyes at Wyatt, as though trying to remember him from some occasion of his past. “You boys putting down roots here?”

“We aim to,” Wyatt said.

White looked from one to the other, noting their likeness, and then raised his chin to Wyatt. “You in the law work, too?”

“Businessman,” Wyatt replied.

White nodded, waiting for more, but Wyatt turned to observe the traffic along the thoroughfare. The wide road was like a river in constant motion, eddies of construction crews swirling at the edges. Craftsmen were everywhere, erecting, nailing, and sawing. Every townsman’s face appeared rapt with some blueprint for an improved life.

“Did Dake tell you the situation down here?” White said, turning his attention back to Virgil.

“Told me nothin’.”

White frowned. “Well, we’d better go have us a drink and let me show you the lay of the land.” He touched Virgil’s elbow, and with his other hand made a guiding gesture up Fourth Street toward the heart of the business district.

“Come on, Wyatt,” Virgil said and winked conspiratorially at White. “He’ll need to hear this, too.”

In the back of a large tent saloon, they sat around a wide plank spanning two crates set on end. Wyatt ordered coffee, the others warm beer.

“So, what kind of business are you in, Wyatt?” Fred White asked.

“Lookin’ at the minin’ end.”

“As an investor?”

“Some. More an initiator. I’ll file some claims, organize some crews, and try my luck.”

White offered a wry smile. “Well, make sure your claims are tight. There’s a lot of disagreement on that around here. With the town incorporating, there are men who are already making plans to renegotiate who owns the rights to what.”

“How many folks in this burg?” Virgil said.


White pursed his lips and stared out the open doorway. “Going on a thousand, I’d say. Probably over a dozen coming in on the stage lines every day. And half that riding in on their own steam.”

Virgil laughed. “Sounds like this town might bust at the seams b’fore long.”

White sipped his beer and shook his head. “It is fast growing, but there’s plenty who won’t stay. Right now Tombstone looks like the answer to everybody’s prayers, the economy being what it is everywhere else in the country. They’ll come here and go bust or get so rich they don’t have to stay.” He raised his mug and swirled the contents. “Most men would rather live in a place where they can buy a beer that’s cold.”

A stagecoach rumbled down the street, and someone yelled out to clear the road. A gunshot popped in the thoroughfare, a pistol aimed high by the sound of it, the sharp percussive crack quickly swallowed up by the wide desert sky. Wyatt watched White’s expressionless eyes flick toward the tent entrance and immediately dismiss the misdemeanor.

“Got to choose my battles with care,” White said through a self-deprecatory grin. “A stage messenger firing his weapon to clear the street is not on my list of worries.”

“What about the mines?” Wyatt inquired. “Are they payin’ out?”

White hitched his head to one side. “Some. We’re sitting on a rich lode, but it’s the few big operations pulling out most of the ore. A lot of the smaller mines have played out. Some never strike a vein.”

Wyatt nodded, considering his options. “I reckon the gambling has followed the money. Seems to be enough gaming houses here to keep a full police force busy.”

White nodded in agreement. “I’ve got my hands full, there’s no denying. But the real problem out here will fall to the county.” He nodded to Virgil. “And to you.” When he drank from his mug again, he used the time to look around the tent. Then he carefully set down the mug and leaned in closer. “There are men who have cattle ranched here since long before the strike. But now with so many people here, and the demand for beef up, a lot of them have adopted new methods for increasing their stock. Hooker’s the big one out here. He’s legitimate. And Ayles, too. They lose cattle by the week to a crowd that’s getting pretty damned well-organized. People call ’em ‘the Cow-boys.’ Mostly Texans run out of their state by the Rangers. And now they’re raiding here and down into Mexico on a regular basis.”

“Why ain’t it stopped?” Virgil asked.

“The sheriff’s situated in Tucson. It’s a damned big county. Even bigger when you consider that these Cow-boys move in and out of New Mexico and Sonora at will.”

“Why do the citizens stand for it?” Wyatt said. “Why don’t they organize, too?”

“Like I said, it’s a damned big county. And the honest ranchers don’t have the manpower to fight it. And these people in town here?” White swept a hand vaguely toward the street. “It’s cheap beef . . . and it’s Mexican. What do they care?” He turned to Wyatt. “Best business you could go into would be town butcher.”

Virgil smiled into his beer. “He done that in Wichita and Dodge.”

White looked back at Wyatt, his eyes narrowed as if trying to recall a face.

Virgil set down his mug, and his voice took on a serious tone. “Do you know who these Cow-boys are?”

“Everybody knows. The Clantons, the Patterson outfit, the Redfield and McLaury brothers. They’re the ones who are settled enough to look like established ranchers. Then there must be forty or fifty others—just saddlers, really—questionable characters who practically live on their horses. Half of them have outstanding warrants from other states. Tough crowd. Only thing they’re good for is keeping the Apaches out.”

“What about the army,” Wyatt said, “if these boys are raiding into Mexico?”

“Both armies—ours and the Mexicans’—are going through the motions. It’s just too damned big a territory.” White’s forehead wrinkled. He pointed at Wyatt and poked a forefinger toward him three times. “Dodge City,” he whispered. “I think I have heard your name.”

Virgil made the deep laugh that rumbled up from his chest. “Good or bad?”


White frowned. “I think I heard it from some of the Cow-boys. You know a man named Brocius? Goes by ‘Curly Bill’?”

Watching Fred White gather his memory of a half-forgotten conversation, Wyatt drank his coffee and set down his cup. “Dark hair and freckles on his face.” It wasn’t a question.

“That’s him,” White said. “So, you know him?”

Wyatt recalled the embarrassment in Dodge City when he had tried to pull Mattie from Frankie Bell’s line of whores in a crowded saloon. Brocius had just paid for Mattie, and Frankie had put up a fuss that quieted the room.

Pushing the incident from his mind, Wyatt laid down coins on the rough counter to cover the drinks. Then he nodded casually to the marshal.

“We’ve met,” Wyatt said.

*****

It was dusk, the evening meal over and the dishes and cookware cleaned up. All the Earps were gathered in the adobe hut James had found to rent. The men had settled on rough benches hacked out of pine by a Mexican woodworker. There around the wood stove they smoked cigars and waited for Bessie to finish her diatribe on their living conditions.

The dust, the cold, the hauling of water—all of it was several notches down from the brothel life to which she had become accustomed. Although Allie had roughed it with Virgil for some time, she was nodding and throwing in her “amens.” Mattie never spoke when more than two people were gathered. She was lost in a pent-up way, like a fawn taken from the wild to wander wide-eyed through the small rooms of the abode.

“We’re gonna build some houses, Bessie,” Virgil assured her, “on those properties we bought at the corner of First and Fremont.”

As usual, the timbre of appeasement in Virgil’s voice made all the women feel better about their situation. Even Bessie knew that when Virgil said they would do something, somehow they got it done.

“Separate houses?” Bessie asked, a little excitement slipping through her abrasive front.


“You and me and Hattie will find our own place closer to the business district,” James said, taking over as diplomat between his wife and his brothers. “But we’ll be sharing for a while, Bessie.”

She sat heavily on the bench next to James. “Well, we’ve sure got in the damned practice for that, haven’t we?”

James made a dismissive grunt. “We’ll make do, pretty lady.” He spoke as he always did to his wife—in a singsong fashion that would have little effect on her mood. But when she started to say more, James sat forward and interrupted her. “It’s gonna take time, Bessie, so let it go.” This time he put something cold in his voice to let her know that she was wearing thin on everyone.

For a moment the fire burned copper-green through the open door of the stove, but in the strained silence no one remarked on it. Allie made the face that Virgil called her “Irish pickle.” She turned to face the stove, held her hands out to the radiant heat for several seconds, and then she slapped her palms to her bony knees.

“Well, let’s get to building somethin’,” she carped. When no one responded she turned a silent ultimatum on Virgil.

“We can’t start building yet,” Virgil explained, staring into the fire. “Our money’s tied up.”

“Well, untie some!” Allie shot back.

Virgil studied his cigar, so Allie glared at Wyatt.

“It’s invested,” Wyatt said. “Mines and real estate. There’s no sense in pullin’ out now.” Wyatt’s deep, raspy voice, on the surface, was not unlike Virgil’s, only drier and with little melody to it, all of which lent it the ring of no-nonsense. When they listened to Wyatt, there was a look in their eyes that suggested they were learning something that only he knew, something they were counting on him to know. Whenever Wyatt spoke, even Virgil turned to look at him.

“If we play it smart,” Wyatt continued, “we’ll come out better than we come into this place.”

“Takes money to make money, right?” James said and laughed as he poured himself a drink. “We’ll bring some money in from these mines before too long.”


Bessie scowled at James, but he was so absorbed with filling his glass, she had to lean forward to let him see the challenge on her face. “So what do we do while we’re waiting to get rich?” She leaned her forearms on her thighs and stubbornly waited for an answer.

“There’s a hellava lot of canvas going up in this town,” James said. He avoided Bessie’s stare by leaning forward to sort through the stack of firewood. “We thought you ladies might do some sewing to pull in a little extra income.”

Bessie met Allie’s eyes, and their female solidarity knitted together on the spot—something new for them.

“Hell, I got something better than canvas to sell,” Bessie laughed dryly.

Wyatt looked up sharply, and James put some hardness into his voice. “There’s to be none of that. We’re makin’ names for ourselves here with the folks that count. I’ll be servin’ drinks at Vogan’s.” He jammed a stick into the fire and turned a hard glare on Bessie, who set her face in a rare pout.

“I’d rather be making money off my business instead of just sittin’ on it,” she mumbled.

“No,” Wyatt said.

He had not raised his voice, but his resolve brought a chill to the room that invited no discussion. In this stillness, Virgil’s short-legged dog abandoned his place by the stove and stood hopefully before Allie, who picked it up, nestled it in her lap, and began stroking the cur’s head and ears. With each pull, the dog’s eyes narrowed to contented slits, then widened, reflecting the light from the fire.

Wyatt glanced toward the back room, where Hattie had gone to bed, and for the first time since he had left the slums of the Peoria waterfront, he thought about the price he had seen young girls pay while growing up in a brothel. Hattie’s life had been no different with James and Bessie, except that she had been spared falling into the occupation. This by Bessie’s mandate. Wyatt looked squarely at Bessie and, as well as he could, delivered his own pronouncement on how the Earps would operate in Tombstone.

“We’ll make our money,” he said, “but not that way.”


Bessie propped her chin in her hand and stared at the fire. Quietly, she grunted a final complaint, but she said no more.

Virgil checked the burn of his cigar. “Well,” he began, trying to bring some warmth to the family discussion, “the federal marshal—Dake—I reckon he’ll have something for me before too long.”

Bessie sat up straight again, but the harsh edge in her voice was gone. “That ain’t like you, and you know it, Virgil . . . waiting around for something to come to you.”

Now Allie bristled. “Some things have got to be waited on, Bessie!”

Bessie rolled her eyes, and then she looked from one face to the other, finally settling on Wyatt. “There’s a hellava lot of people here planning to live off a one-armed bartender.” She had spoken with a guarded sharpness and continued to hold her glare on Wyatt. “What are all those fancy-dancy people gonna think of that?”

Wyatt wanted to walk outside just to breathe the desert air for a while without someone to argue everything he had to say. He laid a dry stick of ocotillo in the fire, and it caught immediately, the flames licking through the woven latticework of wood along its entire length. It burned through the holes like a row of candles, until it blackened like tar and collapsed in the flames.

“Bessie,” James said, capping the whiskey bottle, “if you knew my brother better, you’d know it’s his own opinion of himself he knows to give a damn about.” James held a hard look on her, and finally she relaxed, tilting her face into her hands, wearily rubbing the heels of her palms into her eyes.

“I’ll be bringing in some money,” Wyatt said. “I’ve got hold of a half-interest in a faro table at the Oriental. And I’ve got somethin’ else in the works.”

Bessie took the bottle from James. “Well, do we get to know what that is?” She unscrewed the cap and then hesitated as she waited for an answer.

Wyatt looked at his family, sorting the brothers from the wives, trying to understand why the women could not see the future that waited for them if they played their hands right.

“We all got to pitch in,” Virgil said. “I figure the sewin’ is a good idea.”


The room went quiet again, Virgil’s words hanging in the air like an invitation for absolution. Bessie turned a frowning face toward Virgil, but, before she could speak, Allie shooed the dog off her lap and stood.

“Well, hang it all,” Allie huffed, “we didn’t haul that sewin’ machine out here for nothin’, now did we?” She moved behind Virgil and laid her small hands on his shoulders. The dog followed and sat, its ears perked up, its dark eyes dedicated to Virgil.

Virge quietly laughed, reached to his shoulder, and patted the back of Allie’s hand. “Startin’ to sound like a family around here,” he said and winked at Wyatt.

Mattie lay very still as Wyatt slipped into his side of their pallet. Their shared warmth had become a strained but practical commodity for the winter nights of the high desert. They listened to the distant laughter from saloons drift to them from the edge of town, the wind pushing the sounds their way like a flock of crazed birds cackling somewhere far out in the night.

“Wyatt?” Mattie whispered. “What work is it you’re considering . . . besides the gambling?”

Wyatt stared up at the spaced timbers in the ceiling. He knew where this conversation would go. Weary of argument, he considered turning on his side and saying “good night,” but then he thought it best to get this over with.

“Wells, Fargo,” he said simply. When Mattie said nothing, he added, “They’ve offered me a job guarding their shipments.”

Mattie’s head turned on the pillow. “That’s like your law jobs, Wyatt. You said you were done with that.”

“It’s something I know how to do, Mattie. It’ll bring in some money.”

She propped up on an elbow. “It’s like Bessie said to Virgil . . . you’re settling for something, Wyatt.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. “You can do better than that, Wyatt. Don’t settle.” When she backed away and was quiet again, he heard her swallow as if to bolster her courage. “Let me get a job, Wyatt. I can probably—”


His head turned to her so quickly that the words locked in her throat. “I don’t want you going into town.”

When she made no reply, he lay back and closed his eyes. The room was so quiet now that he could have been alone there in the darkness. Then he heard her head slowly settle back on the pillow. She lay very still for several heartbeats, and he knew that she was trying not to cry.

“Why?” she asked quietly, the misery in her voice like a pin pricking his skin.

Wyatt took a deep breath and eased it out. “Mattie, there’s people here who know you too well . . . from Kansas.”

He expected her to ask more, but finally she turned her back to him, retreating into the place where she could feed her own suffering. Opening his eyes he stared at the low ceiling and tried to clear his mind of what she had said.

Don’t settle.

The words crept through his head like a worm burrowing into his memory. This night brought back to him a Mexican girl’s prophecy. Words spoken to him in a peach orchard in California. He could hear Valenzuela Cos’s beguiling voice as clearly as if she were here in the room with him.

We all have wishes. But in the end we must settle for what we have.

She had been talking about living in a house made of mud. And a moon that mimicked the color of that mud. The adobe moon, she had called it.

Wyatt’s hand touched the floor and felt the rough texture of the woven straw mat. Each of the wives had purchased one from a Mexican peddler for the three bedrooms. Wyatt clasped his hands over his belly and frowned in the dark. This mat was the only thing separating him from the dirt. Truth be told, he was surrounded on all sides by mud. Staring into the dark, he tried to see past all this for a glimpse of salvation. Not just for him. For all his brothers. And their wives.

This is temporary, Wyatt told himself.

He closed his eyes again to concentrate on what was coming. One day he would look back on this beginning as a necessary inconvenience to get a foothold in this silver-rich country. In the quiet of the room, as he smelled the mix of dirt and straw of the crude abode, something scuttled across the floor near the stool where he had undressed. He reminded himself to check his boots for scorpions in the morning.

You will settle for what you have, Valenzuela Cos had said. The adobe moon is a better one than no moon at all.

Wyatt wondered if that damned moon was hanging up there now in the Arizona sky. “To hell with it,” he whispered to himself and turned on his side to make the mirror image with Mattie that had become their nightly habit.


CHAPTER 3

Spring, Summer 1880

Tombstone, A.T.; McLaury Ranch, Babacomari River, Pima County

When brother Morgan arrived from Montana with his quick humor and exaggerated tales of his law enforcement work in that country, the conjoined families could not help but climb a little out of the dark mood their clashing personalities had been brewing. The younger brother looked so much like Wyatt now that people no longer confused Virgil for Wyatt . . . only Morgan.

In spring, when the brothers realized their first returns on the mining claims, James moved his family into a house on Fremont and bought out the small sampling room inside Vogan’s, which he now advertised as a cut above the average saloon. By doing so, he planned to serve a higher class of clientele in order to fulfill the Earps’ aspirations as men of respected standing in the village.

Wyatt hired a carpenter named John Vermillion, an accomplished woodworker with a mane of dark hair flowing down his back to his shoulder blades. Under Vermillion’s supervision, the first of the Earp cottages was framed up. The improved spirits of Allie showed not so much in what she said as what she didn’t say. Only Mattie was unfazed by the new optimism. To her, this desert town was little more than a taunting sideshow outside the window of her prison.

Soon after they had moved into the new house, Wyatt came home from the Oriental in the pre-dawn hours and found Mattie sitting on the porch, wrapped in a light shawl, waiting. Her chin was tucked angrily into her chest as her fragile eyes looked off toward the distant lights on Fremont Street.

Wyatt checked his pocketwatch by the light of the stars and stepped up on the porch to stand before her. “It’s after four. What are you doin’ up?”

Her dour face came up enough to nod toward the town. “I’m two blocks from the commercial district, but I might as well be in a mineshaft.” Her eyes rolled up in their pinched sockets to stare at him. “Wyatt, the most I see of you is the back of your head in the mornings. And if you’re on the Tucson route for Wells, Fargo, you’re gone for three days at a time. When you are here, you’re asleep. I tiptoe around, and I feel something winding up inside me.” A fierce glow hardened her eyes, and a bitter smile tightened her lips. “Is this what it’s like to go mad, Wyatt?” She asked this with a boldness that seemed unnatural to her fearful ways.

“Mattie, this isn’t the time. There’re people asleep inside.”

“Not the time?” She coughed up a rough laugh. “When is there time, Wyatt?”

He took off his hat and tapped it against his leg, as he watched her stare scornfully into the night. “This is part of my work, Mattie. Gambling is what I do when I’m not a shotgun messenger. It’s what brings the money in.”

The door opened, and Virgil stood there dressed in his black suit. “Wyatt?”

When Wyatt did not respond, Mattie stood and pushed through the door past Virgil. Both brothers watched through the open doorway as she strode down the hall and disappeared into the bedroom. When the door of Wyatt’s bedroom closed with a sound of finality, Virgil stepped outside and eased the front door shut.

Wyatt slapped his leg with the hat a little harder and looked up Fremont Street at the glow of light spreading above the saloon district. “I might start stayin’ in town with Morg . . . at least when I’m late coming in like this.”


“With Morg?” Virgil laughed. “He’s already got Fred Dodge with him living in that little shack.” Virge stepped to the edge of the porch and allowed another chuckle. “Morg’s having the time of his life. Drinking, gambling, shooting pool.”

Wyatt nodded. “He’s at the Oriental with me most every night . . . learnin’ to deal faro.”

Virgil laughed again and sat in the chair where Mattie had been. “Hell, all Morg wants is to be like you.”

Wyatt gave Virgil a look, and the older brother shrugged. They were quiet for a time, both looking up at the brilliant array of stars arched over the skies of southern Arizona. A warm breeze whipped up dust and rattled the dry, spiny leaves of the yucca in the yard.

“I’m puttin’ together a federal posse,” Virgil said. “Some mules got stole from Camp Rucker. I could use you.”

Wyatt’s eyes sharpened, and Virgil went on.

“I’ll go down and see can I find the Wells, Fargo man, Williams. He usually gambles down at the Alhambra. He might come along. And Morg, too. We’ll pull out at dawn.”

“Is that gonna be enough men?”

Virgil tilted his head to one side. “We’ll have a lieutenant and a few soldiers, but it’s you boys I’ll be countin’ on.” They were quiet again—one of those moments when the bond of being brothers tightened around them. Wyatt walked to the door, opened it, and looked into the house. It was all dark save the faint strip of flickering light showing through the crack under his bedroom door.

“I’ll try’n get a coupl’a hours of sleep,” he said, his voice flat, lifeless. “I’ll be ready at dawn.”

Virgil stood and held the door for his brother. Chuckling deep in his chest, he growled to Wyatt’s back.

“Good luck.”

Mattie had lighted a candle. In the semi-dark of the room she sat on the edge of the bed and faced the wall, her spine slumped and her face pressed into the palms of her hands. She didn’t turn when Wyatt closed the door, nor when he crossed the room to the clothes cabinet. After he hung up his coat, he moved to the bed and sat to pull off his boots. He paired them on the wood floor and then remained sitting in the quiet. For a time they sat like this, back to back, unmoving, their silence like a screaming match.

Finally, Mattie straightened. When she spoke, her small voice came off the wall like a sound from another room.

“I’m not married to you, Wyatt. I’m married to this little cigar box of a house . . . or whatever other place we happen to be living in.”

Wyatt stood, laid out his money on the new bureau, and weighted it down with his revolver. He paused for a moment, leaned on stiffened arms against the bureau, and turned his head to look at Mattie’s despair. Taking in a deep breath, Wyatt eased the air out and pushed himself away from the furniture. Then he walked to the open window and put his back to the glass panes to stand in front of her.
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