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    2. Skeeter


    


    The main street of Retribution, Saratoga Street, was bustling with people and activity. Outside the Crystal Palace Saloon, a 12-year-old girl, dressed like a tomboy, walked down the boardwalk. She was a brunette with a pretty face and cornflower blue eyes with a rebellious look in them. Skeeter Shaw was fourteen and took the world by storm by sheer willpower. She noted a young boy, maybe a year older than her, jumping in and out of mud puddles, dodging around people.


    A stagecoach suddenly careened through the mud of a recent rainstorm, the horses tired and erratic. On top of the stagecoach a heavyset man held the reins, Hoss Cavanaugh, a robust, bull-in-a-china shop kind of personality. Lettered on the side of the stagecoach was: CAVANAUGH FREIGHT. One of the townspeople waved a greeting to Hoss, who turned round. Hoss did not see the young boy who was running across the street trying to beat the horses to the other side.


    Skeeter shouted a warning to him.


    “Homer! Watch out!”


    Hoss jerked on the reins, but the boy was going to be trampled underfoot.


    A powerful pair of arms grabbed Homer Reneker and pulled him from beneath the horses’ legs.


    Skeeter plunged out into the street when she saw who Homer’s benefactor was.


    The gunfighter known as Doc Holliday dropped Homer unceremoniously onto the boardwalk. Doc was elegantly dressed, his hair long and slicked back. He wore a long black coat, black boots, a black string bowtie and a velvet waistcoat which had a gold watch chain attached to it. There was grace to his movements, but consumption had been eating away at his strength. He did not carry a gun, although the people in the street gave him a wide berth. He did carry an ornate silver walking cane.


    Hoss Cavanaugh brought the stagecoach to a stop and climbed down. Homer was a freckled-faced kid with big green eyes. He was grinning at his near miss with death. Hoss grabbed him and shook him like a terrier shaking a rat, but his anger was triggered by fright that he had almost ran the kid down.


    “Homer! Didn’t you see me comin’? Those horses nearly trampled you to death!”


    Doc said, mildly: “You aimin’ to finish the job, Hoss?”


    Hoss reluctantly let Homer go. Skeeter jumped up onto the boardwalk and put a steadying arm around Homer.


    “You know Homer don’t have a lick of sense!” she said to Hoss. She looked over at Doc Holliday with shining eyes. “You saved him, Doc.”


    “Purely a reflexive response on my part.”


    Hoss was clearly rattled. “I put you in a pine box, Homer, and your daddy comes lookin’ to carve out my guts,” he said.


    “He wouldn’t care,” Homer said, carelessly.


    Mayor Ballantyne, a big pompous weasel in a frock coat with a grandiose voice, strode down the boardwalk.


    “What is the meaning of this altercation?” he demanded. “We have a dignitary of luminous proportions on the stage! This is no way to introduce her to our illustrious town.” He grabbed Homer’s face with mock concern. “You all right, son?”


    Homer pulled away from his oily grasp. Hoss gripped Mayor Ballantyne’s coat.


    “Deke hears about this, I’m gonna know it came from your sleazy toad face, Mayor.”


    “I will ask you to unhand the senior official in this community,” Mayor Ballantyne spluttered, “so that I may carry out my mayoral responsibilities.”


    Hoss dropped the mayor into a puddle. He scrambled up and scuttled around the stagecoach. Hoss started to unload the luggage. Doc moved on down the boardwalk, Skeeter and Homer falling into step beside him.


    The door to the stagecoach opened and Mayor Ballantyne helped a beautiful brunette woman step out. She was in her early thirties with porcelain skin, dark brown eyes, exquisitely dressed. As she looked around Saratoga Street there as a hint of another life in her eyes, and in her demeanor. A sadness to her regal bearing that belied the remorse she was feeling. Hoss hauled down a steamer trunk that had stenciled on it: MISSY VARTAN and beneath that the words: THE SONGBIRD OF EUROPE AND THE AMERICAS. There was a colorful graphic design of Missy siting on a swing in a birdcage, an audience on their feet applauding all around her. Three members of her troupe, two courtly men and a beautiful brunette woman, stepped out of the stagecoach behind her.


    Mayor Ballantyne was practically genuflecting in his haste to greet her. “Miss Vartan, I am Mayor Ezekiel Ballantyne. May I extend my profound apologies for the sudden stop to which you were just so rudely subjected and welcome you and your musicians with all the pomp and ceremony that one official can muster in the hot midday sun to the town of Retribution.”


    Missy looked around, as if she were seeing the town for the first time, a strange smile on her face. Mayor Ballantyne cleared his throat to get her full attention.


    “The Pacific Hotel is the best we have to offer, where your suite is waiting with champagne and a sumptuous display of cheeses and pates. Once you are settled I will personally escort you to our Music Hall Theater, not as magnificent as the Bird Cage Theater in Tombstone, but equally commendable.”


    Missy nodded her head. “It’s good to be home,” she said, softly.


    Mayor Ballantyne stopped in mid-gush, staring at her. “Home?”


    “You may escort me to the hotel,” Missy said graciously, and took his arm.


    Major Ballantyne had been just transported to heaven.


    


    On the boardwalk, Doc Holiday, Skeeter and Homer strolled along, passing the livery stable and the Last Chance Saloon.


    Skeeter shoved Homer.“You might thank Mr. Holliday for hauling your sorry hide out from underneath those horse’s hooves! What were you doin’, you ragamuffin rat?”


    Homer shrugged and grinned. “I figured I could get across the street before they stomped me to dust. I stumbled over a prairie dog hole.”


    Skeeter turned to Doc Holliday. “You sure were fast picking him up, Doc. It is okay that I call you Doc, right?”


    “When I was a dentist my patients used the term loosely,” he said, wryly.


    “How come you don’t carry a handgun?” Skeeter asked.


    “You aimin’ for me to shoot someone?”


    “It is just for your protection! There is a rowdy element in this town who would be hankerin’ to see you pull leather!”


    “I am not a shootist,” Doc said.


    “Sure, you are!” Homer insisted.


    “I’ll bet you draw a handgun faster than you can blink an eye,” Skeeter said, slyly.


    Doc had not looked at either of them. “What gives you that idea?”


    “Stories folks tell in town. Well, whisper more like. They say you are a notorious gunfighter. That you were with Wyatt Earp in Dodge City, Kansas and you saved him from a bunch of cowboys who were gonna shoot him in the back. That is true, ain’t it?”


    “Wyatt Earp is a careful fellow,” Doc allowed. “He is unlikely to have let a bunch of cowboys get behind him.”


    “Then ya do know him!” Skeeter said, triumphantly.


    “I believe our paths may have crossed once or twice. Don’t believe every whisper you hear, Skeeter.”


    “Hey! You remember my name!” Skeeter said, beaming. “Sometimes I do not think you know I’m alive!”


    “I seem to keep tripping over your feet wherever I go,” Doc said, dryly.


    Skeeter nodded. “My dad says that. He used to call me ‘Scoot’! He would say: ‘Will you Scoot!’ But I could not say the word ‘Scoot’ when I was little, so I said: ‘Skeeter’ and so…” She shrugged. “Name kinda stuck. Tom Shaw is my dad. He is sheriff here in Retribution. But I am sure you already know that.”


    Homer suddenly said: “Does the sheriff have a wanted poster for you in his office?”


    “There was an incident with a saloon keeper in Dallas some years ago,” Doc said. “The man thought I was cheating at Faro. He did not understand I don’t need to cheat those who have already cheated themselves.”


    “Did ya shoot him?” Skeeter asked, agog with excitement.


    “I believe some shots were fired. I must have been in a generous mood that afternoon. I believe the man lived.”


    “Were you arrested?” Homer asked, his eyes like saucers.


    “No charges were filed. But there could still be an old warrant on a sheriff’s desk with an unflattering picture of me on it.”


    Skeeter suddenly looked concerned. “What if my dad calls you out?”


    “I am confident that he won’t do that,” Doc said.


    Homer turned breathlessly to Skeeter. “Doc would draw his pearl-handled Colt .45 with the quickness of a hummingbird’s wing and your daddy would be looking at a hole in his chest.”


    Skeeter shoved him. “You take that back! My dad is fast!”


    “When did you ever see him stroke leather?” Homer asked, dubiously. He turned back to Doc. “Mr. Reneker, he is my dad, he says that he ain’t never seen Sheriff Tom Shaw ever pull his gun, even on a bar crawler at the Crystal Palace Saloon.”


    “Neither did Wyatt Earp when he was marshal of Dodge City,” Doc allowed. “You can keep the peace without bloodshed if you are smart.”


    “You ever know a marshal smart like that?” Skeeter asked him. “Besides Mr. Earp?”


    “There was one lawman who had some qualities I could admire.”


    “What was his name?”


    “Kyle Bascomb,” Doc said.


    “Did he become your friend?”


    “He was chasing me out of a town in the Dakotas called Silver Springs before a lynch mob could stretch my neck,” Doc said, wryly. “We didn’t get a chance to chat.”


    “How come you live on the edge of town in that broken-down old cottage?” Homer asked him.


    “So folks will not bother me,” Doc said, pointedly. “Or follow me around.”


    Suddenly Doc started to cough rackingly. He took a new handkerchief from his inside pocket and covered his mouth. He took out a silver flask and took a swig from it.


    “That whiskey smells funny,” Skeeter said.


    “It is laced with laudanum,” Doc said. “Purely medicinal.”


    Skeeter shook her head, suddenly very concerned. “You’re sick, Doc. You should go and see a real doctor. Dr. Drake used to be the doctor here in Retribution.”


    “I believe he is residing in the cemetery. Might be difficult for me to obtain a diagnosis.”


    “But his widow is takin’ care of the town,” Skeeter said, quickly. “Her name’s Rachel. You wouldn’t mind a woman tendin’ to ya, Doc, would ya?”


    “She’s got real soft hands,” Homer said.


    “How would you know?” Skeeter said, skeptically.


    Homer just shrugged. Doc stepped off the boardwalk, stifling another agonizing cough with his handkerchief. Skeeter was troubled by Doc’s condition, but she wanted to change the subject.


    “You still got your pearl-handled gun, Doc?” she asked him. “I hear it’s a beauty.”


    “Never did.”


    Doc took that moment to leave Skeeter and Homer behind. He was headed for the Crystal Palace Saloon.


    Skeeter looked after him and smiled. “I like him!”


    “You like everyone,” Homer said.


    “Do not!” Skeeter said, offended. “Don’t like you!”


    She strode off, but Homer followed, his grin returning.


    


    Skeeter and Homer crossed over to the Pacific Hotel where Tom Shaw, Skeeter’s father, stepped out. He was immaculately dressed, sporting a glittering Sheriff’s badge, a gold pocket watch, a silk vest, a black frock coat, looking very much the part he most liked playing… a lawman. He was a tall, handsome, expansive man with a trimmed moustache and slick black, wavy hair. His voice had a well-modulated timbre that he used to great effect. Otis Larchmont, his deputy, mid-20’s, dark, tousled hair, walked the boardwalk with him. Sheriff Shaw grabbed Skeeter and Homer from behind.


    “If you are gonna skip school,” he said, mildly. “do not walk bold as brass past the Longhorn restaurant of this hotel where you know I partake of breakfast every morning.”


    Skeeter gulped. Homer struggled in Shaw’s grip, but that got him nowhere.


    “Ain’t no school today, Sheriff,” he protested.


    “Now there is an odd thing,” Sheriff Shaw said. “You would think the schoolteacher, whom I happen to be married to, might mention to me that she had a day off to take the air and join me for a constitutional.”


    Skeeter kicked Homer’s shin. “If you are gonna lie, Homer, make it a whopper and do it to the right person!”


    Otis Larchmont grinned. “Reckon you can handle these outlaws on your own, Sheriff.”


    He moved away, crossing the street to the sheriff’s office. Tom Shaw’s mood was not so hearty now. “I am disappointed in you, Skeeter. You promised your ma you would stay in school.”


    Skeeter’s voice was contrite. “I was going there right now, Pa. I am just late. Homer was nearly run down by Hoss Cavanaugh’s stagecoach and I had to help him out.”


    “There is always some fanciful story that you are spinning, Skeeter!”


    The Sheriff marched Skeeter and Homer down the boardwalk. They moved past a large second-floor balcony above the Crystal Palace Saloon. On the balcony Deke Reneker, a compact, ironic man, sat in a big cane chair, drinking coffee. He watched the people in Saratoga Street below him as if he owned it, which he virtually did. He was dressed in a silk suit, not quite as fancy as Sheriff Tom Shaw’s apparel, but just as elegant. Behind him stood Jim Plank, a heavyset bartender who worked for Deke. He was already drinking whiskey. Below they noted the sheriff marching Skeeter and Homer right up to the white schoolhouse nestled between the telegraph office and the Last Chance Saloon.


    Homer happened to be Deke Reneker’s son.


    The kids ran through the doorway into the schoolhouse.


    Plank grinned. “Looks like your son is in trouble again, Mr. Reneker.”


    Deke took another swallow of coffee. “The criminal element in town must be dormant if the good Sheriff has nothing better to do than arrest children.”


    Plank shook his head. “Look at him strut! He just needs a few peacock feathers sticking out of his frock coat! Doesn’t he know that no one in Retribution takes him seriously?”


    “Our resolute and dedicated peacekeeper might surprise you one night,” Deke said.


    Plant belched. Deke sighed and looked the other way. He noted that Mayor Ballantyne had moved out of the Pacific Hotel with Missy Vartan, practically genuflecting his way toward the Music Hall Theater. That brought Deke Reneker to his feet.


    “Missy!” he said softly.


    Plank followed his gaze. “Yeah, Missy Vartan, right there in the flesh! She is quite the looker, ain’t she? She is going to be playing tonight at the Music Hall Theater. Coming from her ‘triumphant return to the St. Louis stage’ or some horseshit like that.”


    “I know, Jim,” Deke said, quietly. “I was the one who brought her to Retribution.”


    “I didn’t know you had done that,” Plank said.


    “What you don’t know about my life would fill many volumes of literature,” Deke responded, acidly.


    Outside on Saratoga Street, Mayor Ballantyne was pointing out the spots of interest to Missy Vartan, but his voice had faded into a blurred echo as Missy looked up at the backlit figure of Deke Reneker on his balcony at the Crystal Palace Saloon. He did not acknowledge her.


    Inside the small schoolhouse, Alice Shaw, Tom Shaw’s wife and Skeeter’s mother, stood before a blackboard. There were twenty kids sitting at wooden desks, Skeeter and Homer among them. Alice had a chalk battlefield drawn on one part of the blackboard with the name GETTYSBURG above it and, on the other side, part of Lincoln’s GETTYSBURG ADDRESS. Alice was a tall, willowy, fragile woman in her late 30’s, with hands that fluttered like wounded birds.


    “It was November in 1863 that President Lincoln rode down Baltimore Street to the Evergreen Cemetery in Gettysburg,” Alice said, in a reverent voice that reverberated through the schoolhouse. “My dear friend from the east, Mrs. John T. Meyers, said his speech was very short. After it, there was no applause, only silence. Mr. Edward Everett had just given a two-hour oration before it, and…”


    The doors to the schoolhouse burst open and Deke Reneker strode inside. The children’s heads turned. Deke marched down the main aisle toward the place where Homer was sitting. Alice attempted to continue with her recital.


    “Mr. Everett wrote the President a letter some weeks later saying: ‘I should be glad if I could flatter myself that I came near to the central idea of the occasion, in two hours, as you did in two minutes’…”


    Deke pulled Homer out of his seat by the ear. Alice stopped her history lesson, her tone severe, almost scolding: “Mr. Reneker! I appreciate the fact that you are Homer’s father and therefore you have a voice in his education, but you are interrupting a history class!”


    “Homer don’t need to know about history,” Deke said. “He needs to do his chores and help out at the Crystal Palace Saloon and make sure he doesn’t get trampled by stagecoach horses.” Reneker raised his voice for the benefit of the kids. “President Lincoln got careless. He would not allow a military presence to accompany him to social functions. He let down his guard and he was shot dead.” Reneker turned back to their teacher. “That is the life lesson you should be teaching them, Mrs. Shaw.”


    Deke pushed Homer up the aisle and they both exited the schoolhouse. Alice looked distraught. The kids waited expectantly to see what she is going to do. She just threw up her hands.


    “We will return to Gettysburg tomorrow,” she said, her voice strained. “Class is dismissed for today.”


    The kids cleared out of the schoolhouse with a whoop and a holler, all except for Skeeter. Alice, almost savagely, erased everything on the blackboard.


    “I thought we were gonna return to the battle tomorrow,” Skeeter said.


    “Why bother?” Alice said with savage intensity. “Once word spreads that Deke Reneker pulled his son out of school, there won’t be a handful of children left here tomorrow. Their parents will follow Mr. Reneker’s lead. He has got this town inside a closed fist.”


    “Not father, he don’t,” Skeeter said, defensively.


    Alice’s attitude softened a little. “No, not your father. But if he were called upon to confront Mr. Reneker, I fear what would happen. Thomas would bluster and pontificate, but he is not a man mindful of his surroundings. President Lincoln sat in a box at the Ford Theater in a rocking chair. The bullet from his assassin struck the back of his head. His assailant, Mr. John Wilkes Booth, was in the shadows behind him.”


    Tears suddenly filled Alice’s eyes. Skeeter took her mother’s hands to stop them from trembling.


    “I will make sure no one will ever sneak up behind father,” she said. “Do not cry, Ma. Deke Reneker is just a bully. All bullies step into the shadow of someone bigger one day.”


    Alice laughed through her tears, tousling Skeeter’s hair. “My, you talk like you’re already all grown up, Skeeter.”


    “Things are going get better for us here in Retribution, Ma. I got a friend in town now. Someone who will look after us. Only he doesn’t know it yet.”


    “What on earth are you taking about, child? What friend is that?”


    “You’ll see.” Skeeter pulled away from her mother’s embrace. “I’d better go make sure that no-good Homer isn’t getting himself into a poor state of mind.”


    Skeeter ran down the schoolhouse to the front door.


    “Stay away from Mr. Reneker!” Alice said, plaintively.


    “He don’t scare me none,” Skeeter said, and banged the door on her way out.


    Alice sighed. “I reckon no one does,” she said, softly.

  


  
    4. Wyatt Earp


    


    Lilly manhandled Kyle to one of the upstairs rooms. It was opulently furnished with a wrought-iron balcony above the street below. Kyle and Lilly wrapped their arms around each other as soon as they collapsed on the bed. Their clothes fell onto the floor as they embraced, naked and sweating, but it was Kyle who was the one who was passionate and vulnerable.


    Some time later moonlight streamed in from the open balcony door into the bedroom suite. Lilly’s figure was sleeping fitfully, wrapped up in the covers. Kyle lay beside her, fully dressed, bathed in perspiration, his breathing shallow. He was sober now. His gun belt lay across the room on a chair.


    He had come to a decision. He would turn his Marshal’s badge over to the sheriff in St. Louis. Before that could happen, though, there was someone he needed to see again. Someone who had stirred his dreams. He had been in love with Rachel Drake for a long time, but the timing had never been right. He had left it too late to contact her. Maybe two years. He shook his head in the darkness. Had it been that long? But he had a longing to see her again. Rachel would either take him back in her arms or she would reject him. He thought the latter was likely to happen, but now he did not have anything to lose.


    First he had a score to settle with Marshal Jefferson Forrester.


    Kyle heard
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