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Andy Aldrich

Four men stood in the dusty street, side by side, their faces expressionless, their hands hovering above their guns. A slight breeze kicked up, riffling through the dark hair of the two brothers, and through the silence time seemed to stand still.

There is a saying, that tomorrow is another day. But for these men, today was that proverbial day always known as tomorrow.

And for at least one of these men, there would be no tomorrow.

But for one other man the street was empty. He stood apart from them, thirty yards further along the dusty street, unwavering beneath the heat of the summer sun.

Unwavering, although he was outmanned and outgunned by a multiple of four.

That man was the marshal of Creede, the man who had, only days before, thwarted a holdup carefully planned and staged by the four men he now faced.

Today was that tomorrow the four men had waited for, the marshal was the man who was the object of their anger, and tomorrow would only greet some of them.

The holdup had been poorly planned to begin with, but when the marshal had gotten wind of the plans schemed out by the brothers Jefferson and their two companions he had ridden out of town, stationing himself in a place both well concealed and protected from a retaliation on the part of the four men. When confronted by the marshal, who spied them after more than an hour of waiting, the four men had chosen retreat rather than steaming ahead with their plans of lightening the load burdening the stage, arguing that there would be another day, taking only one minor wound along with them from the brief smattering of gunfire which ensued their hasty leave-taking.

Four days later they chose to pay a visit to the marshal who had insisted on their change of attitude towards the shipment of silver from the mines of Creede. As nothing had actually happened to the stage, and knowing full well that the planning had been hasty and, at best, mildly endeared by the two unrelated members, the marshal had held his tongue, choosing to mention casually that he had taken a lazy ride around the mountains. He kept the true incidents of that sweltering afternoon to himself, and to his informant he simply replied that the outlaws had failed to materialize. As nothing was ever reported by the stage drivers, there was no evidence to substantiate the suppositions of the man who had tipped off the marshal to the plot. To that end, the marshal had only the vaguest, limited authority once beyond the limits of Creede, and was content nothing had transpired beyond the actual happenings.

Jesse Jefferson, older of the brothers by some eight minutes, had led his small gang out onto the street, shouting out his enthusiasm for the good marshal to join them upon the dusty street of the young and boisterous city. Being the good-natured man that he was, and not wishing to disappoint them, Marshal Fullmer strode out onto the street, facing the four men across fifty yards of sun-dried, dusty street. One man later admitted that he had seen the marshal nod slightly, almost in a greeting, but by that time the man was ducking for cover fearful of his own skin, and his personal recounts were sketchy at best.

But until Cole Jefferson spoke all agreed that not a word had been muttered, and perhaps not a breath taken.

“You give me a burn along my arm, marshal,” Cole Jefferson stated flatly, “an’ I’m here to get some of my own back.”

Marshal Fullmer, knowing full well which of the men he had shot, was not surprised by the accusation, and neither would he have denied it, given the chance.

At the moment, the marshal was thinking as far ahead as he could, hoping mostly to delay this as long as possible, to find something to give him an edge...

Against any one of them he would not have tried to avoid the issue.

Against all four of them, it would be nothing short of suicide.

And for the men of his town, good men that they were, they were also a rough and tumble crowd, men who went their own way and expected the same of the other.

That the marshal had been called out by Cole Jefferson most heard, for the man had been speaking of it loudly in the saloon shortly after lunch, and word has a way of getting around. Not only had the Jeffersons talked it up that they were hunting Marshal Fullmer, they went so far as to say why, mentioning an altercation out of the marshal’s jurisdiction, but leaving out the why of it.

Fullmer himself had been on the job less than a month, and many were still trying to decide about him. Some crime had persisted - one man could not stop it all in a town such as this - but bit by slow bit he was winning the town over.

But this was the marshal's fight, and the townsmen - those few who supported him in principal - would have no reason to side him in a fight such as this. After all, was it not the doing of the marshal’s, of something which had transpired only days ago outside the city limits?

Marshal Fullmer knew deep inside that he had little chance. Stalling would buy him more time, but he could see no other way out. Delaying was only putting off the inevitable, and the longer this took the more he would have to worry over his impending death.

“You could’ve walked away, forgotten the whole thing,” he said carefully, his blue eyes focused on the lean, hatchet face of Cole Jefferson. A lean, long limbed man, Cole’s face was darkened by the sun and worried by the elements, giving him the appearance of one who had woken up on the wrong side of the bed for the past twenty some odd years. His older brother, Jesse, was two inches shorter and thirty pounds heavier, but the faces were the same, and there was no mistaking their kinship.

What they looked upon was an aging marshal, showing signs of gray along the temples and lines of worry seaming his face. The marshal was several inches shy of six feet, built powerfully, but age had only begun to sap his strength. The Jefferson’s heard the rumors, that Marshal Fullmer was adequately proficient with the gun or the rifle.

Standing there before him they doubted it, and a smile crossed the face of Cole Jefferson. The furrow along his left arm was still smarting.

“You still can,” Fullmer said after a pause of more than ten seconds, still trying to figure a way out of the trap. That there were four of them he was certain. There had been four the other day when he had attempted to stop them, and that gave him some relief.

At least they didn’t have anyone posted on the roof of a building, or stationed behind some window in a second story building, just for added insurance.

When the thought struck him, Fullmer subconsciously let his gaze survey the roofs and windows, but only for a moment. At the distance, it was likely they could not see that his attention was elsewhere, and he quickly reverted, focusing again on the main threat before him.

On Cole’s left waited Jesse, on his right and slightly behind, Martinez. The wily Mexican, short in stature and stout of limb, let his shifty gaze go from Fullmer to Cole, then back again, waiting for something to happen, anything. The Mexican was equally adept with both the pistol and the knife, and he was tempted to use the latter. Proficient at distances upwards of forty yards, he also knew that he could still grab for his pistol if the knife failed.

Of course, should he need the pistol, that would mean that both Jesse and Cole had failed, if not Cates.

Martinez let his hand hover above his knife.

The one that didn’t fit was Cates. The younger man, still not yet nineteen, fidgeted in his position left of Jesse. Sporting boyish good looks, his sandy colored hair shot out from beneath his flat brimmed black hat in several haphazard shocks, and his blue eyes seemed all too innocent. Adam Cates had grown up on a ranch, had been around cattle and horses all his life, but yet that had not been enough. When the Jefferson twins and Martinez had begun showing up around his home town, he had become enchanted with their stories, of riches and women, good times and quick getaways, posses and yet escaping unharmed.

What he did not know was that each of those tales were overly embellished, and that those parts with a ring of truth to them had in fact happened to others than those with which he had chosen to ride.

That the attempted hold up against the stage had failed to materialize as promised had been the first doubt which had crept into the mind of young Adam Cates. Standing on the street was doing little to allay his fears, and his confidence in his peers was quickly waning.

“Now Marshal,” Cole continued in a lulling, soothing, almost condescending voice, “if you’d let us alone the other day by the stage we wouldn’t be here.”

A bead of perspiration formed along the forehead of Marshal Fullmer, and inwardly he was trembling. Aside from the fact that he was not yet ready to die, he had never pictured it to happen in this fashion. Against one man or two, where he had a fair chance. That was how he had always pictured it.

There were few other ends for a marshal, fewer yet for one in a boomtown where silver has just been discovered, a town where all the riff and rabble of society congregate while the veins of ore still flowed rich with their precious metal before moving on to the next great discovery.

Despite having been marshal of Creede for only a brief period, Fullmer was coming to love the place, the pines and cedars dotting the rocky up-thrusts surrounding the town, the whistling of the wind on a remote slope above and beyond the newborn civilization.

The wind picked up, a slight breeze only, pushing before it a wadded up piece of paper which found its way in between the marshal and the bandits, and just as quickly the breeze was gone and the paper remained, a feeble barrier between the factions.

Marshal Fullmer was keenly eyeing the fingers of Cole Jefferson, dangling above his gun and twitching ever so slightly as they unlimbered, when the marshal became aware of another sound.

From the boardwalk to his left walked a man in new-heeled boots, a slow, painstaking walk, the fall of each boot accentuated and echoing in the nearly silent arena. Marshal Fullmer counted six slow steps before he dared look off to his left. 

As he did, Cole and Martinez glanced over that way.

The man that stood on the walk was a tall man with a long moustache slightly upturned at the ends. Narrow of hips and broad of shoulders, confidence issued from every bit of his being, seeming to come even from his flat crowned, narrow brimmed brown hat.

Not lost on each of the three who turned to look was the silver star on his chest.

“I hear something about a stage?” he asked in a drawling, quiet voice.

For several seconds silence reigned supreme, and then a look of fury broke out on the face of Cole Jefferson.

“Didn’t say nothing about no stage robbery,” Cole said choking back his rage, fighting to maintain his composure. He had been sure that no one would side the marshal, that the town would know it was between his men and the marshal, and this stranger wearing a badge had occupied no place in the forethoughts of his vengeful planning.

“Neither did I,” the tall man with the silver star replied casually. “I only asked about the stage, not about any robbery.”

“Well...!” Cole started to bluster, then thought the better of it. A quick glance at his older brother staying him from speaking further. Jesse was shaking his head at his younger brother in short, violent motions, his eyes open wide, fearing Cole would say more than was necessary.

Cole held his tongue.

For Marshal Fullmer, this was the break he had been waiting for. With any luck, this could still be settled without gunplay, and the unexpected presence of the other lawman could not have been written into any script any better. That he was here at all was a godsend. That he had been in town for several days was known.

That he was a lawman had never been suspected. Deputy US Marshal Keith Robinson had arrived in town several days earlier, investigating other matters, his badge safely hidden, buried within his spare clothing.

There was that hope within Fullmer that Robinson was after these same men he now faced. That he was not was beyond the grasp of Marshal Fullmer, but it was yet in his mind to apprehend the Jeffersons, then turn them over to the US Marshal.

Letting them go was out of the question. They had already proved their eagerness to repay him for the incident the other day, and should they escape now it would only be to wait for another tomorrow, another opportunity...and the next time they might not approach him from the front.

“The other day...” Fullmer began, but his voice broke off in the middle of the sentence.

Cole had gone for his gun, and as one four other men reached for their guns. Fullmer felt the butt of his Colt fill his hand, and as he brought it to bear he both heard and felt the whiff of a bullet as it tugged at his gray wool shirt.

And then he felt his own gun bucking in his hand, and saw a blotch of red appear on Cole’s shirt, saw the stab of flame issue from the muzzle of Cole’s gun, and felt his own gun surge again in his hand.  

Cole turned sideways and started to fall, and Fullmer shifted his aim to Cole’s other brother, saw him staggering, triggered the hammer on his gun again.

And as quickly as it had started it was over.

Robinson’s first shot had been at Jesse, his second had left an astonishingly serene blue hole between Martinez’s eyes.

Cates was standing stock still, his hands stretched high above his head.

Walking forward slowly, Fullmer kicked the gun from the lifeless hand of Cole Jefferson as Robinson walked over to him. They both stopped in front of Jesse Jefferson, and Fullmer reached down and turned him over onto his back.

“Cole...always...hothead...” he said. He gasped once and was gone. Fullmer felt a slow trickle making its way downward inside his shirt, but was unsure whether it was sweat or blood. Robinson looked over at the remaining outlaw, still standing with his hands above his head, his lips trembling, his arms shaking.

“You’re a long way from home, Adam,” Robinson said calmly.

“Yes sir, I reckon so,” the boy replied meekly as Robinson’s eyes seemed to bore a hole through him. They stood that way for a full minute, as the first of the townspeople ventured to first poke their heads from the safety of cover, then to step out into the bright sunlight.

“That what you want?” Robinson asked quietly, nodding towards the dead men lying in the street. The boy shook his head.

“Take a good look, Adam,” he said softly, “you’ll end up that way someday too, the trail you’re on.” Cates nodded his head slightly, submissively, taking a good look at his fallen friends, not daring to meet the eyes of Marshal Robinson, a man he knew well. They had almost grown up together, back in Texas, though Robinson was the older by eight years. It had been six years since they’d last met, an eternity, but not enough to erode the friendship between them.

“You should find another line of work, start your own ranch, your own family,” Keith said. “Say, how is you pa, anyway?”

“Fine, just fine,” Adam mumbled in a trance. Absently, he asked, “Are you working towards your own ranch?”

“Yeah,” Robinson replied with a smile. “I saw a great place up in Wyoming, and there’s a girl, too. Stop by someday and I’ll give you a job. You’ll always have a place with me.”

Adam looked up, surprise alive in his eyes, surprise that his friend Keith would still consider helping him after today.

“You got a horse?” Robinson asked him.

Adam nodded.

“Then you should probably be riding, if that’s okay with the town marshal here.”

Fullmer, still sweating from the sudden turn of events, nodded weakly.

Without so much as a nod or a look up from the bodies of his companions, Cates turned and walked back down the street in the direction he’d left the gelding, and as he walked his back grew straighter and he slouched less.

“You think that’s the right thing to do?” Marshal Fullmer asked.

“Yeah,” Robinson drawled with a grin, “but I’ve been wrong before.”
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Cathrina Marie

Lisa watched the two boys playing outside from the kitchen window. Brushing the hair from her eyes, she realized they were about the same age she had been when she first came to live in this old house. It seemed as though the fifty years had barely gone by since that afternoon of her sixth year. Images of that day sprang into her head as she watched the boys chasing each other around the huge oak tree.

1938 had been a hard year for many people, but all Lisa could remember was the beauty of that summer when she had come to live with her grandmother. Her parents had been hit hard by the depression, and at the time the most sensible thing to do was move in with her mother’s mother. At least until they were able to get their feet back on the ground again financially.

Lisa smiled to herself as she remembered that first meeting with her grandmother. The white haired woman had seemed so old, but when she smiled, the years seemed to vanish from her kind, wrinkled face. Her eyes sparkled with life. And, Lisa soon learned, with the most powerful love she had ever known. From the start, her grandmother insisted she go to church with her every time the doors were opened. But Lisa hadn’t minded. Those moments with her grandmother were precious to her now.

Vivid memories of tramps and bums filled her thoughts as she recalled how they would gather outside her grandmother’s house at meal time. No stranger ever left that house with an empty stomach. Lisa could still hear her grandmother telling these wayward souls about the love of Christ as she fed their hunger. It had left an unquenched need in Lisa to help those less fortunate than herself as well.

Glancing back out the kitchen window, she saw the two boys climbing up the large oak tree. The tree she had planted herself so many years ago. It had grown tall and strong. She blinked back a tear as she remembered the reason it had been planted.

Lisa still found it hard to understand how her parents could have been killed in an auto accident. Her father had been such a careful driver. Their car had skidded on a patch of ice and collided with an oncoming truck. Her folks were killed instantly. That was the only time Lisa ever recalled her grandmother asking God, “Why?”

Several weeks after the funeral, her grandmother took her outside and gave her some seeds. She told Lisa to plant them for her parents. Through tears, Lisa had dug a small hole and placed the seeds down in it.

“Now, Lisa,” her grandmother had said, “As long as the tree grows you will know that your parents are watching over you from Heaven.”

Well, that tree had never stopped growing, Lisa realized. Every time it had rained she could hear her grandmother saying it was the tears of her parents letting her know how much they missed her. Lisa could feel her own tears as the two boys came running into the kitchen.

“Grandma, is Granny still in the hospital?” One of them asked.

Lisa wiped the tears away as she smiled proudly down at her two grandsons.

“She never finished our monopoly game,” the other boy stated innocently.

“Granny has gone to be with Jesus. But that doesn’t mean she won’t still be watching over us,” Lisa explained as she slowly stuck her hand into the pocket of her apron. Her eyes sparkled as she pulled out some seeds. “Let’s go plant a tree for Granny.”
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Martin T. Collins

Born Stacy Antonette Kilmoor, one has to wonder if her name foretold much of her life and personality? Does a name make or break a person? Would a man named Joe Strong never show weakness or a woman named White necessarily be Caucasian? Of course not! Yet in Stacy’s case, the name did explained a lot as will be revealed shortly.

Her father, Rudolf Kilmoor, was a musician. When he saw how Stacy reacted to his clarinet playing, he dubbed her with the nickname “Jazzy” since she reacted to that style of music more than any other. The name stuck. Everybody called her Jazzy in school and church and she enjoyed being referred to in that manner. She had an idyllic childhood up to the time her father suddenly passed away.  

Her mother, a rather timid soul, was lost, and for over a year went with a bevy of unsuitable suitors before settling down with the worst of the lot. Sam Canfield was not a nice man. It was after he married Jazzy’s mother that immediately the troubles began. He insisted that Jazzy go by the name Stacy Canfield and that since she was only fourteen, she needed to pay him the utmost respect and homage.

By the time she was fifteen, a real riff was developing in the family and she found herself on the outs with both her stepfather and her mother. He was physically abusive to women and it didn’t set well with Jazzy to have her mom beaten simply because of some made-up excuse by this horrid man. Things were heading for a showdown and Jazzy feared for her mother’s safety. To top things off, Sam Canfield was an important official in the city and had friends in high places that made it a practice of bending rules and looking the other way as a way of life.

As she felt her body developing, she grew aware of the fact that she was turning into a rather stunning young lady. Blue-eyed, blondish hair and with a perfect balance between her weight and height, at this point in her life she ought to be enjoying herself. But these attributes also created more friction in her relationship with her step-dad. Now he was looking at her in an entirely impropriate manner. Worse yet, her mother didn’t allow any discussion about anything Sam did or said. The story is as old as the hills surrounding Tulsa, Oklahoma, but very new to young Stacy. She was about to be molested by a man she despised.

It took a lot of doing to avoid him. Her status at school had changed. Now she was in high school. New teachers and new friends were less supportive than the middle school bunch she’d grown up with and she felt unsure of herself. Perhaps she could go to one of the teachers with her fears?

Her former friends and classmates had gone to another school
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