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The first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers.
—William Shakespeare, Henry VI, Part 2, Act 4, Scene 2, 75

Prologue
Our usually quiet city was startled last Tuesday by one of the most cold-blooded murders, and heavy robberies on record.
—Liberty Tribune, February 16, 1866

January 28, 1866
Kearney, Missouri
Every time he drew a breath, it felt as if coal oil filled his lungs. He lay on his back in the bitterly cold loft, grinding his teeth against the biting pain, gripping a Navy Colt revolver in his right hand, waiting, listening, perhaps dying.
Well, Jesse James thought, if he did die up here, his family wouldn’t have to dress him in his Sunday-go-to-meetings. In his black woolen sack suit, best white shirt with paper collar and black ribbon tie, he felt fit for a pine box. Only a few hours earlier he had been baptized and accepted as a member of the Kearney Baptist Church, so he was ready to see those streets of gold. ’Course, that didn’t mean he was willing to go peacefully. No, the first Yankee to show his face would get a .36-caliber ball between his eyes, and he would take as many of those cowardly sons of bitches with him as he could. So would Frank.
His older brother sat beside him, hunched over in the cramped confines of the loft, working a quid of tobacco in his mouth and silently spitting into an old Arbuckles coffee can. His brother could chew anywhere, anytime, and never get sick. Dressed in black broadcloth, Frank sat quietly, eyes focused on the light shining through the cracks in the loft floor, index finger caressing the cylinder of the Remington .44 resting on his thigh.
Jesse could hear the commotion in the farmhouse below: bluebellies yelling that the James boys had been spotted in town this morning, so their mother, if she wanted no harm to come to her boys, had better turn the two guerrillas in . . . and old Ma giving them Yanks plenty of hell, saying that it was a pure-dee shame that a God-fearing woman such as herself had to worry over bluecoats tormenting her and her family on the Sabbath, that as far as she knew her oldest sons were down in Texas, living law-abiding lives, and that the Yanks had won the war, almost over a year now, so why must they and scum-sucking carpetbaggers keep pestering her, a weak, old woman?
Old maybe, but Ma had never been weak. Hell, if Captain Quantrill and Bloody Bill had fifty women with Ma’s temperament, them abolitionist vermin and Kansas redlegs would have been the ones begging for quarter.
Listening to his mother’s pleading above the squawking hens, Yankees cursing and younguns crying below, Jesse felt his hand tighten against the revolver. Just because he had ridden with Quantrill, those bluebellies would never let Frank and him live in peace. They’d hang them both, then laugh at Ma’s tears. It wasn’t enough that Jesse himself had taken that damned oath of allegiance; now he wished he had never taken the pledge. Back in May, after word came that William Clarke Quantrill had been mortally wounded by federal troops in Kentucky and Bobby Lee had surrendered over in Virginia, Jesse and some of the boys decided it was time to bow to the damnyankees. They mounted up and rode to Lexington, but a bunch of drunken bluecoats opened fire, leaving Jesse to die with a bullet in his lung.
He had spent the night in Taho Creek and crawled the next morning onto the road, where a farmer happened by and took him to a hotel. Lying in a bed there, waiting for Ma, he pledged his loyalty to the Union, just as Frank had done. Bluecoats had forced his mother and stepfather from their Clay County home to Nebraska during the War, but they came back to Missouri upon hearing word that Jesse was shot and dying. Frank came, too, put Jesse on a steamboat in Harlem, just north of Kansas City, and took Jesse to Nebraska to die or get better.
That was where Jesse saw his cousin, Zerelda Amanda Mimms. She had the same name as Ma, so he started calling the pretty gal Zee. An angel was this Zee Mimms, nursing him, spoon-feeding him, even shaving him. Anybody else, and he would have felt embarrassed, would have raised holy hell at not being strong enough to tend himself, even needing help with the damned chamber pot. With Zee, however, he really didn’t mind.
By the fall, Jesse knew he was in love with his cousin and could tell she loved him, too. Maybe that was why Ma decided it was time to take him back to Missouri. She kept telling him it was because he didn’t want to die in some damnyankee state like Nebraska, but Jesse knew better. First cousins shouldn’t ever feel that way about each other, but Jesse figured God would look after him and Zee, wouldn’t mind if they got married.
Only, he thought as he shivered in the loft, where was God now? Since that Yankee ball had collapsed his lung, Jesse had read the Good Book cover to cover he didn’t know how many times. Maybe God was testing him, or telling him something. Yeah, sending him a message. Jesse kept seeing himself on that dun horse he rode, kept thinking God was speaking to him with that verse in the Revelation of St. John the Divine:
And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him.

Well, if he lived, he would show those damnyankees hell.
February 3, 1866
Watkins Mill, Missouri
At first, Frank James thought his brother daft to suggest meeting Cole Younger and Arch Clements at a place as busy as the woolen mill on the first Saturday of the month. As he helped Jesse off the dun gelding, however, he began to see the logic to it all. Gray-bearded Waltus L. Watkins himself had just passed the two James brothers on his way to the three-story brick factory he had built five years back, and the old man had grunted a barely inaudible “mornin’ ” without taking a second look. Folks from all over Clay County and across central Missouri had descended upon the mill like locusts to shop. With so many people coming to buy shawls and blankets, plus plenty more visiting Watkins’s sawmill, gristmill and blacksmith shop, Frank, Jesse, Cole Younger and Little Arch Clements would be lost in the crowd.
The James brothers tethered their horses in front of the smithy’s and took a seat on a makeshift bench against the wall, giving them a clear view of the road. Cole Younger and Arch Clements were already there, Cole nonchalantly whittling a stick and Clements cleaning wax out of his ears with a bony index finger.
They looked like a circus act, Frank thought as he opened his pocketknife and began carving the tobacco plug—Cole the giant, and Clements the midget. Cole Younger stood a good six feet tall, the same height as Frank, but while Frank was rail thin, Cole was built like a strapping mule. His face was sunburned, and his mustache and whiskers had a trace of red while a black slouch hat hid his dark hair. He wore a linen duster, high-topped black boots, blue overalls and a gold ring on his left pinky. At two hundred pounds, Cole looked strong enough to work hours upon hours at either the woolen mill or the blacksmith’s. Blond-haired Arch Clements, on the other hand, was a short, wiry cuss apt to be blown all the way to Carthage by a stiff north wind. His blue eyes darted nervously, and ears now cleaned to his satisfaction, he kept fidgeting with his cheap satinet coat and Kentucky cloth breeches.
They were good men, though, and had proved themselves time and again against redlegs and Union trash in countless fights during the War.
“How’s that beautiful mother of yourn?” Cole asked as Frank and Jesse settled in beside the two men.
Frank stifled a laugh lest it upset Jesse. Beautiful? Hell, Frank James loved his ma but would be the first to admit she was a good inch taller, twenty or thirty pounds heavier and uglier than Cole Younger. “Fair to middling,” he answered. “How you doing, Archie?”
Clements began a tirade against the Yankees, cursing them every which way and taking the Lord’s name in vain, which didn’t set well with Jesse since his baptism. Frank half expected his brother to try to thrash Clements—although he wouldn’t stand a chance with his weak lung—or at least tell him that he could say bastard and sumbitch all he wanted but had best remember the third commandment with women and children present. Instead, Jesse’s head bobbed as he said, “Yankees ain’t a-gonna let us live in peace on this earth.”
That got things down to business.
“What you got in mind, Dingus?” Cole asked.
Frank smiled at Jesse’s moniker. During the War for Southern Independence, Jesse, no more than a boy, had been cleaning an old .44-caliber horse pistol when the heavy hammer accidentally slipped and slammed into his left hand, pinching off the tip of his middle finger. He flew into a rage, hurled the Dragoon across the guerrilla camp and swore, “That Colt’s the dodd-dingus pistol I ever laid eyes on.” Dingus stuck, even to the point that Bloody Bill Anderson had once blurted out, before most of his army, “Dingus, the hell’s your real name, anyhow?” to the delight of the boys.
Jesse glanced over both shoulders, making sure no strangers were close before pulling a wadded-up newspaper from his coat pocket. Clements, sitting closest to Jesse, leaned forward as Jesse unfolded the Liberty Tribune, which wasn’t much of a newspaper, but then Liberty wasn’t much of a town. DEVOTED TO POLITICS AND GENERAL NEWS the Tribune masthead proudly proclaimed.
When Jesse tapped the top left-hand corner of advertisements, Arch Clements straightened and said, “Hell, Dingus, you want us to rob a boot-and-shoe manufactory?”
“Not the cobbler’s advertisement, you idjit,” Jesse shot back over Frank’s and Cole’s chuckles. “This one.” He jabbed his finger at the first ad in the second column.
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Clements read the ad before passing the newspaper over to Cole, who had folded his pocketknife and pitched his whittling stick at his feet. “Why this particular bank?” he asked after a minute.
“Yankee money,” Jesse answered, spitting. “ ’Sides, I ain’t forgettin’ what them high and mighty Liberty men said ’bout us and Cap’n Quantrill. Called us ‘monsters of society,’ they did.”
Frank could tell Cole Younger was none too happy, so he decided it was time to pipe in. “It’s far enough from our homes that we won’t likely be recognized, Cole. We can slip in and light a shuck for home like nothing happened. The way Dingus has things figured out, we’ll make ourselves seen away from Liberty and get a few alibis going in case we’re ever suspected. And, Cole, there’s a hell of a lot of money and bonds floating in that bank. You gotta admit, them damnyanks owe us something for all the misery they’ve put our families through.”
Picking up the paper, Younger seemed engrossed in the account of the arrest of Confederate admiral Raphael Semmes. Frank deposited a mouthful of tobacco juice in front of his boots, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and watched the latest arrivals: a rickety farm wagon hauling a balding farmer, tired wife and passel of kids. Frank had ridden into Liberty a few days ago, changed a ten-dollar bill and left. Jesse’s plan would work, but he certainly wouldn’t want to try it without Cole Younger at his side.
“ ‘Deposits,’ ” Cole read, “ ‘general and special, received and secured by double fire- and burglar-proof vault and safe.’ ” Lowering the paper, he asked, “If you got everything figgered, Dingus, how we gonna blow that safe open and light out of there before the whole town comes down on our heads?”
Jesse answered with a grin, “We ain’t a-gonna have to blow that vault ’cause it’ll be opened already. We’ll just ride in all friendly-like early in the afternoon and make a withdrawal.”
“In broad daylight!” Cole roared. Frank glanced around nervously, but no one paid them any attention. “Hell’s bells, Jesse James, what kind of harebrained scheme you talkin’ ’bout? You can’t just rob a bank in the middle of the day. It ain’t never been done.”
“That’s right. We’ll be the first.”
Cole shook his head, tossed the Tribune to Clements and stared at Frank. “You a party to this nonsense, Frank?”
“It’ll work, Cole,” Frank said calmly. “I scouted things myself. The Good Lord didn’t shortchange Dingus when it come to brains, old friend. Yeah, it ain’t never been done, not counting in the War, but that don’t mean it can’t be done.”
Twisting his scraggly beard, Clements decided to join the debate. “It’ll take an army,” he said.
“Boys we can trust,” Frank agreed. “Boys who know their way around this country.”
“Bud and Donny Pence,” Cole offered. Frank felt relieved; Cole was in. “Sure my brother-in-law will ride with us. He ain’t never met fear’s acquaintance. The Sheperds. Red Monkers maybe, and Joab Perry.”
“Need fourteen or so, I’m a-thinkin’,” Jesse said. “Now here’s the way I got it worked out.”
“And nobody dies,” Frank said urgently. “We don’t kill no one if we can help it.”
February 13, 1866
Liberty, Missouri
Colder than a witch’s teat.
Dingus hadn’t figured a blizzard into his plan, but the way the snow was blowing and the wind howling, a major storm seemed imminent. Frank James and Cole Younger reined in their mounts, pulled up the collars of their Billy Yank greatcoats, dismounted in front of the brick building and loose-reined the well-trained horses.
The weather, however, might be a blessing. Liberty’s streets were practically empty except for several men in slouch hats and light blue greatcoats, and Frank knew those men well. Plus, he had read about some sort of trial going on at the courthouse, and criminal cases always attracted a crowd in this neck of the woods. Around here, folks were likely to find more entertainment in The State of Missouri vs. John Smith than A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
As Cole Younger reached for his pocket watch, Frank stamped his feet against the boardwalk to get the blood circulating again while finding familiar faces across the public square. The Sheperd brothers, Oll and one-eyed George, stood in front of the hitching post by the courthouse, smoking cigars and bouncing on the balls of their feet to stay warm while Frank Gregg checked the cinches. John Jarrette, Cole Younger’s nervy in-law, had ridden in from the northwest, along with Red Monkers and Allen Parmer, and they were letting their horses drink from the water trough across the square. Little Arch Clements and Bud Pence walked toward the bank; Frank saw their mounts tethered at the corner. Donny Pence, Bill Wickerson and Ben Cooper waited just outside of town. Reinforcements, Dingus had explained. Everyone was in place.
Except Dingus.
He wasn’t up to this, not yet anyway, not with his lung. He wouldn’t have been able to stay in the saddle at a canter, let alone a gallop, so Frank had forced him to stay behind, back at Ma’s farm, where she could look after him. He’d get his share of the spoils.
“Reckon it’s ’bout that time,” Cole Younger said. Frank nodded and followed his friend into the Clay County Savings Association.
They pulled off their gloves and warmed their hands over the stove in the lobby while studying the two bank officials—a short bespectacled gent in suspenders, puffed tie and sleeve garters and a teenager chewing on the end of a pencil—sitting at desks across the counter. The Regulator clock read one fifty-seven.
“Warm yourselves, friends,” the older man said casually. “Let us know if we can help.”
Cole Younger nodded, whether to Frank or the cashier, Frank couldn’t tell. After stuffing his gloves inside his gunbelt, Frank walked to the counter, spurs jingling against the hardwood floors. He pulled a greenback from his vest pocket and announced, “Like to change this.”
“Certainly,” said the long-legged boy, rising and covering the distance from his desk to the counter in four strides. He had just stopped and was reaching for the bill when Frank drew his Remington and shoved the long barrel in the kid’s face.
“What in—”
“Shut up,” Frank said. “Do as we say and you might live through the day.”
The older cashier shot up from his desk, started saying something about leaving his son alone, but Cole Younger hurdled the counter, cocked his revolver and pointed it at the man, who fell silent.
“You’re gonna fill these bags with all the money in this establishment,” Frank ordered, pulling two flour sacks from beneath the greatcoat and tossing one to his partner. The boy just stood there like an oaf, so Cole slammed the Colt’s butt into the small of the boy’s back.
“Damn your hides, be quick!”
The older cashier still stood, trembling. “What . . . what . . . what are we supposed to do?”
It struck Frank as downright comical. No one had ever tried robbing a bank in broad daylight, except during the war, so who knew what they were supposed to do? Frank wasn’t certain himself. “Just be quiet,” he said, holstering his pistol because the man and his son weren’t likely threats. He began filling a flour sack with coins.
Cole used the gun barrel to gesture the teen over, and the two disappeared inside the green vault. Frank picked up a black tin box and waved it at the older cashier. “What’s in this?” he demanded. When the man faltered, Frank swore, drew his Remington and said, “Damn it, mister, you tell me what I want to know or I’ll blow your head off.”
The wall clock chimed twice.
“Government bonds,” the man said.
Grinning, Frank tossed the box in his sack. “How about bearable stamps?”
“No,” the man said. “They’re not . . . due in till . . . Thursday.”
He was lying, but Frank didn’t have time to force the matter. Cole was already shouting for the older cashier to come inside the vault. He obeyed, and Cole stepped out with his bloated sack and slammed the vault door, leaving the two men inside. Frank grimaced. The vault was on a time lock. He didn’t know when it could be opened, but it would likely be tomorrow, which meant the man and his son might suffocate before they were freed.
They hurried outside, where the riders were waiting, already mounted. Frank handed his bag to George Sheperd while Cole gave his to John Jarrette, and pulled himself into his saddle. Frank was gathering the reins to his roan when the cashier cried from the window. “The bank’s being robbed! Bushwhackers are robbing the bank!”
Arch Clements picked that moment to draw his revolver and fire over his head. Frank swore as his horse shied from the noise. The snow began falling harder, and he could make out new faces on the town square, faces of confused townsmen. He cursed his spinning horse, cursed Arch Clements for shooting, cursed his partner for not locking that damned vault.
“Get off the damned streets!” It was Cole Younger. “Get off the damned streets, you fools! Don’t get yourselves kilt!”
Someone else fired, and another joined in.
“Stay where you are!” John Jarrette screamed, and Frank saw the two boys standing in front of the Green House just across the street. One of the kids, his face masked with bewilderment, stepped onto the street. Cursing, Little Arch Clements emptied his revolver at the boys.
“Son of a bitch!” Frank said, and gave up trying to put a boot in the stirrup. He gripped the horn tightly and swung into the saddle as his horse loped out of Liberty, followed by Cole and the rest of the gang. The last thing Frank saw was one of the boys Arch Clements had fired at, facedown in a patch of scarlet snow.
February 17, 1866
Kearney, Missouri
“ ‘We hope to God,’ ” read Dingus, his face beaming, “ ‘the villains may be overhauled, and brought to the end of a rope. Indeed we cannot believe they will escape.
“ ‘The murderers and robbers are believed by many citizens, and the officers of the bank, to be a gang of old bushwhacking desperadoes who stay mostly in Jackson County. But it makes no difference who they are, or what they claim to be; they should be swung up in the most summary manner. . . .’ ” He broke out laughing, folded the Tribune and shook his head.
“They ain’t got a clue,” he said.
“Nope,” Frank said, and thanked God.
“The bank’s put up a five-thousand-dollar reward, and I see where the other bank in Liberty has offered another two thousand. Maybe we shoulda robbed both banks. How much did we get?”
“About twenty thousand in coin, fourteen thousand in greenbacks and yellowbacks and, by my count, forty-two thousand in U.S. negotiable bonds,” answered Frank, still amazed at the take. Even with the fourteen-way split, it was a right smart amount of money, more than he had ever seen.
“No stamps, though, right?”
“No stamps.”
“We can still cash some of ’em. Red knows this fella over in Ohio who’ll pay for those bonds.” Dingus laughed again. “Big brother, I told you it would work. Went off without a hitch.”
“I wouldn’t say without a hitch, Dingus. Arch shot that one boy dead. Jolly Wymore. Comes from good stock, I hear. He was going to William Jewell College. Dingus, Pa helped start that school.”
The glory left his brother’s face. “Yeah,” he said somberly. “That was a shame. I’ll write his folks, send our condolences. Not admittin’ to nothin’, just a-tellin’ ’em how sorry we was to hear.” He couldn’t keep a sad face long before the ecstasy returned.
“The way I got things a-figgered, brother,” he said, “is that we had too many boys. Half that number’ll work. More money for ever’body. You think Cole’d be game for another job? I know Archie is. He was a-tellin’ me so just last night.”
“What the Sam Hill are you talking about, Dingus? Another robbery? Hell, we just stole seventy-six thousand dollars.”
His brother had the look again, the one Frank had seen so many times in the eyes of Bloody Bill, Arch Clements and plenty of redlegs and Rebels alike. The look of death.
“We’ve just started the ball,” Jesse said icily.

Part I

Chapter 1
The rebellion had also given birth to a horde of adventurers, who for years afterward infested the country, and preyed with systematic rigor and success upon the honest industry and frugal enterprise.
—Allan Pinkerton, Thirty Years a Detective, 1884

January 24, 1881 
Kansas City, Missouri
William H. Wallace settled into the leather chair behind the cluttered desk in his Kansas City office. He preferred to work there rather than in his small room at the county courthouse in Independence. Duly-elected prosecuting attorney of Jackson County. He still found it hard to believe, because only five years ago he had been a struggling lawyer and former schoolteacher. Even more shocking was the fact that during his campaign he preached temperance and closing the Kansas City saloons on Sundays, and he promised not to cower before bushwhackers and guerrillas. “The time of the outlaw in Missouri has ended,” he had said. “I will promise the James brothers a fair trial, but justice will meet them. Citizens cannot continue to live in abject fear of these bandits. I stand for law and order.”
They voted him in, but he wondered if they really believed him.
After draining the last of his coffee, he opened the nearest, and thickest, folder, a collection of newspaper clippings, affidavits, police and Pinkerton reports titled SUSPECTED CRIMES OF THE JAMES-YOUNGER GANG.
February 13, 1866, Clay County Savings Association, Liberty, Missouri: They hadn’t been suspected at first, but later it became clear that Frank and Jesse James, Cole Younger and a number of others had robbed the bank of between $50,000 and $80,000 and killed an innocent bystander. Bank officials paid customers sixty cents on the dollar before going out of business. Archie Clements, suspected in the robbery as well, was shot dead in Lexington on December 13 of that year when Major Bacon Montgomery and his soldiers tried to arrest Clements and his gang of cutthroats. Attempted arrest? Wallace laughed. Clements had been shot more than thirty times.
October 30, 1866, Alexander Mitchell and Company Bank, Lexington, Missouri: The take had been a mere $2,011, but no one could tell if the Jameses and Youngers had been involved in this robbery, or if it had been the act, as one newspaper claimed, of “Kansas redleg robbers.”
March 20, 1868, Nimrod & Co. Bank, Russellville, Kentucky: The gang made off with $12,000, but Oliver Sheperd was killed resisting arrest and George Sheperd was caught, tried, convicted and sent to prison for three years. The James brothers and Cole Younger were likely in on the job, but this one was out of Wallace’s jurisdiction.
December 7, 1869, Daviess County Savings Association, Gallatin, Missouri: After this bloody affair, the James brothers became suspects for the first time and would later be linked to the robberies in Russellville, Lexington and Liberty. The bank president, John W. Sheets, had been murdered, clerk William McDowell wounded, and the killers rode off with $700.
Wallace thumbed through the other documents. A bank in Corydon, Iowa, on June 3, 1871, with $40,000 taken . . . another bank in Columbia, Kentucky, on April 29, 1872, in which a cashier had been killed and $15,000 lost . . . $4,000 robbed from the Ste. Genevieve, Missouri, bank on May 27, 1873 before the outlaws turned to robbing trains.
WAYLAID BY KU-KLUX 
DIABOLICAL ATTEMPT TO WRECK 
A NIGHT EXPRESS TRAIN 
ENGINEER KILLED, ENGINE DITCHED
AND TENDER AND BAGGAGE CARS CRUSHED

Wallace glanced at the cutout of the article in the July 23, 1873, edition of the St. Louis Daily Globe detailing the Iowa robbery of the Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific train. He sighed and read on about the train robberies at Gad’s Hill, Missouri, and Muncie, Kansas, in 1874, a bank in Huntington, West Virginia, in 1875, and another train in Otterville, Missouri, on July 7, 1876. The James-Younger Gang had been so successful, they inspired a slew of copycats: a Richmond, Missouri, bank in 1867; the daring Kansas City Fair box office of seventy-two; a stagecoach in Hot Springs, Arkansas, and two omnibuses in Lexington, Missouri, in seventy-four; and a bank in Corinth, Mississippi, later that year. Or maybe it had been the Jameses and Youngers who robbed the fair and other outlaws had robbed the train at Gad’s Hill. Who knew?
Pinkerton agents had been killed, and the law never caught a break until townsmen of Northfield, Minnesota, and outlaws got shot to pieces on September 7, 1876. The Youngers had been captured, Clell Miller, Bill Chadwell and Charley Pitts gunned down, but Frank and Jesse James escaped. Those taciturn Youngers, serving life sentences by pleading guilty to avoid the rope, wouldn’t even admit that the James boys had been with them.
Things had quieted after Northfield, but now it seemed as if the James Gang was back in business. A Chicago & Alton train had been robbed near Glendale on October 7, 1879, and they’d strike again. Sighing, Wallace closed the folder, thinking maybe he shouldn’t have made such bold promises. The James Gang had been roaming the country since 1866. Fifteen years. Not a bad career in their line of work. How could he think he could stop them?
Wallace removed his reading glasses and rubbed his tired eyes. When he looked up, a curly-haired girl in shirtwaist, bonnet and over-gaiters stood nervously in the doorway to his office. The freckle-faced redhead had to be in her early teens.
“May I help you?” he asked, rising, wondering how long she had been standing there.
She started to say something but stopped, squeezing the change purse in her tiny hands, licking her lips, trying to summon up enough courage to speak.
“I am William Wallace,” he said. Nothing, so he tried another tactic. “Where are your parents?”
“Shoppin’,” she said hesitantly. “Told ’em I’d meet ’em at the Empire Clothin’ Comp’ny.”
“That’s across from Market Square, on Main Street. If you’re lost, I can ask one of my—”
“I ain’t lost, mister. I know my way round this city. Come to see you. My name’s Lizzie Wymore of Liberty, Missouri.”
“Well, Miss Lizzie Wymore of Liberty, Missouri, how old are you?”
“Turned sixteen on Christmas.”
“A belated happy birthday. And how may I—”
The name struck him suddenly. Wymore. Freckle-faced Lizzie had to be the sister of the teenage boy killed in the streets of Liberty during that bank robbery in sixty-six. He rounded the desk and escorted his visitor to the couch, where he sat beside her.
“You would be George Wymore’s sister?” he asked gently.
“Jolly. Ever’body called him Jolly. Only Mama an’ Papa called him George.” She sniffed, shook her head and the floodgates opened. “Leastways, that’s what they always tells me. See, I was only a baby when Jolly got kilt. Jolly took the buckboard to town, to go to school. It was cold, snowing something fierce—leastways, again, that’s what I always hear. My brother had on this coat he got for Christmas, cost Mama fifteen whole dollars. Can’t tell you how many times I’ve spied on Mama an’ seen her cryin’ over that coat. They buried him in something else ’cause it was all covered in blood. You can put your finger through the hole of the bullet that kilt him. Here.” She opened her purse and pulled out a button. “I took this offen Jolly’s coat. Mama won’t notice. She don’t hardly notice nothin’ no more. I want you to have it.”
“Miss Wymore . . .” Wallace began as he fingered the big black button.
“I know, I know, you think I’m just a dumb girl, but I ain’t. I come here to give you that button ’cause I wants you to carry it round with you. I wants you to remember what them outlaws did to my brother. I read in the newspapers ’bout your election, all ’bout you saying you’d bring them rowdies to justice. I’m holdin’ you to it, mister. Ever’ time you touch that there button, I want you to know what it means to my folks to see justice done. I got nine brothers an’ sisters still livin’, Mr. Wallace.” Tears rolled across her freckles. “Would to God I had ten.”
He slipped the button into his trouser pocket and smiled lamely. “Thank you, Miss Wymore, but I hate to inform you that the Liberty robbery is outside my jurisdiction. I am solicitor of Jackson County. Your hometown lies in Clay County.”
“I know that. But the law back home ain’t got no plans to even try to bring the James boys to justice. I figger you does.”
He thanked Lizzie Wymore again before escorting her out of his office. “You jus’ catch that Jesse James,” she told him before disappearing on the crowded sidewalk. “You jus’ do your job.”
If I ever get a chance, he thought, absently feeling the button in his pocket, I most certainly will.
September 28, 1881
Independence, Missouri
When that imbecile of a jury foreman announced the unanimous verdict, Major John Newman Edwards groaned. He must not have been the only one, either, because the next thing Edwards heard was that uppity judge’s gavel banging like the musketry of gallant Rebels fighting tyrants during the late War for Southern Independence at battlefields consecrated by Missouri blood such as Wilson’s Creek. Banging like the musketry of gallant Rebels . . . He liked that a lot—it flowed, like much of his seamless prose—so he wrote it down next to the word his pencil had just scratched.
Guilty. Edwards couldn’t believe it. Twelve men in Jackson County had found a member of the James Gang guilty. Bill Ryan had been well in his cups when he started raising hell in Nashville and found himself arrested. That hotshot attorney from Kansas City, William Wallace, did a little investigating, figured out who the drunken lout was, got Ryan extradited from Tennessee and put the man on trial here in Independence for the glorious—some James haters called it “nefarious”—Glendale train robbery of seventy-nine. Folks across the state, and Edwards was one of them, thought the lawyer mad. You couldn’t convict a member of the James Gang for anything, and if you tried, you’d wind up deader than dirt. Besides, Mr. High-and-Mighty William Hockaday Wallace didn’t have that much evidence.
It was all Tucker Bassham’s fault. The blowhard was serving ten years in Jefferson City when Wallace and the governor managed to pardon the oaf in exchange for testimony against Ryan. Edwards swore he would never call that lout Tucker again; Judas Bassham seemed much more appropriate.
Ryan’s lawyers informed the court of their attention to file a motion for a new trial, but no one cared. Wallace was too busy with the mandatory handshakes, and the deputies were escorting one pale-looking Bill Ryan to jail. Edwards stuffed his writing tablet and pencil inside his coat pocket before making his way out of the courtroom.
He wondered what Jesse and Frank James would think. Edwards knew the James boys, liked everything about them, their daring, their brand of justice. Some of those newfangled squirts who called themselves journalists said reporters should be impartial, but John Newman Edwards didn’t cotton to such a falsity. Impartiality and fairness led to dull newspapers, and no one had ever accused John Newman Edwards of being dull. Folks called him “the Victor Hugo of the West,” and had been doing so since shortly after the “lost cause.”
Times were changing, he thought, for him as well as Missouri. Gone were his flowing beard and much of his hair, although he still sported a walrus mustache. He had put on some weight over the years, too, but hadn’t forgotten how to make a statement with his wardrobe: striped breeches tucked in Coffeyville boots, red shirt, plaid scarf, green brocade vest and gray frock coat with velvet collar, topped with a high-crown black hat. He pulled a flask from a coat pocket and took three pulls, but once William Wallace exited the Independence courthouse, Edwards exchanged his flask for his writing tablet and pencil.
“An interview, Mr. Wallace?” he asked the solicitor.
Mr. High-and-Mighty almost laughed. “You, Major Edwards, would dare be seen with the likes of me? I thought you just made up your quotations.”
“Sarcasm does not suit you, sir. Just a few questions. I’ll buy you a celebratory drink, too.” He nodded to the nearest saloon, which would serve another purpose as well, because he had just emptied his flask.
“Make it coffee,” Wallace said and, to the surprise of John Newman Edwards, crossed the street. The journalist had to run to catch up with Mr. High-and-Mighty.
“Ah, yes, you are a temperance man, but tell me, sir, have you ever imbibed in intoxicating liquors?”
“Once.”
“A lost case, I take it.”
“Lost love,” Wallace answered and entered the saloon.
The saloon was practically empty, but Edwards knew it would fill up soon. They stood at the bar, where true to form, Mr. High-and-Mighty ordered black coffee, and Edwards, always thirsty, asked for a tall tumbler of the house’s best rye.
“I will not pry into your lost love, sir,” Edwards said. “That is for those randy sensationalists whom I detest. My interest is the trial. Are you not fearful of retribution?”
“Not in the least. These men you label heroes, Major, are really cowards.”
He bristled at the slander but held his tongue. You couldn’t expect anything but trite comments from a damned fool. Edwards scribbled a few notes and continued. “You never felt threatened during the trial?”
“No, sir.”
That made Edwards laugh so hard he almost spilled his rye. “Your left armpit has an unnatural bulge, sir,” he said after regaining control. “Too large for a derringer. Perhaps a pocket revolver, although if I were to fathom a guess—”
“Colt Thunderer,” Wallace cut him off. “Next question.”
It felt good to catch Mr. High-and-Mighty in a lie. “Instead of a question, will you allow me to make an observation?” He didn’t wait for a response. “All this trial proves is that noble citizens such as Jesse James cannot hope to get a fair trial in Missouri. You convicted Bill Ryan using testimony from a rat, a liar and a cheat, which is the perfect description of this fiend Bassham. Is this what our Founding Fathers had in mind a century ago?”
The prosecutor finished his coffee. “You tell your friend Jesse James that I will promise him a fair trial. Frank, too. Times have changed, Major Edwards. They cannot hide forever.”
“With your methods, sir, you promise them prison or a rope.” He motioned for the bartender to refill his tumbler.
“Beats a bullet,” answered the prosecutor, reaching into his vest pocket for change.
“My treat, sir,” Edwards told him.
“Thank you, but I insist on paying my own way.”
“As you wish.” He closed his writing tablet and sipped the rye. “A final question,” he said a second later and lowered the tumbler. “Do you really think the Ryan conviction will be upheld?”
“I do.”
Edwards’s eyes gleamed. “Care to make a wager?”
He was surprised to find Mr. High-and-Mighty dipping into his vest pocket again. Would the temperance man dare gamble? Wallace held a coin in his fingers and said, “I’ll bet you this.” Edwards squinted. His eyesight was going. He couldn’t make out the coin in the dark saloon, had to lean closer. Big, black . . . hell, that was no coin.
“A button!” he exclaimed.
Mr. High-and-Mighty William Hockaday Wallace was laughing, pocketing the button as he exited the saloon.

Chapter 2
But that dirty little coward that shot Mr. Howard, he laid poor Jesse in his grave.
—“Jesse James,” folk song

April 3, 1882
St. Joseph, Missouri
The bitch yelped like a Cheyenne, barking, snapping, snarling playfully as Jesse’s snot-nosed imp taunted the puppy with a shoestring. Not that Bob Ford knew exactly what a yelping Cheyenne sounded like, but he seriously doubted if one could have played hell with his nerves the way Little Jesse and that damned mutt did.
Now the six-year-old’s little sister joined the fracas, giggling in her diaper, her interest moving like a pendulum from brother to puppy, puppy to brother. Their father glanced once at the scene, looked up briefly at Bob and his nervous brother, and called from the parlor: “Zee, get these damned kids out of here so I can talk business with Charles and Robert.”
Zee walked into the room, drying her hands on an apron and giving Jesse a stern look before telling the children to follow her into the kitchen. “Take the pup with you,” Jesse told his son, and his wife closed the door behind them.
Jesse had been like this all day, ever since reading in the morning paper that Dick Liddil had surrendered. “Damned traitor,” he had said. “Ought to be hung.” His wife made no comment as she raked eggs scrambled in bacon grease onto the plates of Jesse, his friends and the children. No plate for herself. She typically ate while cooking, then cleaned while her family and guests wolfed down grub. Zee always fixed enough food to feed an army, Bob thought, and she was a good cook, but Jesse’s mood spoiled his appetite. The outlaw’s disposition and Bob’s stomach soured even further when Charlie started asking about the job they were planning down in Platte City. Jesse calmly set his fork on the plate, wiped his mouth with a napkin and gave Bob’s big brother an icy look. “I won’t tell you again not to talk about those matters in front of my family.” His voice chilled everyone.
Bob and Charlie knew all about Dick Liddil’s surrender. The authorities were supposed to keep that out of the press, damn them. . . . Jesse would be on his guard now, expecting Liddil to talk about the jobs he had pulled with the gang in Glendale, Winston and Blue Cut. Liddil had plenty of reasons to sell Jesse James down the river because Jesse had made it known that he planned to kill Liddil himself after he shot dead Jesse’s favorite cousin, Wood Hite, in some argument over a petticoat. Bob knew what had happened in Richmond four months ago. He had been there. In fact, when the shooting started, he joined in, siding with Liddil. They had buried Wood Hite that night. Jesse didn’t know Bob’s part in the matter, of course. If he had, Bob Ford knew he’d already be dead.
The killer would find out soon enough, though. You couldn’t keep a secret from the man. He had friends, spies and kin as plentiful as cockroaches all across Missouri. That was why Bob had decided to meet secretly with Governor Thomas Crittenden back in January.
“You give me Jesse James, young man,” the newly elected governor had told him in a storeroom at the St. James Hotel during a banquet, “and I’ll see that you and your brother receive a full pardon, and split a ten-thousand-dollar reward.”
Crittenden cautiously added, “Dead or alive.”
Winter turned into spring, and Bob still didn’t know how he could fulfill his end of the agreement. Jesse and the Fords had scouted a few towns before deciding to hit the National Bank in Riverton, Iowa. Bob wondered if Crittenden could arrange a pardon for that crime, as well. Probably not. Probably didn’t matter. The only ones in on that deal had been Jesse, Charlie and Bob. If the Ford brothers murdered Jesse, no one could ever pin the robbery on them. Sure, some folks suspected the James Gang, but, hell, they had been blamed for half the crimes on both sides of the Mississippi since sixty-six. The Iowa take had been a mere pittance, though, so the outlaws rode hard to Clay County to see Jesse’s mother and let their trail cool down a mite.
Jesse’s mom, that one-armed catamount, couldn’t stand Bob or Charlie, telling Jesse—not caring if Bob heard—that the Fords were nothing but trash, couldn’t carry a Younger’s saddle and had the look of damnyanks. “They’ll betray you, my angel,” she said with a mouthful of snuff. “You ain’t careful, them two snakes’ll shoot down my little angel.”
“Ma,” Jesse reassured her with a laugh, “you know I can take care of myself.” Shortly before he rode out, however, he whispered to his ugly half sister Sallie, “Iffen you don’t hear from me in six months, I’ll be gone to Glory.”
When Bob and Charlie finally rode off with Jesse, the killer was carrying a puppy underneath his coat to give to his son.
“We’ll hit the bank in Platte City tomorrow,” Jesse said now, creating a makeshift map of the town using pieces from a checkerboard. “There’s a big trial goin’ on there so I’m a-bettin’ everyone in town’ll be at the courthouse here, listenin’ to them speeches, like they was at Liberty in sixty-six. We go in fast and light a shuck out of there. Fools won’t know nothin’ till it’s too late.”
“Just the three of us?” Charlie asked.
“Naw. Got a few other boys meetin’ here this evenin’. We’ll ride out tonight.”
Bob didn’t like that one bit. Charlie shot him a nervous look, but Bob ignored him. His older brother wasn’t cut out for this sort of thing, the lies, the spying, the waiting. Damn, the waiting. It pricked one’s nerves like fingernails on a chalkboard. Charlie had never been much of an owlhoot, and he certainly wasn’t cut out to ride with the legendary Jesse James. Nor was Bob. Only twenty years old, he had never done much more than steal a few horses before Charlie introduced him to Jesse. When sober, that is. In his cups, Bob Ford could be just as wicked as the rest—but that didn’t count.
“Let’s check on the horses,” Jesse said, and walked out the front door. Bob and Charlie cautiously followed.
 
As they curried the animals in the rickety plank corral next to the house, Jesse whispered that this would be his last job if all went well. Pretty soon he’d be able to get a fair trial in Missouri and put the owlhoot trail behind him, live peacefully with Zee and the younguns, maybe see Frank again. He hadn’t been with his older brother in months now, wouldn’t even tell Bob or Charlie where he was hiding out. Jesse mentioned again the quarter section up in Nebraska that he planned to buy as soon as he got his cut from the Platte City job. He and Zee would move up there and take it easy.
Horseshit, Bob thought. Jesse James would never quit robbing banks and trains. Forty times in the past year or so Bob had heard Jesse’s dreams. Waiting on a chance to get a fair trial, waiting to pull one job that could buy his way to freedom. Quit? Not Jesse. He did this because he liked it, liked everything about it, including the killing. Hell, that was probably why Frank had cut loose, figuring if he stayed with his kid brother he’d wind up dead. Fair trial? A fair trial would only put Jesse James on the gallows, and most likely, the Ford brothers right beside him.
That was why Bob had met with Crittenden. That was why he knew he had to kill Jesse.
Soon.
“That damned Dick Liddil,” Jesse murmured as he worked the currycomb. “I should have killed the yellow bastard a long time ago.”
“Yeah, Jesse,” Charlie agreed just to say something.
He said the wrong thing. Jesse dropped the comb and stepped toward the imbecile. “You stupid peckerwood,” Jesse said through clenched teeth, fists balled, body trembling. “You call me Mr. Howard when we’re in public. Thomas Howard.”
Those hard, bitter eyes . . . the black mustache and beard . . . he looked like one of Satan’s disciples. Probably was.
“But . . .” Charlie started to plead that no one was around, no one could hear them, then thought better of it. You never argued when Jesse was in one of his moods. Do that and you’d likely wind up like Ed Miller.
Ed, they said, had ridden with Jesse for a spell, but the two men never liked one another. The stories went that they had taken off after some job, gotten into an argument, and Ed Miller never came back. Some guessed Ed tried to shoot Jesse but missed, and Jesse returned fire with better aim and results. Others say Jesse shot Miller in the back. Or maybe Ed just rode off, figured to hell with Jesse James, and left the gang. Bob didn’t think so, though. His palm rested on the butt of the .44-caliber Smith & Wesson New Model Number 3 holstered on his right hip, hidden by his tan sack coat. Jesse had given Bob that revolver shortly after he joined the gang. Scratched into the backstrap were the initials E.M.
“Sorry . . . Thomas,” Charlie said.
Jesse nodded before going back to work.
 
An hour later, the three men returned to the little frame house on the hilltop overlooking the bustling World’s Hotel. “Leave the door open,” Jesse said as he took off his coat and tossed it on the sofa. “Get us a draft a-goin’.” He wiped his damp forehead. “I’m a mite warm, boys, after that chore.”
Bob could hear the children still playing with that puppy—they’d wear the thing to death if they didn’t stop soon—and Zee slaving in the kitchen, maybe fixing another meal. “The boys should be here soon,” Jesse said, “and we can light out after supper.” Bob glanced at Charlie, saw him twitching his paper collar and sweating worse than Jesse. His nerves would give them both away if he didn’t watch it.
Jesse peered through the open door, scratched his thick beard and said, “Might be suspicious if someone sees me a-wearin’ my guns in my own house.”
Bob held his breath as Jesse unbuckled the heavy rig around his waist. No wonder he had worked up a sweat, choring with a damned arsenal around his waist. He half expected the killer to whip out one of the three revolvers—open-top Merwin & Hulbert, Colt Peacemaker or the .45 Schofield he called “Baby”—and shoot him and his brother dead. Only nothing happened. Jesse dropped the heavy gunbelt on top of his coat and turned, hollow blue eyes suddenly focused on a sampler hanging on the wall. It read:
IN GOD WE TRUST

“Dusty,” Jesse said. He found a feather duster in the far corner of the parlor, dragged a straight-back chair underneath the wall hanging and climbed up. Charlie glanced at Bob as Jesse went to work with the duster.
It had to be a trick.
Jesse never took off his guns. He looked silly standing there with a feather duster in his hand, his back to the two brothers. “Do it,” Charlie mouthed.
Bob’s throat went dry. He could hear the children and Jesse’s wife clearly, the jingling of trace chains as a wagon went down Lafayette Street, a hotel employee scolding a drunken beggar to stop hounding the World’s customers, his own heart pounding, Jesse humming “I’m a Good Old Rebel.” He could smell the scent of horses on his clothes, the black shoe polish Jesse used to dye his hair and beard, his own nervous sweat.
It had to be a trick.
But he knew he would never get a chance like this again.
Bob threw back his coat, drew the Smith & Wesson. In the corner of his eye, he saw Charlie pulling his own revolver. Jesse heard the hammer click on Bob’s gun. He stopped, started to turn. . . .
The gunshot exploded, thick smoke stinging Bob’s eyes. Yet he still saw it all: Jesse’s head slamming forward . . . blood splattering the sampler . . . feather duster sailing across the parlor . . . Jesse crashing to the floor. . . . Bob stared at his smoking gun and quickly holstered it as Zee and the children ran into the room.
Zee screamed.
The puppy darted around, nipping at little Mary’s heels. She began to cry. Little Jesse just stood dumbstruck.
Zee cradled Jesse’s bloody head in her arms, tears streaming down her face, rocking him gently. Bob focused on the dark hole in Jesse’s temple. He couldn’t believe it.
“Mama,” the boy asked, “what’s wrong with Papa?”
Zee just rocked.
“A gun . . .” Charlie licked his lips. He had shoved his Colt, unfired, into his holster. Charlie took a tentative step toward Jesse’s wife, now widow, and said, “It was a gun, Zee. It accidentally went off.”
“Yes.” She looked up at the brothers with tear- and hate-filled eyes and choked out the remaining words. “I guess it went off on purpose.”
The puppy barked.
Bob and Charlie Ford ran.
Through the wooden gate and down the street, ignoring the crowd starting to gather in front of the home of Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Howard and family. For some reason, no one tried to stop the two fleeing men. It seemed everyone was dazed, confused, and they didn’t know the half of it. Bob found the telegraph office and bolted inside, his brother right behind him.
“Frank’ll kill us, Bob,” Charlie said between sobs. “He’s gonna kill us for shore. Oh, my God, Bob, what have we done?”
“Shut up. Shut up, damn you.” Bob scratched out a note on the paper and handed it to the bald clerk behind the booth. “I want you to send this to Governor Crittenden and Clay County sheriff Timberlake. Now.”
The little man took the note, glanced at it and said, “Is this some sort of—”
“Just send the damned thing!” Bob whirled around. Charlie was utterly useless, which Bob should have expected. He spotted the top-box telephone on the wall. “How do you work that thing?” he practically screamed at the telegraph operator.
“Costs a nickel. Who you plan on calling?” the clerk said.
“The city marshal’s office, you dunce.”
He took in the instructions, worked the crank, heard the buzzing in the black long-pole receiver and finally, above the static, a human voice.
“I need the city marshal,” he said excitedly into the mahogany contraption underneath the twin shiny bells. “It’s an emergency.”
More static. Eventually, another voice, a man this time.
“Marshal Craig, please,” Bob said. He waited. “There’s been a shooting. . . . Thirteen-eighteen Lafayette Street . . . Thirteen-eighteen . . . That’s right. . . . No, I did it. I shot him. Robert Ford . . . Yes, I’ll surrender. I want to surrender. . . . Hurry. . . . For the love of God, man, I’ve killed Jesse James!”
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Western writer.”
—George Glenn,
The Shootist magazine





