
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Lady Wore A Badge

        

        
        
          R.G. Eagleton

        

        
          Published by Outlaws Publishing LLC, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE LADY WORE A BADGE

    

    
      First edition. June 7, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 R.G. Eagleton.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8227601872

    

    
    
      Written by R.G. Eagleton.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue

[image: ]




Fossil Creek, was a small farming and ranching community and home to about four hundred residents in southern Arizona. Tom McLaughlin had been a sheriff in the quiet, friendly community for more than six years now. He brought his wife and daughter to southern Arizona from Ludlow, Kansas for his wife’s health. Their daughter Emma Jane, they affectionately called EJ. Her ambition was to become a school teacher, after studying at a private school in Philadelphia before the family moved west to a healthier climate.

Tom not having a son, spent a great deal of time with EJ teaching her all the skills he had learned while performing his job as a deputy sheriff in their hometown of Ludlow, Kansas. He was known as a no-nonsense kind of man, quick witted, smart and above all very adept with a gun. A dire necessity for a good lawman, if he wanted to stay alive. He passed all those important traits onto his daughter EJ. She was all woman to be sure and yet possessed an uncanny prowess for handling a six shooter.

The skills her father taught her, would later play an important role when fate would suddenly cast her in the role of sheriff, as she followed in her father’s footsteps to bring law and order back to Fossil Creek.
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Chapter 1
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Fossil Creek was a small farming and ranching community of about four hundred residents in southern Arizona. For more than six years, Tom, his wife, Ave and their daughter Emma Jane, twenty years old, had called it home. He was the sheriff in Fossil Creek. In Ludlow, Kansas, he had been a deputy sheriff, prior to moving his family to Arizona for the sake of his wife’s health. Ava had suffered from upper respiratory problems, as well as a mild heart condition. After coming to Arizona, she had shown marked improvement in her health.

Tom McLaughlin was a rugged hard-fisted man, who was still in his prime at forty-eight years old. He had thick salt and pepper hair, greying sideburns and tanned leathery skin from the hot Arizona climate. He was noted for his quick wit and fast gun. Following in the footsteps of his father, Amos and grandfather Burl, both men now deceased, had been lawmen before him. ‘It just ran in the family,’ he would say. He had hoped for a son to follow in his footsteps, but that wasn’t to be. After their daughter was born, his wife couldn’t have any more children. But now without a son, he would impart his prowess, with a gun, off on his daughter EJ, as he called her.

Father and daughter would spend many a long hour target practicing and honing her skills with a gun, if she ever needed to protect herself, or those around her. She grew into a very lovely young lady, with her good looks inherited from her mother’s side of the family. She had a lithe body, and long auburn hair with piercing hazel eyes like her mother. The men in town, especially the young men who attended the Baptist Church, were always secretly trying to win her favor. They treated her with the utmost respect, what with her father being the sheriff and all.

The family lived comfortably in a small bungalow at the edge of town. They had a small corral and barn behind their house, where they kept their buggy, and horses, one for Ava and a chestnut-colored mare that belonged to Tom. When EJ and her father would go out to do some target practice, EJ would take her mother’s horse Dobbin. The horse was okay, but nothing like the spirited horse her father rode, he had named him Spirit.

The town of Fossil Creek had its share of businesses, which was typical for a town its size. A hotel called the Royal, Baptist Church, bank, mercantile, haberdashery, and café, just to name a few. The town also had a combination mayor’s office and court and a sheriff’s office. Of course, the town also had three saloons, The Brass Rail, Jose’s Cantina, and Gamblers Den. The three saloons were just that, saloons, all three served, beer and whiskey, as well as gambling, but no painted-ladies, and prostitution was not permitted. That of course, hurt some of the business in the three saloons. The saloon owners were always trying to get Tom to lift his restriction and allow painted ladies, but he was steadfast against it.

Being a devout Baptist, the sheriff didn’t allow any painted ladies or prostitution and Ava made sure he didn’t. The bar owners had tried to bring in some girls, from time to time and a lot of the bar patrons would have been all for it, but he wouldn’t allow it. None-the-less, the saloons had their share of trouble in so far as drunks, bar fights, gambling disagreements and even occasional gun play. The sheriff kept a pretty tight grip on the goings on and managed to keep things peaceful in town.

Every night after the businesses were closed, he would do his usual rounds, as he called it. He’d walk up and down the street ensuring the buildings were all locked up and secure for the night. After that, he’d pop in and out of the saloons, as quickly as he could, to check on the patrons to be sure they were being orderly and behaving themselves. Any display of drunkenness would surely guarantee the offender a night’s stay in jail. Some nights EJ, would pull on her boots, jeans, and a cotton shirt and accompany her father on his rounds. It was some of the special moments they shared. She, knew she, was as close as her father would ever come to having a son to do those things with him. Unfortunately, having a lawman in the family would be lost on her, she could never be the one to carry on the tradition, handed down from father to son.

EJ, had just celebrated her twenty first birthday. She grew more beautiful with every passing year and would make a great catch one day, for some lucky fella in Fossil Creek. She was smart as could be too. She had attended a school in Philadelphia a couple years earlier, then returned to Fossil Creek, with the intent of becoming a schoolteacher once they built the new schoolhouse. So far, she hadn’t had the chance to pursue that just yet. Much of her time was spent on caring for her sick mother, who’s health had begun to decline, as of late.

It was barely two months after her birthday, when her mother suffered a fatal heart attack and passed away. After the funeral, she was buried in the cemetery next to the Fossil Creek Baptist church. A good portion of the town folks came to attend the service. Now it was just EJ and her father. His wife, Ava had looked forward to seeing their daughter get married and have grandchildren for her and Tom to enjoy, but now all hopes of that were dashed.

Tom was heart-broken and distraught as one might expect. He and his wife were looking forward to their twenty fifth wedding anniversary, which was just a couple months away. EJ, had been planning a party for the two of them. She spent as much time with her father, as she could. They continued to do his nightly rounds together. Now that her mother’s care was no longer an issue, EJ was able to go along with him. One day, he joked with her, saying, “seeing you dressed more like a cowpoke, than a young lady, you’ll scare off, all the young fellas.” ‘Good luck,’ he thought, trying to get her married off.

Marriage was the last thing on her mind, she was more concerned about her father. He was all she had left and since her mother’s death, she had noticed a definite change in him as well. His mental acuity seemed to have declined rapidly, after losing his beloved wife. EJ, continued to do the household duties, cooking and cleaning and whatever needed to be done around the house. A new schoolhouse was being built just across the way from the church. She had been asked by Mayor Jay Whitcomb, to become the new school teacher. At the moment, she wasn’t so sure, if she even wanted to do that?

She didn’t know, if she was up for that now. All she could think about was looking after her father, who seemed to be more in decline with each passing day. It was beginning to be more evident during their nightly rounds. He seemed to miss subtle problems, like finding a door unlocked, or overlooking an intoxicated man, they’d find passed out in the alleyway between the saloons. It was little things, that before he would have been very alert too. The men in the saloons must have seen the subtle changes in him too. At times, they made snide remarks about him and treated him disrespectfully, where before he wouldn’t have tolerated it for an instant and would have called them out on it.

It was mid-summer now in Fossil Creek. The, nights were nearly as hot as the daytime hours. Having heard second hand what had been going on in the saloon’s, she wondered if now perhaps, she shouldn’t accompany her father into the saloons? Respectful women were not allowed in those types of establishments and she’d always obeyed that and waited out front, while he went into the saloons. And besides, she was never armed, so she would have been of little use in there among all the rowdy men and probably more than likely in harm’s way.

It was a Friday night, and they had done their usual rounds together, Tom had one last saloon to slip in and out of, called the Gamblers Den. Of the three saloons in town, it was noted as being the toughest. Something about men drinking and gambling and arguing over cards, often led to trouble. The sheriff was always able to take charge of any situation, but on this night, things came to an abrupt head. As usual, EJ waited for her father outside on the boardwalk. The sheriff went inside, before calling it a night, all seemed to be normal.

This night, nothing was quite normal in the saloon. Shortly, after he entered, an argument broke out among the poker players at one of the tables. In no time at all, tempers flared between three of the men who were strangers in town and chose to settle the dispute with gunplay against a fourth man, who was the owner of Bishops Saddlery in town. Shouts of anger and foul language spewed forth from the men, followed by the sounds of gunfire. As was expected, the sheriff rushed headlong into the cause of the trouble. More gunfire erupted and suddenly, the batwing doors flew open, as three men charged out into the night, nearly knocking poor EJ down. She was trying her best, to see what all the commotion was about?

As the three men exited the saloon, they quickly mounted their horses tied at the hitch rail out front and took off, making a quick getaway. EJ was surprised that her father hadn’t gone after the three men, that is if they had been involved in the shooting? They sped away from the saloon leaving EJ and a couple other bystanders shrouded in a cloud of dust. Not seeing her father come out of the saloon, she didn’t hesitate, she charged inside to find him.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t what she expected to find. A throng of men were gathered around the table, where the shooting had taken place. Sprawled out on the barroom floor were the bodies of two men. Jeb Bishop the saddlery owner and Sheriff Tom McLaughlin, her father. Both men were fatally wounded.

She, finally pushed her way through the throng of men, and saw her father lying there on the barroom floor. She was in shock as she knelt down beside him. Strangely enough, he took her hand in his, with his other hand, he ripped the sheriff’s badge from his vest and pushed it into the palm of her trembling hand. “Find them,” he uttered. “I love you.” Those were the last words, she heard him utter. His eyes fluttered shut and he expelled his final breath. He’d been shot twice in the chest; his gun still in his holster. EJ leaned over her father’s body, she hugged and gave him a final kiss.

When she looked up, Doc Kramer was at her side. “I’m sorry Emma, there’s nothing we can do for your father now, but pray.” Then Doc moved over to the other lifeless body also lying on the barroom floor. Jeb Bishop, had died instantly without uttering a single word. She was helped to her feet, from one of the bystanders, her knees were wobbly beneath her. Somehow, she managed to get home that night, but she wasn’t sure just how, or who’d been responsible for getting her there? Her father’s badge was clutched in the palm of her hand the entire time.

When morning came, she opened her eyes, she hoped last night had been nothing more than a horrible nightmare. But when her eyes focused, there sat Gladys, one of the ladies from church, who had been her mother’s, best friend. She knew then, it had all been more than just a dream. “Well good morning,” Gladys whispered, in a low pleasant voice. EJ tried to force a smile. “I’m fixing us some breakfast and coffee; it should be ready momentarily.” 

“I’m afraid I’m not very hungry,” EJ replied. 

“I know dear, but you have to eat, you’ll feel much better afterward.”

EJ swung her legs out of bed, then realized she was still fully clothed. 

“I saw you were dressed, when I came in this morning and I didn’t want to disturb your sleep.” 

She, just gave Gladys a nod. She looked at the nightstand beside her bed, there lay her father’s tin star with Sheriff emblazoned on it. She looked at it sadly and just left it there for now. When she finally got to her feet, she ran a brush through her hair. “I must look a fright,” she said, looking at her image in the mirror. 

“No dear, you’re just as lovely as ever,” Gladys lied. This was not the time to tell Emma, she looked a mess. She always called Emma by her first name, rather than EJ. The two women went to the kitchen and Gladys fixed them each a plate of food and poured the coffee, she had made.

EJ managed to eat a few bites of egg and some pieces of ham. Between her and Gladys they drank nearly the whole pot of coffee. Without Gladys asking, EJ told her all about last night, at least all the parts, she was able to remember. “I have to go to Doc Kramer’s office and see my father,” she finally said. 

“I can go with you, if you’d like,” Gladys offered. 

“No, I’ll be fine, I’m sure you have things of your own to do. I can manage just fine, but I do appreciate all your help.” 

“It was the least, I could do. We thought the world of your, father and mother,” Gladys said, meaning her and her husband Ernie. 

“Yes, I know you did, mother and father felt the same about the two of you.”

Tears welled up in her eyes and it looked as though she might cry, but she managed to hold herself together. After the breakfast dishes were done and put away, Gladys said, she’d be going, but if she needed her or anything to stop by. The Munn’s lived a few houses down the street, from the McLaughlin’s. The two women hugged goodbye and Gladys went on her way.

EJ wanted to take a nice bath, but felt compelled to get over to Doc Kramer’s office. She combed out her luxurious Auburn tresses, then without bothering to change clothes, she simply headed out the door. Doc’s office was a good walk, but she needed it to regain her strength. Doc Kramer was surprised to see her so early in the morning. Tom’s body had been cleaned up and his blood-stained shirt had been replaced with one, that probably belonged to the doc? He lay in a private back room, next to doc’s office. EJ sat with her father for the longest time, she wasn’t exactly sure how long she’d been there, but before leaving, she vowed to her father, she’d bring his killer or killers to justice. Whether that meant alive or dead, by her own hand, she didn’t care.

As she was getting ready to leave, Doc Kramer handed her a bag containing her father’s personal effects. His pocket watch, wallet, a comb, his reading spectacles, and his gun belt. She tucked the bag under her arm and gave doc a hug with her free arm. He told her, “services for your father were pending,” he’d let her know when the burial services would take place. She thanked him, then quietly left his office.
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Not wanting to run into anyone, she hurried back to her house. Once she was in the house, she put the contents of the bag in a drawer in her wardrobe for safe keeping, except for her father’s gun belt. She hung it on the coat rack by her bedroom door. She was startled by a sudden knock on the front door. When she answered the door, much to her surprise there stood Mayor Jay Whitcomb. He was a tall man, fair complected, with smiling dark brown eyes and a head of thick wavy black hair. She politely invited him in. He told her, he had been informed about the shooting and the two fatalities in the Gamblers Den last night. One of the deceased being Jeb Bishop and the other man her father Sheriff, Tom McLaughlin.

EJ nodded, with a slight quiver of her chin, as the mayor looked at her. He knew she was hurting and absently took her in his arms and held her close to console her. Jay Whitcomb was probably in his early thirties, but he looked almost boyish standing there holding her. ‘He was a compassionate man, yet so young, for him to be the Mayor of a town,’ she thought. When she regained her composure, they talked briefly about the events of last evening. He didn’t want to beleaguer the details of her father’s death.

She offered to make them coffee, which he graciously accepted. They sat at the kitchen table making small talk. She found out he was only twenty-nine and wouldn’t be thirty for a few months yet. ‘That was even more amazing,’ she thought. He had graduated from law school and come west with the intent of becoming a lawyer, which he was, in addition to being the mayor. EJ liked him and found him easy to talk to. They seemed to hit it off rather well, that is until the subject of the sheriff and the open position came up.

He said, he would be in search of a new sheriff to fill her father’s shoes, difficult as he thought that might be. That garnered a smile out of her. Then she shocked him nearly out of his boots, when she asked if he would consider her filling the position, and becoming sheriff at least to continue in her father’s job, until a new sheriff could be voted in? He was shocked to his core, at the thought of a woman sheriff, who would ever think of such a thing. How could she possibly hope to compete against men physically, her being a petite woman at five-foot five inches tall, and probably weighing one hundred pounds or so, if she were soaking wet. He almost chuckled at the absurdity of it, until he saw the seriousness in her eyes.

“The men in this town may be bigger and physically stronger than I am perhaps, but I guarantee you, there’s not a man in this town can outshoot me or draw quicker, than I can.” 

The mayor was genuinely taken aback with her self-confidence. The fact that she could handle the job of being the sheriff, sounded incredulous to him. She could see by the look on his face, that he had his doubts, so she said, “excuse me, I’ll be right back,” then she left the room. He got up and poured them each more coffee, not knowing what to expect from her. When she returned, she was wearing her father’s gun belt and it was tied down, looking like she really meant business.

The mayor sat there with his mouth agape. He was surprised at seeing it fit her tiny waist. She read his mind and said, “my father made the belt to fit me, as you can clearly see. We spent many hours out in the desert together, practicing my shooting skills both for speed and accuracy. My father was sure there wasn’t a man alive, who could stand up to me in a duel. He even said, I was far better than him, he told me many times.” With that said, she pulled the Colt .45 from her holster with lightning speed. 

Jay was nearly bowled over witnessing her performance. He stuttered a few times, “yeah all well and good,” he said, “but what about hand-to-hand fighting, surely you could never compete in that respect.” 

“Father was a scrapper as you may or may not know, and he taught me well. I can out, maneuver a man and get the best of him before he realizes what’s even happened, want me to prove that to you?” 

Jay swallowed hard, “ah no, I believe I’ll take you at your word.”

EJ removed the gun belt and set it on the counter beside them. “With my father’s last breath, he asked me to find the man, that did this to him, and Jeb Bishop and I promised him I would.” 

“And?” the mayor paused. 

“So, I can hunt them down and fulfill my promise to my father legally as a lawman, in my case lawwoman,” she said with a chuckle “or I can run afoul of the law and take them out on my own terms. Dead or alive makes no difference to me one way or the other,” she said, rather matter of fact.

Mayor Whitcomb just shook his head, “you’re an amazing young woman, and I believe you can do exactly what you set your mind too doing,” he said. 

She smiled, “yes and I will.” 

With that, the mayor said, “okay then, I will appoint you, at least, temporarily to remain in the position of sheriff previously held by your father. I had come here today, to talk to you about being our new schoolteacher in a couple months, when the new school is ready.” 

“Well, let me do what I need to do first, then I’d be more than happy to settle into a teaching position.” ‘Yeah, if your still alive by then,’ he thought. “I hope you will be our school teacher, in the meantime good luck sheriff,” he said.

She was so overcome and excited, her grief of loss had abated momentarily, as she grabbed the mayor and gave him a gratifying hug and perhaps held him just a bit too long. He seemed to like it though and didn’t refrain. After that he bid her good day and left as he headed back to his office. He just hoped he’d made the right decision and Emma McLaughlin wouldn’t get hurt in the process?

Emma drew herself a nice warm bath and settled into the tub. It was still hard for her to grasp all that had happened in such a short period of time. First losing her dear departed mother, and now her father as well. The crux of it all, now she was left on her own. She was lucky, she had a place to live, the house was paid for and would be hers. Both parents had told her that some time ago.

After a relaxing bath, she felt some better, she went to the kitchen to brew a pot of tea to settle her queasy stomach. She sat there a while, sipping her hot tea and wondering what the reaction of the town was going to be after hearing she was going to be the sheriff? Imagine her a sheriff. It was ironic, all the men in her family were lawmen and now, she would fulfill that legacy, by becoming the would-be son and stranger yet, the law woman her father would have never expected to have.

After relaxing for a couple of hours, she put on her jeans and colorful shirt and pulled on her boots. She sat at the kitchen table and polished the tin star belonging to her father and was now hers. She stuck her father’s pocket watch in her jeans pocket. A sheriff should always know what time it was, she figured. She pinned her hair up as best she could, then tried-on her father’s Stetson, it did fit her rather well, especially with all her Auburn hair tucked up inside.

She strutted around the living room, glancing at herself a time or two in the big mirror in the hallway. She looked the part of a sheriff, now if she could perform as well, so her father would be proud of her? She would find out soon enough. One thing, she had nearly forgotten, the keys to the sheriff’s office. Then she remembered, when she and her father had gone on their rounds last night, they had expected to return and lock up the jail. ‘The jail must have been unlocked all night,’ she thought. She’d best go check now before someone made off with what was inside, rifles and the like.

The sheriff’s office was just a short jaunt up the boardwalk from their house. She’d saddle up the Bay later if need be, but for now, she’d just go on foot. She locked the house and headed up the boardwalk. She met a couple of passersby. As she walked down the boardwalk, they gave her a congenial smile and paid little attention to the badge pinned on her shirt. No matter, the less attention she drew to herself, the better. She knew, in the saloons she’d get noticed and in a big way. Women didn’t go into the saloons, not ever. Oh, well they’d just have to overlook it now, she would go in and out as she pleased. She had gotten a brief look at the three men who’d stormed out of the Gamblers Den last night, and she was pretty-certain, she would recognize them again if she saw them. That is, if they dared come back into town, after killing two men, and one being the sheriff.

She went into the sheriff’s office; it was unlocked just as she had expected it would be. She had been in there a million times before with her father. Luckily, the place appeared to have been untouched. It felt strange this time though, a little dread creeped over her as she looked around. The coffeepot her father had often used, sat empty on the potbellied stove now. She checked the back room, the three cells sat empty as well. She could feel her father’s presence, as she moved about the office. A voice kept telling her, that everything was going to be all right.

She knew, she couldn’t stay hidden in the office all day, she needed to get out and about and let folks in town know she was around, and they were still in capable hands. Pulling the Colt from her holster, she checked the cylinder, it had five rounds in it. One was purposely left empty, her father had told her that was a safety measure in the event the gun was dropped, the hammer wouldn’t be sitting on a live round causing the gun to accidently fire. He had taught her all the tricks of the trade, leaving nothing to chance. She was thankful now, that he’d taken the time to teach her. She hefted the gun in her right hand and felt the weight of it, then slipped it back into the holster.

It was high time; she went out and faced her new world. After a quick look in the mirror hanging near the stove, she pushed a wisp of Auburn curl off her forehead and back under her Stetson, then left the office, making sure to lock the door behind her. Several strangers, men and women alike, gave her a greeting or a simple nod, as she passed by them on the boardwalk. The late morning sun felt warm on her shoulders, that had carried extra weight this day. The Early Bird Café loomed dead ahead of her on her left, she wondered if perhaps, a cup of tea might settle her nervous stomach.
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She walked into the busy café and spotted an empty table, she was about to take a seat, when a voice called out to her. “Emma,” the voice said. She looked around, and saw three or four tables away sat Jay Whitcomb the mayor, along with Doc Kramer. They were obviously having a conversation over an early lunch. They motioned for her to come join them, she smiled and ambled over to their table and sat down. “I was going to come see you, but the mayor talked me into lunch first.” Kramer said.

Beatrice, the waitress, stopped by their table to hand her a menu. “No, just tea for me please,” she said. 

“Oh, my dear, you need more than tea to keep your strength up,” Doc Kramer said. At his urging, she ordered a bowl of soup and a cornbread muffin. Doc told her that her father would be laid to rest at ten o’clock tomorrow morning, following a brief graveside service at the church cemetery. EJ thanked him for letting her know. “How are you feeling?” he asked. 

“I’m fine a little tired, I suppose, but I’ll manage,” she replied.

The mayor ate his lunch quickly and excused himself, saying he had a meeting to attend and then he bid them both a good day. “If you need anything at all Sheriff, don’t hesitate to ask,” he said in leaving. It felt a bit strange, his calling her sheriff, rather than Emma or EJ, but she was sure, she’d get used to it. She and Doc Kramer made small talk, as they finished eating their meal. He assured her that her father’s death had come quickly, and he didn’t suffer. She was thankful, hearing that.

When Doc Kramer asked the waitress for the check, she told him the mayor had already taken care of it, on his way out. He and EJ left the café, then parted company once they were out on the boardwalk. She was aware that some of the folks did a double take, when they noticed her wearing a sheriff’s badge on her shirt, but nary a one saw to comment on it. She knew in a town the size of Fossil Creek, that word would circulate quickly, with her becoming the towns sheriff and whether they approved or not, made little difference to her.

After lunch, she continued to stroll along the boardwalk. She passed all three saloons in her travels, but didn’t bother to go in and introduce herself. Oh, that’s right, women weren’t allowed in the saloons anyway, but they’d find out differently, when she did her nightly rounds tonight. On her way back to the sheriff’s office, she stopped in the Thompson’s Mercantile. Ed Thompson the owner, greeted her warmly as she entered. He had known her for years, since her family had first moved to town. She bought some coffee, and a jar of hard candy and a couple of extra hand towels for the sheriff’s office.

As she was leaving the mercantile, a fella barged through the door and rudely bumped into her. He probably assumed she was a man, by the way she was dressed. “Excuse me sir, ‘er ma’am, ah Sheriff,” he stuttered, eyeing the badge pinned on chest. 

She smiled at him, “no problem,” she said, in a courteous feminine voice. The man smiled at her in return. The new sheriff could hear Ed Thompson, the store owner, chortle in the background, he had seen the man bump into her.

Once she was back in the sheriff’s office, she looked around and found a can of coffee in the file cabinet, but it was nearly empty, so she was glad she’d bought more coffee. She set the jar of candy on the corner of her desk. While searching for the coffee, she came across a stack of wanted posters her father had left in the bottom drawer of the desk. She sat down and leafed through them. None of the three men she was wanting desperately to find, appeared on any of the posters. She kind of wished they had, then perhaps she would have had a name or two to go with the faces.

She found something else in the desk, it was a framed picture of her and her mother. She was a few years younger in the photograph. A photographer had come to town, she remembered and had taken the picture of them, they gave it to her father that year for Christmas. She set the picture on the corner of the desk, opposite the jar of candy. ‘A woman’s touch,’ she thought. It did make the office seem a little more-homey.

She was getting a little bored just now, so one by one, she took the three rifles out of the rack behind her desk. After finding a rag and oil in the desk, she proceeded to clean the rifles. At least that kept her busy and took her mind off her mother and father, as much as it could. It was good her father had taught her how to take care of guns and rifles. No sooner had she finished the project, when there came a knock at the door. She opened the door, to find Gladys standing there, with a broad smile on her face. EJ invited her in. They sat at the desk and visited for a spell, about nothing really, just woman talk. She, really liked Gladys.

When Gladys finally left, EJ got to her feet and took the short walk home. The horses needed to be fed and watered, she’d almost forgotten about it, what with visiting and all. While at home, she made a little supper for herself. Just left overs, from what she and her father had the night before. Chicken and some biscuits and gravy. By the time the dishes had been cleaned up and she had checked on the horses one more time, it was nearly time for her to do the nightly rounds. The hot Arizona sun had slowly faded into the west and darkness was edging its way over the horizon.

The big clock on the boardwalk out front of the bank, read seven ten. It was beginning to get dark earlier now, the hot days of summer was on the wane. The businesses along main street had mostly all closed down for the night. Ed was taking a rack of brooms back inside off the boardwalk. For all intents and purposes, the mercantile was closed now as well. She began her slow walk up the boardwalk rattling doors as she went, checking to be sure they were locked for the night.

There were more than a dozen buildings, along with the café, bordering both sides of the main street. The livery, a big warehouse, and blacksmiths shop sat on a shorter street behind, which led out to the church and new schoolhouse, that was still under construction. Her heart longed for the day she could take this badge off and become a teacher in the new school.

She was nearing the end of the street where there was a wide corral. The three saloons stood nearly side by side, that is except for the Gamblers Den which was on the opposite side of the street facing the other two saloons. This was where her father had met his untimely demise last night. The noise level increased dramatically, as she approached the saloons. A honkytonk piano blared from the Brass Rail. The hitch rails out front of each establishment was lined with horses, all tied, waiting for their owners impending return.

She grasped the butt of her .45, yep it was still there ready to spew its lethal dose of lead if need be. She removed her hand from the gun to push through the batwing doors of the Brass Rail. A couple of cowpokes stood in the dim light ogling her lithe body and puffing on their hand rolled cigarettes, out front of the saloon. She nearly choked from the thick acrid smell of smoke, sweat and stale beer, that whiffed up her nose, as she entered the saloon.

She stepped up to the big mahogany bar that ran the length of one wall. The barkeep eyed her warily, as did probably two dozen sets of eyes. Even the piano drew to an abrupt silence. She wasn’t going to be intimidated by the bevy of men, who were now ogling her.

“Good evening gentlemen,” she said in a clear distinct tone of voice. “Don’t let me interrupt your drinking. I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m Emma Jane McLaughlin, some of you, already know me, as EJ. I’m Tom McLaughlin’s daughter and here to announce, I’m your new sheriff.” Then she turned to the barkeep whose name, she would learn was Ben Mathers and laid some money on the bar in front of him. “The next round of drinks for the bar are on me,” she said, in a loud tone of voice. Now there was a cacophony of raucous laughter, amid a few cat calls from the men. Needless to say, they all stepped forward to take her up on her offer.
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