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For Susan
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“In those days a man could pick up, head out West, and start a new life . . . choose any name he wanted. But the man who made his mark in the history books is probably one who stayed true to who he was . . . no matter what he called himself.”

—Harte Canaday, from
Last of the Pistoleers


A Cast of Characters

Reader’s reference list

Brummett, Granville—Suitor of Aurilla Sutherland in Lamar, Missouri.

Clanton, Phin and Ike—Brothers in a family of horse thieves in San Timoteo, California.

Coplea, Charlie—Neighbor who joins the Earp wagon train to California from Iowa.

Cos, Valenzuela —Young Mexican lady of the night who introduces Wyatt to manhood and the adage of the “adobe moon.”

Dragoo, Rozilla—Illinois prostitute who becomes Virgil Earp’s second wife.

Earp,

 Adelia—Young sister of the Earp brothers.

 Aurilla—Wyatt Earp’s first wife, married in Lamar, Missouri.

 James—Older brother of Wyatt severely wounded in the war.

 Jennie—Wife to Newton Earp.

 Morgan—Wyatt’s younger and favorite brother.

 Newton—Half-brother to the Earp boys, oldest of the siblings.

 Nicholas—Heavy-handed father of the Earp clan.


 Virgil—Next older brother to Wyatt.

 Virginia—Second wife of Nicholas and mother to all the brothers except Newton.

 Warren—Youngest and most volatile of the Earp brothers.

 Wyatt—The brother who becomes an icon in the history of the American West.

Elder, Jim—Buffalo skinner who works for Wyatt on the plains of slaughter.

Haspel,

 Jane—Proprietress of brothels on the Peoria waterfront.

 Sarah—Daughter of Jane inducted into the prostitution business at an early age.

Howell, Doctor—Practicing physician in Pella, Iowa.

Kennedy, Ed—Hapless, ex-stage driver Irishman arrested along with Wyatt on the charge of horse theft in the Indian Territory.



Larkin, Arthur—Hotelier in Ellsworth, Kansas.

Miller, James—Mayor of Ellsworth, Kansas who assigned Wyatt as temporary marshal.

Peshaur, George—Texas freight hauler, drover, and bully.

Pinard, Tom—Illinois brakeman and troublemaker, first man to be shot by Wyatt Earp.

Rozilla— (See Dragoo, Rozilla)

Rysdam, Ellen—First wife of Virgil Earp, married before the war, mother of his only child.

Shanssey, John—Irish pugilist who taught Wyatt how to box at the railroad camps.

Shown, John and Anna—Married couple involved in horse theft in Indian Territory.


Sutherland,

 Aurilla—(See Earp, Aurilla)

 Burdette and Frederick—Brothers to Aurilla in Lamar, Missouri.

 William and Parmelia—Father- and mother-in-law to Wyatt in Lamar.

Stefgard (“the Swede”)—Laborer in railroad camps known for his boxing skills.

Thompson, Ben and Billy—English brothers turned Texan gamblers who “tree” the town of Ellsworth, Kansas.

Vansteel, William—Saloon and brothel proprietor on Peoria’s waterfront.

Walden, John—Hotelier and brothel keeper in Beardstown, Illinois.

Whitney, Chauncey—Sheriff of Ellsworth County, Kansas, killed by Billy Thompson in 1873. 


Chapter 1

Summer, 1862

Earp farm, Pella Township, Iowa

In the dark predawn quiet, he lay facing the window by his bed and stared at the stars hanging in the western sky. They floated over the land like the dust of jewels strewn across black water. These stars had become the milestones that marked his coming passage, and he gazed at them this one last time for the sake of preserving a memory, he supposed. One last view through the windowglass of his youth. Today, he would be gone, to become a part of the larger world that waited for him. First, the war in the East. Then, surviving that, he would journey west toward the promise of opportunity. It was all out there, he knew. Whatever enterprise a man was bold enough to reach for, the West would afford him a place to try.

Were anyone to ask him why he must fight, he might only say something about duty—a topic he deemed too personal to reduce to words. Once that duty was met, he would have earned his right on the frontier. He knew that the ragged boundary of the country was creeping steadily westward, like a charred line of black smoldering across a sheet of paper, and he needed to stay ahead of that flame.

It could not be said that he dreamed of places, for he was not the type to dream. But he planned his course with a deliberation uncommon to one his age. If one of those bright points of light out in the night sky was his lodestar, pulling him, he had not singled it out. He needed no such talisman. It was the pull that mattered.


Carrying the bundle of clothes he had rolled inside the wool blanket, Wyatt, in his stockinged feet, picked his way across the groaning floorboards through the dark house. His boots stood just inside the kitchen door, and he sat to tug them on. Through the east windows the stars were thinning. Now they burned like the campfires of a vast and distant army fallen into deep slumber before the coming battle. Already he felt closer to the war.

He listened to the night sounds of the house—his father’s rough snore coming from the back room, the hollow tick of the cherrywood clock in the hallway, the faint seep of air sucking through the vents of the woodstove. Outside, somewhere to the east, a coyote called a single sliding note, and it was that sound to which he connected, if only for its claim on autonomy.

Stepping outside onto the stoop, he inhaled the coolness of late summer. It was too dark to see the cornfield—eighty acres he had been working since he had been old enough to sink a hoe into this Iowa dirt—but he could smell it. The stalks were heavy with the coming harvest, and already he felt lighter for being done with it all.

Inside the tack room he lighted a lantern and stuffed the blanket-bundle behind the heavy sacks of grain, and then he spread loose hay at the edges. Standing back to appraise his work, he imagined his father in the barn later—old Nicholas gathering up his blanket, saddle, and bridle for the ride into town. Satisfied with his cache, Wyatt stepped out to the stalls, hung the lantern, and doled out grain to each of the feed troughs. The horses nickered and nodded their big heads, some blowing air on his hands as he worked. He spoke to them quietly, letting the tone of parting soften his voice.

If only he could have saddled the Thoroughbred without delay, headed south to Ottumwa, and be shed of this morning of tiptoes and secrets. But that was not his plan. He might be a wayward son, but he was no thief.

When he walked back to the house, the oil lamp glowed inside the kitchen window. He kicked his boots together and pulled them off before opening the door. The sizzle of bacon had salted the air in the room, and his mother bustled about the kitchen as if she had never slept.


“Well, you’re up early,” she said, glancing up from her busy hands.

“Fed the horses.”

He watched her sprinkle flour on the kneading board. She had never failed to provide a savory meal—whether sick or nursing an ailing neighbor or broken from the loss of a child. Wyatt had never seen defeat show in her face.

“Makin’ biscuits, Ma?”

She looked at him as she leaned her weight onto stiffened arms and worked the dough in a rolling motion with the heels of her hands. Her lips parted, but she made no sound, as though she could not speak and labor at the same time.

“I could eat a coupl’a extras if you don’t care,” he added.

Her gaze ran the length of him, from wheat-straw hair to the recently darned socks. “You are gettin’ to be tall as your father.” She turned her back to him, and her shoulders hunched as she leaned into the dough. He watched her until she straightened from her work.

“We’re all beholden to you, Ma.”

Now she turned to face him squarely, her pasty hands splayed across the sides of her apron. “Well, aren’t you full of surprises this mornin’,” she said, wearing her crooked half smile. She lowered her eyebrows and canted her head as though trying to look at him from a new angle. “You want to eat something? I’ll have the biscuits ready soon.”

He ate at the sideboard, taking the servings as she prepared them. Outside the formality of the dining room and his father’s presence, they talked comfortably, Wyatt following any subject she was inclined to broach. He could see she was starved for conversation, the kind he supposed a woman needed on a daily basis. When she turned her back to him as she prattled, he wrapped two biscuits in a cloth napkin and stuffed the package inside his shirt.

First light was blooming in the eastern sky when Wyatt stepped up on the old gnarled root at the blackjack oak. He took a final look at the field of corn spread before him. How often had he perched like this, balanced by the hoe—a tripod of man and tool set up at a distance to take a bearing? He had always wondered why the vast Iowa sky could not dwarf the field of green, reduce it to a size that seemed manageable. From the oak he could see the work’s beginning but never the end. Once inside the interminable rows of stalks there would be a sense of neither. Only a blistered present, hard on a calloused past: chop, sweat, itch, breathe the dust, and swat the flies. And keep on.

The sun floated up through the trees now, breaking into a mosaic of burning red shards and then washing out the sky from its initial burnished gold to a dingy blue-gray. Morgan came from the barn, dragging a hoe that was half again his height. His sleepy eyes were half-hidden under the shock of hair fallen over his forehead, hair the same summer-gold tint as Wyatt’s. He stopped next to the oak, shaded his eyes with his slender hand, and searched the fields alongside his older brother.

“What’re you lookin’ at?” he said, now squinting up at the side of Wyatt’s face.

Wyatt shook his head and stared at the broad expanse of green. It wasn’t just the size of the job . . . but keeping a rein on his two younger brothers. Their part was to lighten his load, but a day had seldom passed that they weren’t fighting or wandering off. He looked at Morgan now, trying to see in the boy the man who would have to take over the farm work after this day.

He had told Morgan that he was joining the army, and Morg had held the secret close, as a brother should. Wyatt almost told him now that this was the day. All summer the secret had whispered inside him like a wind whistling through the cracks of a hastily built house. Yesterday it had been a gale in his ear. But now, on the day of his departure, a calm settled over him, and he decided to take no chances. He could wait.

“You need your hat,” Wyatt said. “Where’s Warren?”

“He’s coming. Can’t find one of his boots. Pa’s lecturin’ him.”

Wyatt remembered when his father had toiled in a field, before the old man had refused to soil his hands with such work. Old Nick had conceived other ways of turning a dollar—a convenient credo of politics that milked a town of its coffers through the sleight of hand of the law and city governance. Mulling over his father’s methods of subsistence, Wyatt felt all the more certain about leaving. He was finished soiling his hands, too.


“Go on back to the barn, Morg, and let the horses out.” He pointed to the southwest corner of the cornfield. “I’ll meet you yonder where we let off yesterday.”

“Can I ride Salem back to the house to get my hat?”

“Just don’t run ’im. It’s too early. Here . . . give me that hoe, so you don’t poke his eye.”

Watching his little brother—wide awake now—dash off through the dew-wet grass, Wyatt wondered if he himself had ever displayed such fervor for manual labor. He remembered wanting to prove himself to his father, that was for certain, just as he remembered the futility of the effort.

“An’ get Warren movin’!” he called out to Morg’s back.

Wyatt returned his gaze to the drooping green blades of corn clicking against one another in the constant boil of the prairie wind. From where he stood, the corn appeared immaculate, reflecting the early morning light in metallic glints—a mirage that would flatten under the arching path of the sun.

Some men could see glory in farming. His father always claimed to be one. Wyatt could not. He doubled his leathered hands over the pair of rounded hickory handles, trying to take some measure of his own worth as weighed against Virgil, James, and Newton. For months now, his older brothers had been at the war, and every morning when he walked toward the suffocating green of the cornfield, he imagined what they awoke to: the smell of gun oil; chicory coffee brewing over a campfire; the throat-bite taste of cannon smoke drifting through the trees; maybe some blood dried into a cloth scab on their blue uniforms. And yet here he was, the corn crop stretched out before him thicker than any army ever force-marched across a battlefield. Straight and green and wax-bright, the field rippled in the wind like a prostrate flag. He was certain there was no glory in it.

With the country at war with itself, Wyatt’s elevated status to oldest brother had covered more than dominion over the fields and his younger brothers; it included stewardship of the horses, which was no small part of the bargain. Whenever he could, Wyatt put himself in the company of these animals, assigning the more menial tasks to Morgan and Warren. He gave the most attention to the Thoroughbred, which was, aside from the land, the Earps’ most valuable asset. Twice he had entered the stud in the town races and earned winnings. He patted the wad of bills in his pocket now, confident that it would sustain him until he could draw a soldier’s pay.

Buoyed by the secret that had pulled him so early from sleep, he shouldered the tools and walked toward the field this one last time. When he stepped into the road that separated the house from the field, he turned to the steady cadence of a horse at a trot. A high-wheeled buggy with a flat, black canopy rattled along the road, approaching from the north. Wyatt leveled the hoes across both shoulders behind his neck, draped outstretched arms over the helves, and waited.

“Wyatt,” the driver called as he reined up, stopping the buggy right in his path. Doc Howell nodded at the pair of tools on Wyatt’s back. “Old Nick got you working twice the load today?” He had eyes that quickly engaged whomever he greeted, the wire-rimmed spectacles seeming to magnify his friendliness.

“Mornin’, sir.”

“I’ve not seen you since your little sister came down with the thrush.” The doctor tilted his head and squinted. “You’d be about what now . . . fifteen?”

“Just about,” Wyatt said.

The doctor lost his smile, but a curious probing fire held in his eye. “Well, I guess you grow up fast when you start running things.” He nodded to the long wall of corn flanked to his right and turned back to Wyatt, studying the length of him, hat to boots. “Son, you look hard as a bundle of axe handles bound up with baling wire. How tall are you getting to be?”

Wyatt looked at the field, uncomfortable with the idea of describing himself. “Most of six feet, I reckon.”

Wyatt tolerated the man’s pointless questions, knowing it to be the doctor’s habit for putting young patients at ease. The horse settled into its respite with a blow from its nostrils, and Doc Howell slackened the reins and propped his forearms on his knees.

“I sewed up that big Van den Newell boy last week,” he said, dropping his voice to a low, confiding tone. “Seems I’ve got you to thank for some business. Any more patients coming my way I might need to know about?” The doc’s eyebrows lifted high in pretended curiosity.

Wyatt’s expression did not change. “Reckon he’ll need to lay off my brothers.”

He felt an unexpected pang of guilt about abandoning his brothers today, but the feeling slipped away as quickly as it had come. They would have to learn how to deal with the Dutch bucks in the township. There would always be troublemakers to handle. Best learn it sooner than later.

The doctor straightened and smiled down the road. “Oh, I doubt that one’ll be bothering anyone for a while.” He gave Wyatt a look. “He knows who the scrapper in this town is.”

Wyatt looked off toward the trees where the road curved. “Be best if you don’t let on about that to my pa. He’s trying to earn some votes outta the Dutch farmers.”

Doc Howell’s laugh cut off Wyatt’s entreaty. “No need to worry about that, son.” He arched his eyebrows again, and this time his smile curled with a hint of mischief. “You should have heard Old Man Van den Newell light into his boy. He knows all about it . . . how you licked the tar out of his oldest . . . and how he needed the lickin’.” He saw the question in Wyatt’s eyes and laughed the kind of laugh meant to put a man at ease. “Van den Newell’s neighbor told him all about it . . . said you were not vicious . . . but businesslike . . . got the job done . . . quick.” He gestured with the knuckle of a bent finger, like he was knocking quietly on a door between them. “That’s good, Wyatt. You got none of that red blur that sucks so many young men into a blind rage. That kind of anger feeds off its own tissue and generally is of no use to a man.”

Doc waited, his face open with anticipation, as if expecting some comment on this report. Looking off to the trees again Wyatt pulled in his lips, pressed his mouth into a tight line, and nodded.

“Still,” Wyatt said, then met the doctor’s eyes again, “it’ll go better if my pa don’t know.”

Nicholas, Wyatt knew, might punish Morgan and Warren for not fighting their own fight. He took in a deep breath through his nose and quietly purged it. Doc Howell frowned at his hands holding the reins. He shuffled the leather ribbons like he was rearranging a hand of playing cards. Two vertical lines creased into his skin above the spectacles.

“Old Nick can be a tough piece of meat in the stew, Wyatt, but you should know he’s proud of you. Said you were methodical and straight-ahead. Said he’d never seen you make the same mistake twice. Said you would never stand for being the fool.”

Wyatt considered the appraisal. “I don’t reckon any man wants that.”

Doc removed his spectacles and cleaned them with a white handkerchief. His face looked raw and naked without the lenses, like he had just awakened from a deep sleep.

“Couldn’t prove it by me, Wyatt. Not with what I’ve seen.” He hooked the spectacles around his ears again and lifted the reins.

The horse raised its head and perked up its ears. “Got to go see about a baby,” the doctor said, squinting. He pointed with the knuckle again. “You might think on being a doctor, Wyatt. There’re always going to be babies.” His eyebrows bobbed. “Busted lips, too, for that matter.” When he snapped the reins, horse and buggy picked up right away into the rhythm by which they had arrived.

*****

Inside the rows of cornstalks Wyatt stationed his brothers on either side of him and began the steady litany of slicing steel into earth, heaping mounds of dirt over the corn roots—a rhythm redundant even before he began it. This had been his war. Two hours before school and three after. Sometimes all day, if the weather dictated it. Wyatt had always gone about it resigned and quiet, never speaking of it in any way. That was his father’s rule. Complaint was a weakness, Nicholas always said, and no Earp displayed weakness.

As he worked Wyatt kept watch on the road. Morgan asked twice what he was looking at, but each time Wyatt only prodded him back to the hoeing. The three brothers hacked at the soil in silence as the trees across the road filled with a chorus of morning birdsong.

Finally, when his father took the chestnut mare at a walk past the open row where they worked, Wyatt stopped, feeling the onset of his emancipation as keenly as if a heavy chain had dropped from around his neck into the soft earth. He watched for a time as Morgan and Warren flailed at the dirt like young soldiers issued weapons beyond their size or mastery. Warren looked up, his dark hair framing his face like a warning of his brooding nature. It was Warren, Wyatt knew, who could be the problem.

“Morg,” Wyatt said, “you’re in charge now.”

Morgan stopped working and straightened. “What do you mean?”

Warren stabbed his hoe into the dirt and stood in the pose of a challenge. Wyatt, setting his face like stone, held his eyes on Morgan.

“I’m goin’ today.”

Morgan swallowed hard. He drew the haft of the tool closer and pressed it to his chest, one fist stacked above the other, elbows splayed outward like folded wings.

Warren’s eyes jumped from Morgan to Wyatt. “Goin’ where?” he demanded. When he got no answer, his face flushed with anger.

Wyatt knelt and kept his voice both firm and gentle. “I ain’t no farmer, Warren.”

For once the youngest of the Earp brothers had nothing to say. He breathed through his teeth as he took in Wyatt’s meaning.

“Wyatt’s joinin’ up with the army,” Morgan announced. “Goin’ off to the war.”

Warren’s face creased like a twisted rag. “Well, I ain’t no damned farmer neither.”

Wyatt took a grip on the boy’s arm, but the shake he gave him was less a reprimand than a way to smooth out the boy’s quick temper. “It ain’t your time yet, so git that outta your head, you hear me?” Wyatt looked to Morg for help. “Keep on puttin’ in your day’s work, and when you’re asked about it, just say I took off for town. You ain’t gotta know why.”

Morgan nodded, but tears had begun to well in Warren’s eyes. Wyatt squeezed Warren’s arm again and stood. He offered his hand to Morgan. As they shook, it occurred to Wyatt this was their first handshake that had not involved a wager.

“How’re you gonna sign up in town with Pa working at the recruitin’ office?” Morg asked.

“I ain’t going into Pella,” Wyatt said. “I’m headed to Ottumwa.”


Morg frowned. “How’ll you get there?”

“I’ll get there.”

“Well, when are you comin’ back?”

Wyatt looked off toward the east as though an answer waited for him there. “Once the war’s done, I reckon.” He stepped back from his brothers, and they watched him from a combined stillness he had never before witnessed. “I’ll try and write if I can get a hold o’ some paper.”

There was nothing more to be said. He turned and jogged for the barn for his bundle of clothes. The wind picked up and molded his shirt to his back, making him feel light, while all around him the downy seeds of prairie weeds lifted on the currents and trailed off ahead of him toward some untold destination to find their place of beginning.


Chapter 2

Summer, 1862

River road to Ottumwa, Iowa

Through the morning he followed the Des Moines River, until sometime after midday he jumped a freight wagon that carried him to Mahaska County. There he bedded down under the awning of a coach’s way station. On the second day, an old Dutchman with a square-cut beard pulled Wyatt up behind his saddle. The old man started up asking questions in that chopping, rise-and-fall accent that Wyatt had been taught to despise through his father’s constant mimicry.

“I’m goin’ into Ottumwa,” Wyatt explained. “Bound for the recruitin’ station.”

The old man turned partway and lifted an eyebrow. “Oh? And how old do you be?”

“Sixteen,” Wyatt said, the lie slipping off his tongue so effortlessly, he fairly believed it himself. In that easy fabrication, he felt the world open before him like the river off to his right, numinous and prophetic, ready to take him on the grand ride for which he yearned.

It was late afternoon when they rode in tandem into the township of Ottumwa, and Wyatt had barely begun searching the storefront signs for a soldiers’ station when he saw his father step into the road and grab the Dutchman’s horse by the cheek strap of the bridle.

Nicholas glared at Wyatt. “What’s wrong?” he demanded, ignoring the Dutchman’s protestations. The horse nickered and went wall-eyed, jerking its head as it began to circle.


“Let go uff my horse!” the Dutchman ordered.

“Has something happened at home?” Nicholas demanded. When the Dutchman kicked out at his intruder, Nicholas heaved down on the bridle with his weight. His boots skidded across the dirt as the horse backed away. Wyatt was almost unseated when the horse crouched. Then the material at the back of his shirt knotted, and he was jerked from the haunches of the horse. Squirming in his father’s grip, he barely got his feet beneath him before hitting the street.

The rider regained control of his mount and circled to face Nicholas. “Take your hands off dat boy!” The Dutchman’s jaw was locked with indignation, though it was no match for the storm brewing in Nicholas’s dark eyes.

Nicholas’s hands clamped down on Wyatt’s shoulders and shook him. “All right, you found me! Now tell me what’s happened!”

“Why are you in Ottumwa?” Wyatt said.

Old Nick frowned. “I come down yesterday,” he barked.

When Wyatt said nothing more, the Dutchman lost all that remained of his patience. “He comes to join up fer da war!” he yelled. “Now let him be!”

The fire in Nicholas’s eyes gathered into a baleful smolder. Then a growl rumbled up from deep in his chest as he threw Wyatt back onto the seat of his pants. The Dutchman started to dismount, but Nicholas swatted at the horse, forcing the man to regain his seat.

“This is my son, goddamnit! Now go about your business!” He glowered at the incensed old man, who turned his horse and whipped the tails of the reins sharply across its rear flanks. The animal crow-hopped and then moved with a stutter-step down the street.

One hand shielding his eyes, Wyatt squinted up at the silhouette of his father, who appeared taller than he was by virtue of the black suit and hat he wore like a vestment of ordained power. On the lapel of his coat shone the provost marshal badge he polished once a week with ritualistic devotion. A great woolly beard wrapped around his broad jaw, giving him the appearance of something wild and untamable. Beneath his bushy eyebrows his glare was fierce as it fixed upon the roll of clothes now lying in the street.


Nicholas picked up Wyatt’s travel bundle. “Your mother know you’ve run off?”

Wyatt pushed up from the street and stood, the clench of his teeth his only answer.

“You must’ve left yesterday,” Nicholas growled. “Don’t you think she’ll be sick with worry, son?” The two Earps stared at one another with a willfulness differentiated only by age. “And what about the corn about to come in?”

Wyatt swiped at the dust clinging to one arm. “I thought you were in Pella.”

“Well, I ain’t,” Nicholas barked. “What the hell’s got into you, boy?”

“I ain’t a boy no more.”

Nicholas’s jaw knotted, and he exhaled heavily through his nostrils. “You are, by God, long as I say you are.” He scowled at the bundle. “So you think you’re ready for a war.”

Wyatt tried to push a rough edge into his voice. “I ain’t cut out for farmin’.”

Nicholas’s face darkened, and Wyatt thought for a moment that his father might lose whatever restraint he had manufactured for the sake of the people who had gathered to watch them. But the old man’s eyes closed, and he breathed in deeply, then out, the air wheezing from his nose, stirring the wiry strands of his moustaches. When he opened his eyes, his disappointment stung Wyatt more than a slap in the face. Then the stiffness in Nicholas’s posture wilted, and the taut skin around his eyes relaxed, like a man forced into an admission against his will. His somber gaze fixed on Wyatt.

“You don’t always get a say in that, son. You do what you have to do.”

Wyatt had never heard this sound of compromise in his father’s voice.

Nicholas snapped out of his reverie and began herding the onlookers away. Still carrying the bundle of clothes, he stepped closer to Wyatt. When he spoke, his voice carried the low rumble that he sometimes used in church when he dared to add his rough voice to a hymn.


“You ain’t never quit on nothin’ before, Wyatt.” And with those words, Wyatt felt the seed of guilt take root in his gut. “I ain’t hardly got what all I’ve aimed for myself,” Nicholas continued. They were the most unguarded words he had ever shared with his son. “I know you’re ’bout growed . . . but I need you to stick for a while more. Can you do that?”

Wyatt lowered his eyes to the street. “Yes, sir. I reckon I can.”

Nicholas stepped forward and cupped his hand over the sloping muscle at the base of Wyatt’s neck. “Hold up your head, son.” Wyatt looked up to see his father’s face spent but composed. The old man’s eyes seemed to be gathering in the whole of him. “I want you to git yourself home now, and git back to your work.” He leaned to position his face before Wyatt’s wayward stare. “Will you do that for me?”

Wyatt looked down the street in the direction from which he had come. Beyond the cottonwoods, the river shone in patches of reflected light. His plan of leaving was like the river’s current, already sliding downstream to a place too distant to retrieve.

“Yes, sir.”

Nicholas handed the packet of clothes to Wyatt, and then he turned and marched across the street to the covered boardwalk. There his dark visage was swallowed by the shade of the awning as he pushed through a canvas curtain that served as a door. A hand-painted sign next to the doorway read: US Government Recruiting Station.

With the sun falling off to his left, Wyatt started the long walk back to Pella, his only company the scuff of his boots on the rutted road. He traveled through the night and all the next day, seeing no one, his mood gone sour over the long journey ahead of him, but more so at having to move back into a tedious life he had not expected to face again.


Chapter 3

Spring, 1863

Earp farm, Pella, Iowa

On a cool day in April, after starting his brothers on the whitewashing of the barn, Wyatt tended to the horses and hammered new rivets into the worn leather harnessing. Like Morgan and Warren, he felt the loss of the barren season and its reprieve from the fieldwork, but the feeling of life returning to the surrounding woods stirred him to be a part of it. With the desiccated stalks of corn long since slashed and plowed under, the cropland would lie still as a graveyard for another week to ensure the end of freezes before the planting would begin.

In late afternoon, while spreading hay in the paddock, he looked up to see two dun deer browsing on the bark of saplings beyond the curve in the road. No more than shadows moving against the gray scrim of barren trees, they foraged with indifference to proximity to the farm.

When the deer dissolved into the shadows of the forest, a distant thunder rumbled in the west. Wyatt checked the angle of the sun, latched the barn doors, and walked to the scaffold where Morgan and Warren slapped paint onto the weathered boards. He stood for a time and watched them work, their weary strokes silently condemning the rote nature of the work.

“You boys paintin’ the barn or yourselves?” he called out.

They turned in unison, each with a brush suspended in one hand. A streak of whitewash ran across Warren’s forehead into his hair.


“Might be some rain comin’ in,” Wyatt said. “Why’n’t you climb down off there and clean up. We’re headin’ across the road.”

They watched him walk up the rise to the house and disappear through the kitchen door. When he returned from the house, he was packing the over-and-under that his father had entrusted to him—a combination shotgun and forty-four caliber rifle. The two boys scrambled down the rungs of the ladder, put away their buckets and brushes, and hurried to join him, walking with a quickened pace to match the stride of his longer legs.

Forming a flank, they crossed the lane and stepped into the twilight under the trees where they inspected the fresh stripping on a stand of young plum trees on which the deer had fed. Wyatt laid the weapon in the crook of his arm and instructed both boys to sniff at the mangled bark, but the scent held their interest for only a moment before their eyes settled on the gun. The old shoulder-buster was like a fourth member of the party, one to which the younger brothers showed uncommon deference. Each, Wyatt knew, hoped for a chance to use it.

“What’re we doin’?” Morg asked.

“We ain’t got to slave all the time,” Wyatt said quietly.

Morgan allowed the little laugh that made his eyes crinkle. “Reckon when Pa sees the barn ain’t finished he’ll beat all of us? Or just me and Warren?”

“You got to learn about huntin’ some time,” Wyatt said. “I figure we can use the venison.”

“Well,” Morg said, adopting the devil-may-care tone he had been perfecting over the last months, “since I’m bound for a lickin’, I reckon you’re just about as bound to let me shoot.”

“Do like I say and you might,” Wyatt said.

Warren’s eyes burned as they fixed on the gun. “Do I git to shoot?”

Kneeling to the forest floor, Wyatt clutched a fistful of dead leaves and dirt and rubbed it against Warren’s trouser leg. “Grind some o’ this duff into that whitewash on your clothes.”

Warren frowned. “What for?”


Morgan thumped him on the back of his head, and Warren swatted at his arm. Morg made an actor’s face like he was surprised, and then laughed at Warren’s flash of anger.

“No more horseplay now,” Wyatt said, putting his years into his voice. “You need to cover up any smell that don’t fit with what’s already here.”

The two boys scooped up leaves and crushed them into their work clothes, the smell of the earth like the new scent of spring itself. When they finished, all the spite and banter was gone, as if the cleansing ritual had sunk beneath their skin and united them in a single purpose.

“Where’re we goin’?” Warren whispered.

Wyatt shifted the gun to one hand, taking it at the point of balance that angled the barrel slightly downward. “Down to the low ground by the creek. Stay behind me and don’t talk.”

They followed him into the trees, attempting to match the quietness of his footfall in the dry leaves. When thunder rolled across the sky again, Wyatt stopped long enough to gauge that the storm was moving south of them. He turned and dropped to one knee, propping the rifle skyward with the butt of the stock planted on the ground. He pointed to a felled tree, and the two boys waited for him to speak. Instead, he moved in a slow, cat-like crouch toward the log.

The wood was narrow between two fallow fields. Where the creek crossed through it, the undergrowth was thick with prime cover for bedding deer. When Wyatt settled in behind the log, Morgan and Warren squeezed in beside him. Their chosen spot commanded a view along both floodplains of the stream. There they waited—Wyatt with his eyes relaxed to catch movement, the two boys pivoting their heads at every sound.

Keeping his eyes fixed on the game trail by the water, Wyatt half turned his head and spoke in a low monotone. “First you got to know where to spend your time waitin’. Else that’s all you’ll be doing . . . is waitin’. Look yonder at that scuffed up juniper.” Slowly, he raised his hand and pointed. “A buck scraped his antlers there. You see it? He chose that tree for the sharp scent of its sap. It sends a message.”

The two boys’ boots clawed for purchase in the dirt as they pushed higher to see over the log. “What’s the message?” Warren whispered.


“This territory’s taken,” Wyatt explained. “He’s claimed this place for his own.”

Eager to please, both boys nodded, their faces bright and open, soaking up whatever Wyatt was willing to share. It was one of the few times that they had seen fit to agree on something.

“Next thing is to get nestled in,” Wyatt continued. “Become part of the place. No moving . . . no exceptions. Deer see movement before anything else.” Wyatt turned back to the hollow. The late afternoon shadows pooled and coalesced to make a dozen niches in which an animal could hide. He dropped his voice to the barest whisper. “And if you’re skittish . . . tied up in a knot of nerves, they’ll feel it . . . and they’ll keep out of your range.” He turned to look at his brothers with the unblinking stare that brooked no insolence. “If you can’t control yourself, you ain’t never gonna control nothin’ or nobody else.” Then he nodded once, and by this gesture alone the two boys knew they could do what he had asked.

The younger Earps struggled to become part of the unmoving landscape, while Wyatt remained still and content, like an extension of the log, the long barrel of the gun resting atop it as though there were no other purpose in this world than the one at hand. They had seen Wyatt target shoot, and they looked to his steadiness with the weapon as a paradigm of virtue, especially now, as the skill connected to something so practical as meat on the table. Listening to the steadiness in his voice made them feel important . . . something about being an Earp. Unlike the fearful allegiance they owed their father, their regard for Wyatt was more a yearning. They would do anything he asked of them, because in doing it, they believed they might become more like him.

Twilight darkened, and the birdsong tapered to a single meadowlark’s flute notes coming from the field beyond the trees. Then a movement swept through the dimly lighted scene before them—three deer gliding through the trees, ghostlike, silent, their hooves not seeming to touch the ground. Two sleek does followed a stout buck with a proud rack crowning its head.

Wyatt gathered himself to the gun, his movements steady, like the settling of a liquid finding its level. Fitting his hand around the smooth walnut stock, he thumbed back the hammer and slipped his finger around the trigger in one motion. His eye lowered into place behind the sights. Then, sooner than the boys expected, the gun thundered, filling the hollow with smoke and surprise.

The gun’s report lingered in the air as two of the animals bolted, crashing through the underbrush until they were swallowed up by the silence of the trees. But the largest deer lay still in the scuffled leaves, its antlers angling its head in an unnatural pose. Morg and Warren stared with slack faces, the lesson complete.

On the walk home, as a reward for their patience, Wyatt let them work the edge of the fields, giving each brother a chance at smaller game while the other flushed prey from the brush in the gullies. With the shotgun load, Warren missed twice, but Morg brought down a rabbit on the run. Wyatt, his pace only slightly slowed by the heavy buck yoked around his neck, gave a nod of approval but said nothing, knowing that Warren’s festering jealousy could put the boy in a foul mood for days.

Morgan picked up his prize and handed the gun to Warren to try again, and the three brothers continued home. Behind Warren’s back, Wyatt and Morg exchanged a brief look at one another, and in that moment Wyatt knew the passing of time was shaving away at the years that separated them.


Chapter 4

Spring, 1863

Earp farm, Pella, Iowa

In the fading light the three hunters hung the buck from the walnut tree, unaware that a traveler had appeared out of nowhere, standing in the yard as a quiet observer. Wyatt saw him first, then Morgan. Behind the man in the grass lay a duffel and perched upon it was a wrinkled blue field-cap like the soldiers wore in town. He didn’t speak until all three brothers took notice of him.

“Damn but you boys been growin’ like weeds.”

Warren ran to James and almost jumped on him before he saw the arm slung across his older brother’s midsection by a dirty loop of rag. Morg approached, and the two boys stared at the dark stain on the shoulder of James’s jacket. They stood embarrassed, as though it were a stranger who had arrived with sobering news of the brother who had once wrestled with them in the grass. This messenger smelled of whiskey and appeared to have traveled the dark side of the world.

James chuckled at their speechless state and splayed his hand atop each boy’s head as he ambled past them toward Wyatt. “Looks like you’re the one runnin’ things, little brother,” he said, offering his hand. Wyatt wiped his hands on his trousers. When they shook, James pretended to wince at Wyatt’s grip. “Guess you ain’t nobody’s little brother no more.”

“How bad is it?” Wyatt said, nodding at the bandaged shoulder.


“Oh, I’m only ’bout half-crippled,” he said, tucking his chin into his collarbone, trying to examine his shoulder. “Took a Minié-ball at Frederickstown, but you can still count on being the right hand around here. Damned Rebs seen to it I’d never work a farm again.” He kept a straight face for only a moment. When he laughed, he was the same James they had known before the war but for the whiskey breath. “Prob’ly worse news for you than for me.”

“What about Virgil and Newton?”

“Hell, I ain’t even seen ’em. I doubt Virge’ll be back any time soon after getting the Rysdam girl pregnant. What was it . . . a boy?”

“Her family moved out west somewhere. She went with ’em, so we never heard.”

James quietly laughed. “Damned war made a convenient backdoor for ol’ Virge.”

Wyatt said nothing to that. In truth, though Virgil had been the backbone of the farm, he was not as keenly missed as he might have been, except by Wyatt. With an exaggerated groan, James stretched his back and took in the expanse of the winter-barren field across the road.

“Pa still slaving you?”

Wyatt followed his gaze. “I reckon so . . . me and Morg and Warren.”

James turned at the dead tone in Wyatt’s voice. “Things all right between you and Pa?”

“We’re all right, I reckon.” Wyatt’s face betrayed nothing.

James adjusted the sling under his arm and put on a skewed smile. “Pa’s got this contrary way of whippin’ you into a man, but then once you get there, he still expects you to follow him around like a young pup.” James pointed to the deer. “Was that there on his list of things for you to do?”

When Wyatt looked back at the deer, Morg and Warren did the same. “Wyatt knocked ’im down clean with one shot,” Warren said. James tousled Warren’s hair.

“I kilt a rabbit,” Morgan said. James jabbed a finger at Morg’s belly, but the boy was too quick.

The kitchen door opened, and Virginia Earp stepped onto the back porch, squeezing a towel to each of her fingers. Behind her the light from the oil lamps outlined the stoop of her once-proud posture. The towel stilled in her hands when her eyes pinched at the number of Earps gathered in the yard. Her plain face drew up, and then her strong jaw went slack at the sight of James smiling at her. Holding the forgotten towel to her breast, she stepped toward him, her gaze stitching back and forth between his face and the sling over his shoulder. A fragile sweetness bloomed in her rough cheeks, and her mouth began to quiver.
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