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      Mac Forrester knew the saloon was no place for the redhead to grieve for the loss of Dove. He didn’t know how she was related to the much older man, but since there was nothing he could do for him, he asked a couple of the men to take Dove’s body to the undertaker, and then he scooped the redhead up in his arms and carried her down the street and into his office. A few seconds later he opened the door leading to his living quarters in the back, and carried her to his bed and laid her down. Normally he would just take her to Doc Z for help, but since the grieving girl had already tried to shoot the feisty Lucinda, Mac didn’t think it was a good idea. Besides, Doc Z was going to set Lucy’s backside on fire for setting foot inside the saloon, and he didn’t want to put the girl in the middle of what was sure to be a scene to be remembered!



      Mac poured some water into a clean glass and said, “Drink this, little lady, and try to calm down a bit. I’m real sorry for your loss,” he said with genuine compassion. He’d lost all of his family and he knew how it felt. She sipped the water, and while she was still crying, she had at least stopped sobbing.


      “Dove was special. I want to know why that bitch killed him!” She turned flaming green eyes on him. “I’ll get her for this!”


      “Now, little girl, you listen to me and you listen real good. Lucy didn’t hurt Dove. She’s the Doc’s wife, and she was trying to help.”


      “She helped him die!”


      “Talking like that is going to get you into some serious trouble,” Mac promised, his dark eyes serious. “Gracie went and fetched Lucy when he passed out cold and hit his head on the foot rail that goes around the bar.”


      “Dove wasn’t drunk!” she argued.


      “No one said he was. My guess is that Doc will be able to tell you what happened.”


      “Sure he will! He’ll lie to protect that bitch he’s married to!”


      “Now that tears it. Lucy isn’t a bitch, and I won’t let you call her that!” Mac reacted without thinking, flipping the redhead over on her tummy and bringing the flat of his hand down on the seat of her jeans!


      “Don’t you dare give me a lickin’!”


      “That is exactly what you need, girl!” Mac put some strength into the next spank and she hollered. “You got no business calling Lucy names when she was only trying to help Dove. She didn’t hurt him. And, you got no business pulling a gun on people, either!” The spanking continued until his hand was burning. “Are you ready to calm down now and listen to reason, little girl?”


      “You haven’t given me much choice!” she answered, her voice full of accusation.


      “What is your name?” Mac asked as he turned her over and sat her on her well-spanked posterior.


      “Emily.”


      “Emily…?” He felt his insides melt immediately. “That was my Ma’s name, too,” he said quietly.


      “I’m sure she’d be real proud of you right now, beating on a girl half your size when I didn’t do nothing wrong!”


      “I didn’t beat you, I warmed your backside, and Ma would have put soap in your mouth before she took a switch to you for using that word you called Lucy. Ma didn’t allow talk of that sort,” Mac said with a grin.


      “You don’t have no right to put a hand to me, no matter what I done.” Those eyes were flaying him alive.


      “Better me than Doc Z, and trust me, little girl, he will have your hide if you don’t settle down about Lucy.”


      “You’d let him beat on me?” she demanded furiously.


      “I don’t imagine he’s going to ask my permission, Emily.” He tried to soften his words with a smile. “How were you related to Dove?” he asked. He had to find out if she had any family he could wire.


      “We weren’t related, and before you get any funny ideas, he never treated me like that!”


      “Then how did you come to be with him?”


      “He was there when my Pa was killed two years ago. He got hit by a bullet meant for someone else, but that didn’t stop two of the men in that saloon from trying to take me. Dove followed them out of town, and when they stopped to try and force me, he shot them dead, and took me with him. He said someone had to keep me safe, and well, he did. Until today, and I should have been there with him.”

    


    
      “From the way Gracie tells it, Emily, there was nothing you could have done. One minute he was standing and fine, and in the next, he fell and died a few minutes later. I don’t think even Doc Z could have saved him.”

    


    
      “You aren’t even going to lock up that woman, are you?”


      “No, Emily, I’m not. Lucy was trying to help. If you weren’t so upset by grief right now, you would see that.”


      “You have an answer for everything, don’t you?” Emily demanded. She jumped to her feet and stomped toward the door. “Thanks for nothing, Sheriff Jerk!”


      “Emily, how old are you?” Mac Forrester asked suddenly.


      “Old enough to know I don’t have to answer you,” she said, wrenching the door open.


      “I’m going to let you leave, little girl, but you’d best stay clear of Lucy Z.”


      “Of course I will, Sheriff!” Emily gave an unladylike snort and two seconds later he heard the door to his office slam.


      Mac shook his head. Just when the town quieted down from Lucinda wanting to kill Doc Z for her brother’s death, he had the redheaded Emily thinking that Lucy killed Dove! He hated this job! Dealing with females was worse than dealing with bank robbers!


      ********************


      Emily didn’t have a lot of money, but she had to stay in town until she had Dove buried… and until she made that black-haired witch pay for killing him. She went to the hotel and slapped the bell hard.


      “Hold your horses!” she heard a man say. “I got a right to take a break!”


      “I want a room,” Emily said forcefully.


      “You that female that pulled a gun on Mrs. Z?” the man asked. “If you are, then you can’t stay here. I don’t want no trouble no how.”


      “Give her a room, Bucky,” Mac said from the doorway, and then he walked inside the hotel lobby to approach the desk. “She needs a place to stay until we bury Dove.”


      “If you say so, Sheriff.”


      “I say so. Put her in Room Six,” he added when he saw Bucky reach for another key.” The man looked at him, then at Emily. “Stop thinking that way, Bucky, before I bust your nose. Emily will be safer in Six and you know it.”


      “Sure, Sheriff.”


      “I can take care of myself!” the redhead announced.


      “Room Six is at the top of the stairs. If you have any problems, Bucky will be able to hear you calling for help. Keep your door locked, and that shouldn’t happen.”


      “I’ve got enough sense to lock my door, Sheriff. Why don’t you go and arrest someone if you have so much time on your hands?”


      “Someday someone is going to teach you some manners, Miss Emily.” Mac took off his hat and put it back on his head, tipping it over his eyes. “When I hear something from Doc about releasing Dove’s body, I’ll let you know.”


      Emily watched him walk out of the hotel, and then she grabbed the key from Bucky’s hand. Without a word, she went upstairs and unlocked the door to her room. She walked inside and after taking a look, she locked the door behind her, and then walked to the window and slammed it shut and locked it, and then she pulled the blind all the way down. Only then did she remove her gun belt, and then throw herself on the bed and cry as if her heart were breaking in two… for it truly was.


      ********************


      “Doc, did you take a look at Dove?” Mac asked when his friend opened the door to the jail and walked inside.


      “I did,” Henry answered. “He died of natural causes, and there wasn’t anything I could have done for him if I’d been in town. It appears as though he had a massive stroke.”


      “Would you mind coming over to the hotel with me and telling that to Miss Emily?”


      “Is she the redhead who pulled a gun on Lucy?” Henry asked with a flash of his own redheaded temper.


      “Yes. She’s pretty upset, and she’s all alone in the world. She won’t give me an answer on how old she is, either, and I’m not sure she is old enough to be on her own.”


      “Let’s go and get this over with. I want to get back home to Lucy.”


      “I hope you wasn’t too hard on her, Doc. She was only trying to help.”


      “I know that, Mac, but I also know that she shouldn’t have set foot inside that saloon. It isn’t safe for her to do that. What if you wouldn’t have come running?”


      “Lucy isn’t Marilynn, Henry. You can’t expect her to sit and twiddle her thumbs all day long just to keep from putting herself in harm’s way.”


      “I know, Mac. But, I can’t bear the thought of losing her the way I did Mari. I’ve got to keep her safe.”


      “Lucy is pretty special.” Mac knew he’d said enough.


      “She is.” Henry smiled as they walked into the hotel lobby.


      “Bucky, is Miss Emily in her room?”


      “I ain’t seen her since she checked in, Sheriff.”


      Mac nodded, then headed upstairs with Henry in tow. He knocked on the door of Room Six. “Miss Emily, it’s Sheriff Mac Forrester and Doc Z.”


      Emily called out, “Just a minute.” She splashed some water on her face and then dried herself with a towel before walking over to unlock and open the door. “Yes?”


      “May we come in?” Mac asked politely.


      Emily stood aside and let them into the room. Mac crossed the room and lit the lamp since the room was growing dark. It was immediately obvious to him why she had the light off; she’d been crying and her eyes were swollen. At that moment he wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and offer comfort.


      “What do you want?” she asked quietly, and was immediately aware her voice was hoarse from all the crying she’d done.


      “Miss…?” Henry addressed her.


      “My name is Emily. I don’t use a last name,” she stated, and then asked rudely, “You’re married to that evil bitch, aren’t you?”


      “Lucy is not an evil bitch, Miss, and unless you want your mouth washed out with soap, you will never refer to my wife in that manner again!”


      Emily shrank from the obvious anger in the icy cold blue eyes. She looked at the Sheriff, and he shook his head in warning.


      “Emily, you need to listen to Doc Z. He’s here to tell you what happened to Dove.”


      “I’m listening,” she said sharply.


      “I know how hard it is to lose someone you love, Miss Emily,” Henry tried to be compassionate. “Dove died of natural causes.”


      “But he was fine!” she argued.


      “I know. What happened is that he had a blood clot, and it traveled to his brain, causing a severe stroke. There was nothing I could have done even if I had been standing beside him having a beer.”


      “How do I know you are telling me the truth?”


      “Has Dove had problems with his vision lately? With keeping his balance? Did you notice that he seemed to have problems speaking clearly at times, or in understanding what was being said to him? Even some numbness in his arm or leg…?” When her green eyes widened and then filled with tears, he nodded. “I’m so sorry, Miss Emily. Even if you’d brought him to me a few days ago, I doubt I could have prevented this from happening.”


      Emily started crying again, almost hysterically, and this time Mac did take her in his arms. “Doc Z, can you give her something?” he asked.


      “Yes,” Henry answered, and quickly prepared an injection and administered it. It only took a few seconds for the medication to work. “I need to take her over to my place so I can keep an eye on her throughout the night.” Just that quickly, Mac swept the little redhead up into his arms and carried her out of the room, Henry following him and locking the door.


      “Bucky, we’re taking Miss Emily over to Doc’s place for the night. She has her belongings in her room, so don’t rent it out to someone else.”


      “I wouldn’t do that, Sheriff!” The man sputtered indignantly.


      “Lucy!” Henry called when he walked in the door.


      “Yes, Henry,” Lucy replied, coming to the infirmary to offer help. She immediately spotted the redhead and could see that she was very upset.


      “I sedated Emily. Would you help me get her into bed?” he asked. Mac laid Emily on a cot and then stood there helplessly. “Mac, you need to step out of here.”


      “Ohhh! Okay…” He actually blushed and couldn’t miss the look of humor that passed between Lucy and Henry. “I haven’t forgotten that you kicked me, young lady,” he growled.


      “I apologize for that, Mac. You dumped beer on me and it made me furious!” She got a whiff of Emily and then looked at the Sheriff accusingly. “This poor woman still smells like beer!”


      “It got the two of you to stop trying to pull out each other’s hair!”


      “Mac, you don’t pour beer on two ladies!” Henry scolded, and then spoiled it by adding, “You should have used milk.”


      “Ahhh! Henry! Be serious!” Lucy scolded. “Mac, out of here, now!” Once he was clear of the room, she undressed the other woman and put a clean nightdress on her. “We’ll wash her hair and give her a bath tomorrow.”


      “Dove had a stroke, Lucy. I imagine that Emily is blaming herself for not realizing what was happening and getting help for him, but there was nothing I could have done to save him.”


      “That makes me feel a little better,” she confessed. “I always feel so bad when I don’t know what to do to help.”


      “You always try, and I am proud of you for that.” He kissed her and then said, “You best see if Mac has eaten and feed him if he hasn’t. He feels about the same as I did when I first met you.”


      “You spanked me!” Lucy reminded him.


      “And Mac put a hand to Emily,” he said with a grin.


      “He did?”


      “The lady called you a name and Mac didn’t like it. Now go and offer him some supper, wife,” he leaned down and kissed the tip of her nose.


      ********************


      Emily slowly opened her eyes and her memory came flooding back. Dove was dead! “Oh no!” she whimpered.


      “I know it hurts right now, Miss Emily, but in time you will feel better,” Henry told her with a smile. “Are you hungry?”


      “No.”


      “Well, will you at least try to eat something? Lucy is a good cook, I promise you that.”


      “Why would she want to cook for me?” Emily demanded caustically.


      “Because Lucy is a very nice lady.”


      “Henry, Gibbs just came to the kitchen door. Lorene is in labor. You need to go now. He didn’t want to wake you, so she’s been at this since last night…”


      “Oh for Pete’s sake!” Henry grabbed his bag and took off running, leaving the two women alone and hoping for the best.


      “We weren’t properly introduced yesterday,” Lucy said. “I’m Lucinda Zabarski, but most folks either call me Lucy or Mrs. Z.”


      “I’m Emily.”


      “Emily, I am truly sorry about Dove. I know how much it hurts to lose someone you love so much. I lost my brother a few months ago, and I came out here from Boston with every intention of killing Henry. I thought he was responsible for Philip’s death. I was truly awful to him.”


      “But you didn’t kill him?” Emily was curious in spite of herself.


      “No, I wanted him to suffer first,” she said quietly, and then told Emily of the things she did, watching the other woman’s eyes widen in shocked disbelief. “That is my long-winded way of telling you I understand how you felt yesterday.”


      “I am sorry, Lucy,” Emily made her say the words that the other woman deserved to hear.


      “I know you are, and you are forgiven. Would you like to eat first? Or have a bath and wash your hair first? You smell like beer, thanks to Mac Forrester!”


      “I would love a bath,” Emily replied truthfully.


      “I thought you might, and I have water heating for the tub. Come along. I’ll loan you something clean to wear.”


      ********************


      Mac wasn’t too happy that he had to deal with a fight between two store owners first thing that morning. Both men wanted to sit out merchandise in the space between the two storefronts, and neither was willing to budge an inch. Mac finally decided to close both stores and lock the two men up for the day, thus bringing an end to the dispute. Both agreed not to use the space, and instead decided to keep their doors open for the day. It was nearly ten o’clock by the time Mac was able to go and check on Emily.


      He ran up the steps and went on inside. Doc Z didn’t come out to meet him right away, and he frowned. He opened the treatment room door and called out, “Doc Z?”


      “He isn’t here, Mac,” Lucy said as she came running. “Is someone hurt?”


      “No. I wanted to check on Emily,” he growled. “I guess she’s left by now?”


      “Actually, she is finishing breakfast. Have you eaten yet?”


      “Yes, but I could use some coffee.” Mac followed her through the infirmary and into the living area of the upstairs. He couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw Emily. “Good morning, Miss Emily. You sure look pretty this morning.”


      “Thank you, Sheriff,” Emily replied, blushing. It had been a long time she donned a dress and left her hair down and curly. She actually felt pretty and would have enjoyed the sensation if she could have shared it with Dove.


      “Are you feeling some better today?” he asked, taking a seat at the table.


      “Not really. Dove and I have been together for a long time, and I don’t know what I am going to do now that he is gone.”


      “You don’t have any other family at all we could send a wire to and ask them for help?”


      “No.”


      Mac realized the girl was lying and he didn’t like it one little bit.


      “You said your Pa was dead, but you didn’t talk about your Ma, or any brothers and sisters…”


      “No family, Sheriff, and I wish you’d stop prying into my personal business.”


      “I’m just doing my job, Miss Emily,” he insisted as he accepted a cup of coffee from Lucy. “Thanks, Lucy,” he said with a smile for the brunette.


      “I think you need to stop asking so many questions, Mac,” Lucy told him firmly. “Emily is grieving right now and she doesn’t need you trying to boss her around.”


      “Lucy, Doc Z must be losing his touch if you can be so sassy today. Do I need to tell him he needs to cut a switch?”


      “You’d just better not!” Emily jumped to her feet to yell at him.


      “Hey now, what is going on in here?” Henry asked as he joined them.


      “He is being mean to Lucy!” Emily pointed her finger at Mac. “Make him leave!”


      “Lucy?” Henry was not pleased.


      “Never mind, Doc Z. Lucy is right. Emily is too upset right now to be questioned.” He got to his feet. “Well, did the new arrival at the Gibbs household cause a stir?”


      “He sure did,” Henry grinned. “Gibbs is dancing and Lorene is happy, too. Poor kid is going to have five older sisters bossing him around all of his life.”


      “You know as well as I do that Gibbs loves all those little girls of his, and he’d love this baby, too, no matter what.”


      “I know that, and so does Lorene,” Henry agreed. He then looked at Emily and said quietly, “The undertaker has Dove all ready to be buried, Emily. He would like to have a small graveside service for him at two o’clock today. The Reverend has agreed to come.”


      Emily felt tears sting her eyes. No one but her would grieve for Dove and it made her very sad. “Two o’clock will be fine.”


      “I have another dress that is more suitable that you can use, Emily, and, I will go with you.”


      “Unless I have an emergency, I’ll be there, too,” Henry added.


      “I’ll be there, too.” Mac tried again. “Is there anyone who needs to be notified of Dove’s death?”


      “No,” Emily whispered. “I think I will go back to the hotel now. I need to be alone.”


      Mac offered to walk her back, and took her up to her room. Emily quietly shut the door in his face. He decided to respect her privacy, and went back to his office to work on the paper work that never seemed to get done. At one thirty, he started across the street to the hotel to escort Emily to the service, but found Doc Z sitting in the lobby. “Lucy is upstairs helping Emily get dressed. She’s been crying again. If she doesn’t calm down, I’ll have to sedate her again.”


      “I don’t like the idea of her being alone, Doc Z.”


      “You don’t have much say in the matter, Mac. She could very well be of age.”


      “She has no one to look out for her, Henry. I can’t just turn my back on that.”


      “You’ve got it bad, my friend.”


      The women came downstairs then, and Mac offered Emily his arm. He half expected her to refuse, but it was soon obvious she needed someone to lean on. The service did not take long. The minister offered prayers, and when he asked if anyone would like to speak, Emily stepped forward and recited a poem she had obviously written for Dove. It was a sad little ceremony and Mac held Emily’s hand tightly as he offered her strength and comfort.


      “What are your plans now, Emily?” Henry dared to ask when they arrived back at the hotel.


      “I need to find a job,” she answered. “What is there to do in this town?”


      “Not much of anything,” Lucy replied in disgust. “You’ll almost have to create a job for yourself, Emily. The men around this town won’t give a mere woman a chance! What sort of things can you do? Sew, perhaps? Cook? Take care of children?”


      “I can use my gun!” Emily answered.


      “You’d better not think of trying to get a job using your gun!” Mac was instantly furious.


      “Sheriff, what I do is none of your business unless I break the law in some way!” she retorted.


      Mac started to say something, but Henry chuckled and just shook his head. Mac threw up his hands in disgust and left the hotel.


      Later that night as he was making his rounds, he heard running footsteps and then shots rang out, spraying the ground all around him. He drew his gun to fire, but another shot rang out, and Frank Bedloe fell from a doorway and onto the sidewalk. Mac turned to see who fired the shot that saved his life and was stunned to see Emily standing there with her Colt in her hand.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two



      


      “Mac!” Doc Z called out as he came running. “I heard the shots; are you all right?” Henry looked his friend over for any obvious signs of injury, and seeing none, he looked around until he saw the body lying on the sidewalk. He hurried over and knelt beside the man and searched for a pulse. “It’s Frank Bedloe, and he’s dead. Shot clean through the heart, Mac.” Henry looked at the Sheriff and followed his gaze to the redhead standing in the shadows. Emily was staring right back at Mac and if not for the fact he was kneeling beside a dead man, Henry would have smiled. He doubted that Mac even knew he was there.



      “Emily,” Mac called out and opened his arms. Emily came running toward him and he hugged her close. “Emily, you saved my life!” Mac whispered, his voice raw. “Are you hurt?”


      “No. He was going to shoot you in the back, Mac!” she cried out. “I couldn’t let him do that. I just drew and fired. I had to!” she explained.


      “Oh honey, you shouldn’t have risked your own life like that. Bedloe would have killed you for shooting at him if you’d missed! He was a bad one!” He held her so tight, picturing her injured, and that gave him a terrible fright. “You make me crazy and all mixed up, Emily.”


      “You barely know me!” she scoffed.


      “What are you doing on the street at this time of night, young lady?” Mac asked in a scolding tone of voice, his whole demeanor suddenly changing.


      “Whatever I want to do,” she replied, stepping away from him. “If I hadn’t been out here you would be dead, and best you remember that, Sheriff!” She turned on her booted heel and stomped away.


      Mac followed. “Don’t you walk away when I am talking to you, little girl, or I’ll turn you over my knee again.”


      “You got no right to do that, and if I don’t want to talk to you, then I don’t have to!”


      “Damn fool girl!” Mac whispered. He saw Henry was there and said, “Doc, Emily just shot Frank Bedloe and saved my life. He is dead?”


      “Yes,” Henry was aware that Mac had only just noticed him. “You go on after Emily and get her off the street before she finds more trouble. It appears she is just as difficult as my Lucy,” Henry commented with a grin.


      “I’m going to set her tail on fire,” Mac promised, and then set off after the impossible redhead, anxious to keep her safe and throttle her at the same time.


      Mac missed the chuckle that escaped Doc Z, who was enjoying watching his friend go through the same type of hell he’d endured when Lucinda came to town for the express purpose of killing him. Henry paddled Lucy on the stagecoach before they reached town, and it seemed he was spanking her every other moment until she finally realized he had not killed her brother. Now that was all in the past; Lucy was his wife and he loved her dearly. It was time that Mac met his match, and from the looks of it, the little redhead was putting him through the wringer, just as Lucy did with him. Henry’s money was on Mac, however, and hoped they would soon be in touch to tell him and Lucy that they were going to be married. Mac deserved happiness.


      Mac raced after Emily, wondering where she was going in such a hurry. She wasn’t running, but by the time he caught up with her she was at the cemetery. Emily knelt beside Dove’s freshly covered grave. Mac came up behind her and took off his hat out of respect for the man who was clearly loved by the young woman.


      “He was so good to me, Mac,” Emily whispered softly. “I keep thinking I will wake up and learn this was all just a bad dream.” She was quiet for a few moments, and then she said, “When Doc Z asked me all those questions about Dove I realized that he’d been leading up to this for a long time. Neither of us had any idea that he was ill; if I’d known, I would have brought him in to town and to a doctor sooner. I feel like I let Dove down; I should have known that something was wrong! After the way he took care of me for three years, I should have been there for him.” She started crying then, and Mac pulled her to his feet and into his strong arms.


      “Now you listen to me, young lady, things happen the way they do for a reason. You heard Doc Z say that there was nothing at all he could have done to save Dove if he’d been standing right beside him. You stop blaming yourself right now. I don’t imagine Dove would like that at all, now would he?”


      “No, he sure wouldn’t,” she tearfully admitted. “He would look at me, shake his finger, and say, ‘Girl, don’t you be ridiculous!’ Dove was good to me, Mac, and he never asked anything in return. I know what dirty-minded folks thought, but that wasn’t true. Dove wasn’t like that with me. He protected me from them that would of done wrong by me. He said I was a lady, even if I wear britches and tote a gun.”


      “Dove was right,” Mac stated with conviction.


      “Being a lady doesn’t fill the belly,” she stated matter-of-factly. “I need a job. Lucy says there is nothing in town for a female… except the saloons.”


      “And you are not setting foot in those places,” Mac told her flatly. “If I catch you in there, I’ll tan your hide for you.”


      “Then what the hell am I supposed to do? You want to sign me on as your deputy?” she asked hopefully. “I can shoot as well as you do, if not better.”


      “There is more to being a lawman than being able to handle a gun. And, you aren’t built for the job,” he added matter-of-factly.


      “What do you mean?” her green eyes narrowed angrily.


      “Part of dealing with men is treating them with respect as far as you can. You aren’t big enough to do that, Emily. You couldn’t break up a fight without pulling your gun, and when you do that, someone is liable to get hurt.”


      “Okay. I get it.” There was only one job she could do, and she was pretty certain that Mac Forrester would not approve. “I’ll be leaving town in the morning, Sheriff. Thank you kindly for your help in seeing Dove buried.”


      “Where do you plan to go, Emily?” Mac felt as though she’d sucker punched him in the gut.


      “Not sure yet.”


      “Emily, I don’t want you to ride out,” he admitted. “It’s a common enough experience, Sheriff. I have to earn a living somehow, and there is nothing available for me here. I got no choice but to leave town. I might be back someday, maybe even sooner than you expect me.” She gave him a smile and then headed back toward the hotel.


      Mac followed her, tempted to stop her and shake her. He also wanted to spank her for running away from him earlier, but he did neither. He was too busy trying to think of a fool proof plan to stop her from leaving town in the morning. Even though he lay away all night, thinking, he couldn’t come up with one single way to prevent her from leaving… except marrying her, and he was pretty damn sure she would say ‘no’ if he asked, and he just wasn’t sure he was ready to do that!


      So, Sheriff Mac Forrester watched glumly as the girl he knew only as Emily rode out of town without so much as looking back.


      ********************


      “You are even more of a pain in the butt than normal, Mac Forrester!” Lucy Zabarski told him without preamble. “Look at you! You haven’t shaved in at least two weeks! You stink, too! You are drinking too much, and you are ignoring your sworn duty to this town.”


      “Why don’t you just speak your mind, Lucy?” Mac drawled slowly.


      “Very well, I will!” Lucy’s temper was at its best. “You have been acting like a fool ever since Emily left town. You are mooning over her, which is utterly ridiculous. If you care so much for her, then you need to go and find her and bring her back with a ring on her finger.”


      “Butt out, Lucy.”


      “The hell I will butt out, Mac Forrester! You are making everyone crazy with your ‘feel-sorry-for-me’ attitude! You are rude, insulting, and derelict in your duty. Now, either you pull yourself together or I am going to sock you in the nose!” she threatened.


      The door to the jail opened and Doc Z walked inside, a smile on his face that did not quite meet his eyes. “I thought I might find you here, Mrs. Zabarski.” His blue eyes warned Lucy that she was in trouble. “Did I not tell you to mind your own business?”


      “This is my business, Henry, and don’t you dare tell me it isn’t!”


      “Lucy, we discussed this… several times… and you can just take yourself home and prepare yourself for a good spanking.”


      Lucy looked at him in dismay, knowing full well her tall husband was very serious. “Henry, look at him!” she insisted.


      “Lucy, unless you want me to embarrass you by taking you over my knee right here and now, you will get a move on your bustle.”


      Lucy stomped her foot in outrage, but she quickly headed for the door to the Sheriff’s office, opened it and stepped through, and then slammed the door so hard that the glass shattered into a million pieces.


      “I knew that was gonna happen someday,” Mac looked at the broken glass lying all over the floor without a bit of concern. “You owe the town for a window, Doc Z.”


      “When are you going to snap out of this, Mac?” Henry demanded, taking up where Lucy left off.


      “What can I do?”


      “For one thing, you can take a bath and shave and get a haircut. The second thing you can do is send out some telegrams and see if anyone knows where Emily is at, and then you go after her and bring her home.”


      “And if she doesn’t want to come?”


      “You’ll think of something, Mac. Get cleaned up and come over for supper. I’m sure Lucy will be ready to apologize by then.”


      “She’s a holy terror, Henry,” Mac said with feeling.


      “She certainly is… and so is your Emily,” he added with a wicked grin.


      ********************


      “I thought I told you to prepare yourself for a good spanking, Mrs. Zabarski?” Henry said with a frown when he saw his wife putting food in a pan on the stove.


      “I do not think I deserve a spanking!” she announced primly.


      “Lucy, you never think you deserve a spanking,” he stated. “But, you are going to get one, and you’ve made it much worse by not doing as you were told.” He sat the pan off the stove, took her arm, and then pulled her into their bedroom. It did not take him long to take a seat on the bed and drag her down over his left thigh. His hand smacked against her skirt in the next second.


      Lucy yelped at the pain and tried valiantly to wriggle free, but Henry was just too strong for her to make her escape. She kicked her legs scissor fashion, but all that earned her was two more hard smacks on her upper thighs! “Owwwww! Not there, Henry!” she wailed.


      “Then pull up your skirts, wife, and take down your drawers so I have a bare bottom to spank.”


      “I hate it when you make me do that!” she complained. His answer was to spank again… hard… on her sit spots. “Owwwww!” She knew the only way to gentle the spanks was to cooperate, as difficult as that was for her to do. She eased her skirts up to her waist, but lying down made it nearly impossible for her to tug down her drawers. “I can’t pull down my drawers like this, Henry,” she whispered in embarrassment.


      “Untie them,” he ordered sternly, and she jumped at the impatience in his voice. He wanted to smile, but he didn’t. Lucy needed to learn to control her temper and to obey him when he told her not to do something. He felt her hand between them, and the waist of her drawers was suddenly loose. He pulled the garment down past her knees and looked at her creamy white bottom. “Now we’ll see if I can’t make you regret your behavior.” He started spanking then and was amazed at how quickly his wife’s cheeks turned pink.


      “Henry, that is enough!” Lucy declared. “Please stop!”


      “Stop? I’ve barely started, Lucinda. You disobeyed me and tore a strip off of Mac after I warned you not to.”


      “He needed a talking to,” she argued.


      “It wasn’t your place to take the man to task,” he pointed out, continuing to spank her pretty bottom.


      “Someone needed to do so.”


      “Lucy, that someone did not need to be you,” Henry insisted, spanking harder. He made sure to include her tender sit spots and she squealed and kicked in response. Her skin was turning a bright shade of red and was starting to feel hot to the touch. It wouldn’t be long now before she was saying ‘sorry’ and meaning it.


      Lucinda was nearly in tears, and she hated having to say she was sorry, but the spanking was never going to stop until she apologized for disobeying her husband. He was a strict man, but she knew he loved her. “I’m sorry, Henry! I’m sorry!” she finally burst into tears of remorse.


      “You are going to apologize to Mac when he comes for supper tonight, hear me?”


      “Yes! Yes, I will! Oh, please stop now! I’m so sore already!”


      Henry did stop, but only to say, “You may stand up now and lie over the mattress, Lucy. There is the little matter of slamming the door at the jail and breaking the window to atone for, and the fact that you defied me and did not come in here and bare yourself for a spanking like you were told to do. When I tell you to prepare yourself for a spanking, you are to obey me.”


      “I will the next time,” Lucy fervently promised. “Please don’t spank me anymore, Henry. I hurt too much already!”


      “You know that when you earn extras they are always given, Lucy. Now obey me, or I’ll double what you have already earned.” The look on her face made him wish he could take her in his arms and reassure her, but he knew that Lucy needed for him to be firm. It was one way that he expressed his love for her, and after her loveless childhood, she needed loving discipline as much as she needed to be held and kissed. She needed security.


      Lucy really did not wish to obey Henry, but she knew from past experiences that he wasn’t merely making an idle threat. He would double the punishment he already had in mind. She got into position, making sure her bottom was bared, and then closed her eyes as she listened to the unmistakable sound of Henry sliding his leather belt through the loops on his pants. She braced herself for the first painful snap of the belt on her bottom, but, as usual, Henry waited until she relaxed the muscles in her buttocks before he took the first swing. She cried out in pain as she felt the first welt rise on her delicate skin. On top of the spanking she already had, the belt was extremely painful. Another lick landed on her sit spot and she started crying in earnest. It hurt!


      Henry started scolding, pausing for her to answer him. The belt landed a total of ten times for the window and fifteen more times for her disobedience and defiance. Lucy’s bottom was welted and on fire by the time he finished the punishment, and she was sobbing from the pain. He dropped the belt on the bed beside her, and then sat down to offer comfort. He gently rubbed and caressed her back, but when she tried to reach back to soothe the sting from her bottom, he grabbed her hands and held them at her waist. He gave her ten more spanks with his hand, and then asked, “Do you think you can control your urge to rub now, Mrs. Zabarski? You will wear this spanking until it eases itself naturally.”


      “It hurts so much, Henry! I can’t stand it!” she wailed. If she expected sympathy, she received none. In fact, Henry reminded her that her spending money for the next few weeks was all going toward repairing the window she broke in a fit of temper. Lucy didn’t like that punishment, either, but there was simply nothing she could do. She did break the darn window!


      Henry told her she was forgiven, and when he was confident she would leave her reddened posterior alone, he pulled her up and onto his lap and hugged her tightly. “I love you, Lucy, even when you are an impossible minx.”


      “Truly?” she asked.


      “Truly,” he stated firmly.


      “My intentions were good,” she finally told him. “But you know Mac, and you know how easily he sets off my temper… I shouldn’t have gone to see him, Henry. I should have realized I would get angry and say terrible things.”


      “Mac will survive, honey. I would appreciate it, however, if you apologized to him tonight. For me, if for no other reason.”


      “I would do anything for you, my darling,” Lucy answered, kissing him passionately.


      Henry returned her kiss, and then stood her on her feet. “None of that until at least bedtime, Mrs. Z. I shouldn’t reward you then, but if you behave yourself tonight, I just might make an exception,” he said teasingly, giving her another toe-curling kiss.


      Mac showed up on time, freshly bathed and shaven, and he’d had his hair cut, too! The change was remarkable considering how he’d looked and smelled earlier. Lucy wanted so badly to comment, but she swallowed all of the sarcastic comments she could have made and was the perfect hostess. She knew for a fact that Henry wouldn’t hesitate to take her from the kitchen and into their bedroom and pepper her sore backside all over again if she was rude in any way to their guest. Lucy did not want another spanking!


      “So, you heard from the Sheriff in Twin Creeks?” Henry asked as he looked at Mac in surprise.


      “He said that Emily was there, all right. He promised to keep her there for me, too. I’m riding out after supper, and I’m going to do my best to convince Emily she needs to come back with me. I can’t believe it’s possible to fall in love so fast, but I did. I needed the lecture from the two of you to remind me that I’m not helpless. I need to make my feelings clear to the girl and see if she feels the same about me.” He looked at Henry, then at Lucinda, daring either of them to make fun of him.


      “It was that way for us, Mac,” Lucy said gently. “I didn’t want to love Henry because I thought he killed Philip, but the attraction was so strong. And then, I was afraid he was only trying to protect me… It took a while for our real feelings for each other to surface, and, Mac, I do not regret marrying Henry so quickly. It might take you a while to convince Emily, but I saw the way she looked at you… She’ll come around.”


      “I agree with Lucy, Mac. You need to tell Emily how you feel, and bring her home with you.”


      Mac smiled. “Thanks for being good friends.” He even included the impossible Lucy in his smile and was pleased when she didn’t take any more jabs at him while they ate.


      ********************


      “Sheriff, you got no right to hold me here!” Emily fumed at the man.


      “Girl, you stop your complaining or so help me I’m gonna forget I’m a peaceable man and tan your hide!” the elderly Sheriff promised, his mustache wobbling with indignation.


      “As if I would allow you to do that!” Emily said with a snort.


      “I had me three wives and six daughters and seven sons, and I tanned every last one of them when they got on my short nerve. Now, if you think I can’t still handle a little bitty gal like you, just open that sassy mouth of yours again in the next hour. I want me some quiet to take a nap!”


      Emily sat down on her bunk, and then flipped around so that her face was buried in the pillow. All the cantankerous old man had said when he slipped up behind her and quick as a snake took her gun from her holster was that he’d had a telegram telling her she was wanted and asking him to hold her until this other lawman arrived. Emily hadn’t broken any laws, and it irked her to be tossed in a cell next to the wanted man she’d brought in for the bounty. She’d argued with the Sheriff that she wouldn’t be going anywhere until she received the reward money, but he said he wasn’t taking any chances and hauled her to jail and locked her up! It was downright insulting!


      The Sheriff woke up about an hour later, looked at his prisoners, and then left the jail, locking the door behind him so no one could get inside.


      “I’m goin’ to bust out of here and take you with me, bitch, and you’re gonna pay for bringin’ me in!” the man in the next jail cell threatened her.


      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Emily wasn’t concerned. “You try breaking out of here and that Sheriff is going to put a bullet between your eyes, which is what I should have done when I found you.”


      He kept on cursing her and telling her all the disgusting things he intended to do to her later while she just maintained silence and ignored him. Dove always said that it did more good to ignore a blowhard than to give them the time of day, and she knew he was right.


      The Sheriff finally returned, carrying a tray of food that smelled delicious. He pulled out his gun, picked up a plate and approached the cell the man was in. “Get your ass back against the wall if you want to eat.” Once the prisoner complied, the elderly Sheriff unlocked the door and sat the prisoner’s food inside the door on the floor. He relocked the door and then went to get Emily’s plate. “You too, gal. I won’t take chances just because you’re a little gal.” Emily did as she was told since she was starving and the food smelled good.


      “Hey, old man! How’s come she got fried chicken and I got beans?” the angry man demanded.


      “Cause you’re guilty of something, and this little gal is innocent until I know otherwise,” the Sheriff replied. “Now eat your supper or do without. Makes no difference to me.” He kept an eye on his prisoners, and when they were finished eating, he took their dishes and utensils out of the cells.


      “I don’t normally have female prisoners, so my girl is coming by to give you some privacy before I turn off the lights for the night. I want your word you won’t give her no trouble.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three



      


      Sheriff Mac Forrester rode into Twin Creeks a couple of days after he received the telegram from the Sheriff there telling him that Emily was in his town. He took the time to register at the one and only hotel, and he bathed and shaved and donned clean clothes. He wanted to look his very best when he went to see Emily. With her temper she was sure to be angry with him, and he was going to have to settle her down before he could talk her into marrying him.



      Mac was nervous as he opened the door to the Sheriff's office. Sheriff Dan Stanton got to his feet and said, "About time you got here, Mac!"


      "I got away as soon as I could, Dan," Mac replied, looking down at the elderly man who was made of pure grit. "Where is Emily?" he asked, looking at the jail cells and seeing only one man. He recognized him immediately from the wanted posters in his own office. "You got Zane Crabtree, Dan!" he exclaimed, the awe in his voice genuine.


      "Nope, 'tweren't me, son. It was that gal you had me lock up."


      "What?" Mac's shock was evident.


      "She done caught him and brought him in. I got her reward right here; but we was waitin' for you to come and see if she was the gal you're lookin' for. I can't figure her for a bad one, though."


      "She's not bad, Dan."


      "You said she's wanted." The other Sheriff looked at him suspiciously.


      "She is wanted… by me."


      "Boy, you ain't makin' no sense a'tall."


      "I'm in love with her, Dan, and I want to marry her… if she'll have me." He explained the situation, and then said, "I had no idea she was looking for bounties!"


      "She needs a good tanning," Dan stated with conviction.


      "She's going to get one to remember, if I can find her, that is," he amended. "Where is she, Dan?" he asked.


      "My girl took her home so she could bathe and get some clean clothes. You cain't treat female prisoners like men. Emily give her word not to give my girl trouble, and since Eva Jo outweighs her by a hundred pounds, I figured she could handle her if need be."


      "Where does Eva Jo live and I'll go and get Emily from her. I'd just as soon not have to take her from a jail cell," he admitted with a sheepish grin.


      "I wouldn't of locked her up in the first place if you'd told me the truth, Mac. She could of stayed at Eva Jo's house the whole time." He pointed at the prisoner and said, "That one has been muttering at her the whole time until I gave him a fat lip. Once they hang him, I'll feel a whole lot better. He's threatening that gal with torture and death for bringing him in."


      "He'll have to get through me first," Mac said quietly, and anyone who knew him knew that he was at his most dangerous when he was quiet. His dark eyes were deadly calm as he looked at the other man.


      "I'll come with you to Eva Jo's," Dan stated matter-of-factly. "My girl might shoot you if you try to take Emily without my say-so." He walked to the door and looked out on the street, and then called out, "Wilbur, get your tail in here and watch this prisoner for me."


      Wilbur, who wore a deputy's badge, came right away. "What's up, Pa?" he asked respectfully.


      "Just going to take Mac here over to Eva Jo's."


      "Don't want him shot full of buckshot, huh?" Wilbur asked with a grin.


      "You know your big sister."


      "I sure do. Shoot first, ask questions later! Stay behind Pa, Sheriff, if you value your hide. Eva Jo don't get to be a deputy often, so she makes the most of it when she can." He chuckled and Dan joined in.


      "If that one gives you any trouble, shoot him," Dan told Wilbur and then he and Mac left to walk to Eva Jo's house a couple of streets over.


      ********************


      The bathwater felt heavenly after spending hours in that jail cell, and Emily decided to soak as long as the Sheriff's daughter's patience permitted. It was kind of Eva Jo to make the offer, and kinder still of the Sheriff to trust her with his daughter. All in all, the gruff Sheriff had treated her very well, making sure her meals were the best, and that she had privacy to tend to her personal needs, and this bath was simply wonderful. Emily might dress like a man most of the time, but she truly hated being dirty. The bathing room in Eva Jo's home was brand new and she felt privileged to have the luxury of a nice warm bath in a large tub. It would be perfect if she wasn't so worried about the predicament in which she found herself.


      Emily still did not know what she'd done to earn the wrath of the law in another town. Since leaving Snowfall, she'd been careful to stay out of trouble, and she'd paid her bill in every last hotel or boarding house she'd stayed in. She knew for a fact that Dove did not die owing anyone for anything. He always paid his bills. If they didn't have money for two rooms in a hotel, they slept under the stars until they found work of some kind. Bounty hunting was a last resort, but since it was the one thing that did not require a boss to hire her, it was what she'd turned to in order to support herself. Emily honestly did not know what she'd done, but she would be damned before she went to prison for someone else's misdeed!


      She'd thought of sending a wire to Sheriff Mac Forrester and asking him to come and help her with the situation, but just because the man kissed her until her toes tingled did not mean he cared as much for her as she did for him! In a perfect world, she would have been able to find a female type job, wear dresses all the time, and look pretty. Maybe things would have been different then, and the man would have asked her to be his wife. She knew the attraction was there… but what man would want to marry a woman who went after bounties? No, it was for the best not to contact Mac… He couldn't help her at all.


      She'd given her word to the Sheriff that she wouldn't try to escape from Eva Jo, and she would honor her word today. The next time, however, she would give the hefty woman the slip and be out of town before Eva Jo could tell her Papa she was gone! She simply had no choice. If she went to trial the judge would demand her full name, and once she gave it her life would no longer be her own! She would never go back. Never!


      ********************


      Mac remembered Wilbur's advice and didn't step one foot on the porch until Dan called through the screen door, "Eva Jo, it's Papa. I'm comin' in with a friend… Don't you dare shoot at us or I'll take a switch to you!"


      "Papa, I'm forty-three years old!" Eva Jo protested, blushing to the roots of her graying brown hair as she came to the door, wiping her hands on a dish towel.


      "You're still my little girl, honey," Dan said with a smile and a hug for his daughter, who was nearly a head taller than he was.


      "I'm a grandmother!" she reminded him.


      "And my little girl," he insisted.


      "Always, Papa," she said with a loving smile.


      "Where's Emily?" he asked.


      "In the necessary, taking her bath. Did he come for her?" she asked in disapproval giving Mac a hard look.


      "Now, don't be angry, Eva Jo. It's not what I thought. Sheriff Mac said she was 'wanted', but he meant she was wanted by him for marrying purposes." He raised his hand when Eva Jo started to protest. "He ain't gonna force the girl, honey. Would your Papa allow that to happen?"


      "No, of course not," she agreed, mollified.


      "Please don't tell Emily that I'm here, Eva Jo. I want to surprise her."


      "She'll be plenty surprised," Eva Jo commented dryly, but she gave Mac a smile and said, "Papa and I will give you some privacy. Emily shouldn't be much longer…"


      "Thanks, Eva Jo," Mac answered politely.


      "No need to worry. I'll be gone at least an hour, maybe longer. My daughter is expecting, and I'm going over to her house and watch the little ones so she can lie down and rest a few minutes. Papa, will you come and visit a bit, too? Jenny is so down in the dumps right now, and you are the one person who can put a stop to that."


      "Harold needs to wallop that gal."


      "Not while she is so far along, Papa!" Eva Jo was adamant.


      "No, not right now," he agreed. "Come on, honey. Let's see if Grandpa can make her feel better. How much longer has she got?"


      "Any day now…"


      "Good. She'll get back to normal soon. Don't you worry, honey."


      Once they were gone, Mac decided that it would be safer if he confronted Emily while she was still in the bath. He went upstairs and passed by the doors that opened into bedrooms. He found the room he wanted at the end of the hallway, and he heard splashing sounds from within. He quietly opened the door and felt his heart beat faster when he got a look at Emily's creamy white shoulders as she raised her arms to drip water over herself. She had her long red hair pinned up on top of her head, and even from the backside, she presented a beautiful picture!


      "Eva Jo, could you hand me a towel, please?" Emily asked as she stood in the tub and held out her hand.


      Mac was speechless as he quickly grabbed a towel from the chair beside the door and held it out to her outstretched hand. To his dismay, Emily took the towel and wrapped it around her perfect body before gracefully stepping from the tub. She reached down to pull the plug so the tub could drain, and then she turned, a smile on her face.


      The smile grew even bigger when she saw Mac standing there! How on earth had he known she needed help? "Mac! You're here!" she exclaimed, more than a little happy to see him, and then her face flooded with color. "You!" she sputtered. "YOU handed me that towel!"


      "It seemed the thing to do at the moment, but I truly regretted doing it," he admitted, grinning. "You are one beautiful woman, Emily, and I can't say I regret stepping in here at just the right time."


      "I didn't know it was you or I would have screamed for Eva Jo!" she retorted, the blush on her cheeks genuine. "What are you doing in here?" she demanded.


      "I wanted to talk to you and I figured this would be the best place to do it."


      "Wrong! I won't listen to a thing you got to say until you get out of here and let me get dressed!" she stubbornly insisted.


      "I like you just like this," he stated, his dark eyes brimming with desire. The buttons on his pants were straining, too, and he wanted Emily in his bed in the worst way! "Emily, I came here to ask you to marry me."


      "What?" She was shocked.


      "You heard me, honey. I've been miserable and lonely ever since you left town. Finally, Lucy and Doc Z had enough of my moping and told me to do something. So, I sent out wires to find you and Sheriff Dan said you were here."


      "You had me arrested!" Emily's temper took control at the moment of realization. She picked up a wet sponge and threw it at him. Mac ducked.


      "Don't have a tantrum, Emily, or I'll be forced to take you over my knee, and you've already got one spanking coming to you for chasing after bounties! What the hell kind of work is that for a girl to be doing?" He ducked again as the soap went sailing through the air in his direction. "Em, I am serious. Settle down, or I'll take you over my knee, and I would really hate to spank you right now."


      "You had me thrown in jail, you son of a—Let me go!" Emily squealed in outrage as Mac grabbed her arm before she could throw a wooden clothes hanger that someone had left in the room.


      "I warned you what to expect, little girl," he said, pulling her over to the chair beside the door.


      "No!" Emily cried out, grabbing at the towel that was trying to slip down her body. "I'm not decent, Mac Forrester! You get out of here right now!"


      "When you start cussing at me, little girl, you'll get what you asked for," Mac declared. He took a seat and before she could tug her arm free of his grasp, he flipped her face down over his knee. The towel promptly slipped upwards, exposing her pretty bottom. Mac felt his own body respond to the sight and he had to remind himself that he owed that same bottom a good spanking!


      Emily was humiliated when she realized that she was naked from the waist down, but she didn't have long to think about her predicament before Mac's large hand branded her left cheek. "Owww!" she screeched, and then she redoubled her efforts to get away. "Don't you dare give me a lickin'! I have a right to be mad at you, Mac Forrester! You had me locked up like a criminal!" She yelped again when he spanked her right cheek. "Damn it, stop that! It hurts and I didn't do nothin' wrong!"


      "You cussed at me," he reminded her, giving her another hard spank, and then another. He was amazed at how red her skin was after just four spanks! He wondered if the fact her skin was damp had anything to do with that, but then he continued warming her fanny proper, ignoring her cries of pain.


      "You are being mean and hateful! How can you tell me you want to marry me in one breath and then treat me like this in the next?" Her green eyes were full of tears she refused to shed. "You have no right to do this to me when you are the one who did me wrong! Owwwww! Ouch!!!!! Stop!"


      "Are you going to stop cussing at me, Emily?" he asked, giving her a sharp spank on her sit spots.


      "Yes! I'm sorry!" Emily quickly agreed and apologized for good measure. When he spanked her other side in the corresponding place, she pleaded, "Please, Mac! I said I'm sorry for calling you a name, and I am sorry! I lost my temper."


      "I know you did, but I had you locked up to keep you safe, honey. Going after criminals is a man's job."


      "I know what I'm doin'," she announced. "I worked with Dove when we was really broke and needed money and he couldn't find work."


      "If I let you up now, are you going to settle down and let me talk to you reasonable-like?" he wanted to know.


      "Yes," she promised. "I'm hurting, Mac," she wailed.


      He looked at her inflamed bottom and realized she was not lying. He didn't think he was spanking hard or long, but her butt looked sore and the heat radiating from her skin was amazing. She'd had more than enough. "I will spank you again if your start swearing at me," he promised, but his hands were gentle as he helped her up. The towel had come completely undone, and he quickly pulled it together. His manhood was already hard and throbbing and he was not going to anticipate his wedding vows. Emily was a complete innocent and she deserved his respect. Of course, he wanted to put his ring on her finger before the day was over so she could share his bed that night! He wasn't a patient man…


      "I need to get dressed," Emily stammered, her cheeks a brilliant shade of red.


      "Yes, you do," Mac readily agreed. "I'll wait downstairs in the parlor, Emily." He leaned down and gave her a gentle kiss. "Please don't be long." He left the bathing room and gave Emily some privacy to get dressed, wondering if she had a dress suitable to be married in. He would buy her one if she didn't, he decided as he made his way downstairs. It pained him that he still needed to take her to task for risking her neck, but he considered letting her off with just a swat or two if she promised to never do something like that again. After all, once they were married he would be able to keep an eye on her, and she would be too busy taking care of their house and cooking for him to get into any kind of trouble. No, he didn't need to take a strap to her this time, just as long as she was meek and said she was sorry. He would be understanding and forgiving, and she would be very grateful, and making love would be sweetly gratifying.


      Emily was furious when she looked in the mirror and saw her reddened flesh. She was in terrible pain and all because she dared to express her outrage at being locked up like a criminal! Emily had no idea how she was going to sit her saddle, but she was leaving this place. She quickly dressed and braided her hair. Two seconds later she was climbing down the trellis outside the bedroom window, and making her way to the town's one and only livery. She quickly saddled her horse, and then left him tied where she could get to him as soon as she collected her gun and her money from the Sheriff's office.


      She smiled prettily when she walked inside and saw Wilbur Stanton sitting at the desk. "Hello, Deputy. The Sheriff said for me to tell you it is okay for me to get my reward money now. I need to go and buy a wedding dress now that Mac is here to fetch me!" She hated pretending, but what else was she to do. She needed the money so she could eat.


      Wilbur was gullible enough to believe her and in less than two minutes she had her money in her pocket and her gun belt around her waist, her rifle in her hand. She gave Wilbur another big smile, and once the door was shut behind her, she ran for her horse and was out of town just like that! Marry Sheriff Mac Forrester? No damn way!


      Mac waited an hour, reminding himself that it took longer for a pretty woman to get dressed and fix her hair. Eva Jo returned and said she would go upstairs and hurry Emily, but when she returned, her eyes were wide. "Emily is gone, Sheriff!"


      "What?" Mac asked as he jumped to his feet. "Gone where?"


      "I certainly don't know, Sheriff!" Eva Jo declared in exasperation. "She climbed out the window and down my trellis! That thing isn't very strong and she's lucky it didn't break! Papa will paddle her when he hears of this!"


      "That's my job, Eva Jo," Mac said firmly as he headed for the front door. "I'm going to find Emily."


      "Good luck!" she shouted after him, and then she went running back to her daughter's house to tell her Papa what happened.


      ********************


      Emily didn't get very far before she had to dismount. Sitting her saddle was extremely painful, and her butt simply couldn't take another minute of the torture. As she walked she contemplated various ways she could get even with Sheriff Mac Forrester. The man had absolutely no right to treat her like a naughty child and turn her over his knee. And who did he think he was to have her locked in jail and then expect her to marry him? Mac Forrester had a lot of nerve!


      She walked for another mile and then decided she had to give riding another try. The last thing she wanted was for Mac to catch up with her. She reluctantly hoisted herself into the saddle once more, and if anything, it was worse than before. Emily was simply going to have to find a likely spot and make camp for a day or two. She headed off the road, looking for a campsite that was hidden from view. It took a while, but Emily found the perfect spot. The entrance was between two large boulders, and she could barely squeeze her horse through the opening. Once they were inside, she took brush and arranged it to hide the crevice. There was a stream, and Emily was able to catch fish to eat. She was well satisfied, and once she started her fire, she put her fish on to fry.


      She would prove to one Sheriff Mac Forrester that he couldn't play god in her life. He had no right to have her locked in a jail cell when she did nothing wrong. He had no right to spank her like a little girl when she expressed her anger with him. And, he had no right to come into the bathing room when he knew she wouldn't have a stitch of clothing on her body. And, how dare he decide that they were to be married without even discussing the idea with her? The handsome man dared too much, and it was time someone, namely her, taught him a lesson! He couldn't just snap his fingers and expect her to jump to do his bidding. It wasn't going to happen!


      ********************


      Mac loved to hunt. He was good at tracking, and truth be told, he loved nothing more than leading a posse to track down a criminal. It was rare that anyone could give him the slip, and he was confident when he left Twin Creeks that he would find Emily within a short time. He questioned a group of kids who were playing in an empty lot beside the livery and learned which direction Emily rode out of town. Most people overlooked kids, but it was Mac's experience that kids knew and saw a lot more than adults realized. He gave them a penny each to thank them, and then smiled when they whooped in joy and took off running to buy candy.


      He watched the trail and had to smile when he came to the spot where she dismounted and started walking. If she thought her rear was smarting now, she would know the real meaning of 'smart' by the time he finished switching her! Emily needed a firm hand, and he was just the man to supply it! Run from him, would she? He would stake his reputation she wouldn't do it again!


      Mac also saw where she left the road and he realized she was searching for a place to hole up and hide. Mac had to admit she was darn good. Her trail practically vanished, but it was the smell of frying fish that gave her away and led him straight to the hidden valley. He pulled away the brush, and led his mount inside. It didn't take him long to spot Emily's camp. He took out his knife and quietly cut several switches, wondering how long it would be before she spotted him.


      Emily was lost in thought but she suddenly realized she wasn't alone! She whirled around, her gun in her hand, and she quickly fired!

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Four



      


      The last thing Mac expected Emily to do was shoot at him! He dove for the ground and the cover of some bushes and rock. “Emily, it’s me!” he shouted at her.



      Emily was shaking. She’d been so sure that she was alone, and when she spotted Mac Forrester she drew her gun and fired in pure reflex. She could have killed the man! She dropped her gun on the blanket she’d spread on the ground and then ran to see if Mac was all right. She almost never missed, but prayed with all her heart she had this one time. “Mac! Mac! Are you alright?” she asked, kneeling beside him on the ground.


      Mac raised his head and pushed his hat back on his head. “You shot at me, little girl!”


      “I didn’t know it was you; I thought I was alone!”


      “You ran away from me and you didn’t think I would follow?” he demanded in disbelief.


      “I don’t like being ordered about. I didn’t find it amusing that you had me locked up, or that you told me we are being married. I did not appreciate being spanked when I had every right to be angry with you, Sheriff Mac Forrester! Do you have any idea how scared and worried I was?” she demanded.


      “Do you realize how upset and worried I was when I learned you were hunting bounties?” he countered. “And you are going to get your sweet ass striped for that just as soon as I stripe you for running away!” he declared, jumping to his feet to glare down at her.


      “Oh no you are not going to put a hand to me again! I’m so sore I can’t sit as it is!” she said, scrambling to her feet, fully prepared to run. But Mac was fast, and he grabbed her before she moved three feet!


      “I’m going to show you what sore really is,” he promised. He took a seat on the rock he hid behind when she shot at him and he jerked her face down over his thighs and started peppering her bottom with hard smacks. Her gun belt was in the way, so he made short work of removing it so her butt was his for the spanking. “This is for shooting at me,” he said, determined to teach her a lesson she wouldn’t soon forget.


      Emily gasped in pain and struggled to get free but Mac was not happy with her and he made it known as his hand punished the seat of her jeans repeatedly. “NEVER shoot at a man unless you mean to kill him, little girl!” he scolded, spanking her hard.


      “Don’t worry! I swear I won’t miss the next time!” Emily picked the wrong time to make a statement of that sort. Mac’s hand slipped lower and he spanked her upper thighs and the already sore area between her legs and butt cheeks with enthusiasm, letting her know what he thought of her sass. Emily was soon sobbing and begging him to stop.


      Mac let her go, and then he collected the switches he’d cut and peeled and readied for use. He decided to go ahead and get the switching over with right now. “Stand up,” he ordered.


      “I can’t!” she cried. “I hurt too much,” she tearfully complained.


      “You will hurt a lot more by the time I’m done using these switches,” he stated firmly, reaching down and pulling her to her feet. “Take down those pants and anything you got on underneath.”


      “No, I won’t!” Emily argued. “You have no right!”


      “I have every right,” he argued. “Take them down or I will. You need a damn good switching for running away and for thinking you can track down bounties. Woman, do you realize how tiny you are?”


      “I can take care of myself!”


      “Maybe you are good with pointing a gun at a man, but if he takes it away from you, I guarantee you would be in trouble,” he reasoned.


      “I wouldn’t let that happen!”


      “And you would stop it how?” Mac asked, a dangerous glint in his dark eyes.


      Emily shook her head as she realized he was about to prove his point. Once again, she ran. This time to find her gun, and she promised herself she wouldn’t miss the infuriating man a second time!


      Mac shook his head. “Emily, you are mine, and you can’t run from me. That only makes the reckoning that much worse.” He lifted her off her feet, and in spite of her struggles, her pants and drawers came down, baring her stinging red backside.


      “See? I am in serious pain and it is all your fault!” she accused, hoping to shame him and make him feel guilty.


      “I see that you still have a good switching coming to you. Now, the question is, are you going to bend over and put your hands on that rock and stay in place, or do I need to tie your hands and tie you to a tree so you can’t get away?”


      “You wouldn’t!” she gasped, horrified at the mental picture he’d conjured with his words. “I couldn’t handle being tied up like that,” she whispered.


      “Then bend over and put your hands on the rock, little girl, and stay in place and accept this switching you earned.”


      Emily knew he meant it. If she didn’t meekly accept the switching, he would tie her to a tree and she would be utterly helpless. Emily wanted to beg him not to punish her, but it was obvious Mac was in a temper. She had run away from him, and even worse, she shot at him! He was still angry over that and she couldn’t blame him. But, she did not want him to switch her! She was already so sore she was miserable, and she didn’t think she could handle any more pain.


      “Well?” Mac demanded.


      “I will do it, but only because I truly couldn’t abide being tied like that. Just know that I will not marry you ever if you beat me right now, Mac Forrester! I will go so far away you won’t be able to track me down.”


      Mac knew she was grasping at straws and making threats in an attempt to protect her butt. He simply looked at her and gave her time to place herself in position for the switching.


      “I hate you for this, Mac Forrester!” she yelled at him. It did not deter him in the least. One second she was bent over, her hands resting on the rock, her ass up in the air and her jeans and drawers down, the breeze trying to cool the heat radiating from her reddened skin; in the next, a line of fire was spreading across her cheeks and it hurt so much that she couldn’t even cry out. The switch caught her again, on her sit spots, and this time she yelled bloody murder. Over and over the switch fell on her delicate skin, leaving fiery welts. “Stop! Stop! No more, please!” Emily soon begged. Her backside felt as though a million bees had attacked her.


      “I haven’t wore out the first switch yet, little girl. You ran away from me, and it’s never going to happen again. Do you hear me?” he demanded, the switch emphasizing each word.


      “Yes!” Emily sobbed. “Please stop!” He didn’t. When the switch finally broke, he threw it to the ground in front of her.


      “Was the price worth running away?” he asked while she sobbed.


      “No!” Emily shook her head, truly miserable.


      “I am sure you won’t want to chase after any more bounties by the time we’re finished discussing that issue now.”


      “Nooooo!” Emily wailed when she realized that Mac was intending to punish her for that as well.


      “You crossed a line, little girl. If you’d said sorry when I first caught up to you back in town and expressed remorse, I would have given you a few spanks with my hand. Instead, you ran away and then shot at me when I found you. You earned a good lesson, Emily, and since I fell in love with you and I am the man who is going to marry you, it falls to me to make sure you have absolutely no desire to go bounty hunting ever again.”


      “Okay! You win! I won’t do it again!” Emily quickly agreed. “I promise… Please don’t keep switching me! I’m hurting so much! My butt is raw!”


      “Not quite,” he commented, then added, “It will be by the time I wear out these switches.”


      Emily thought she was going to die. This switch felt even worse than the last one and she couldn’t believe he was going to use it until it broke. The welts were crisscrossing each other, and her sit spots were so sore she was sure they would never heal. Mac even switched her thighs and the backs of her knees. If her boots weren’t covering her calves, she was sure she would be wearing welts there, too. “Please, stop, Mac. I beg you!” She was crying so hard she could barely stand. “I’m sorry!” she finally said the magical words he was waiting for, and Mac gave the switch a toss, and helped her up. Emily threw herself against him, sobbing and seeking comfort.


      Mac put his arms around Emily and told her she would be alright, but she continued to cry and cry. He finally lifted her in his strong arms and carried her to where she’d spread her blankets on the ground. He used his foot to put her gun aside, and then he gently laid her on her stomach. He removed her boots and stockings, and then slid her pants and drawers off her body. He used another blanket to cover her, and then whispered lovingly while rubbing her back, trying to calm her down. She finally stopped crying and went to sleep. It was then that Mac wondered if perhaps he’d been too harsh, and he wished that Doc Z was here to talk to. Damn it, the redhead could have been killed going after Zane Crabtree!


      He realized that her fish was ruined, and her frying pan was probably never going to be the same again, and she would probably blame him for that. He set about catching fish for their supper, and was relieved that he had some potatoes to fry, too. While he was doing all that, Emily continued to sleep, even though he heard her cry out in pain several times. He hated that it was necessary to punish her so thoroughly, but Mac was sure he did the right thing. Little Emily couldn’t go running off chasing after criminals.


      When their supper was finished he carefully woke her. “It’s time to eat, Emily,” he said.


      “No, I’m not hungry. Just leave me alone!” She was testy and she wasn’t about to do anything he said.


      “You need to eat.”


      “I don’t want to eat!”


      “Emily, I know you are upset right now, and I get that, but you have to eat, so sit up and take this plate.”


      “I can’t sit up,” she said, tears filling her eyes. “Please just leave me alone, Mac. I hurt so much I just want to die.”


      “That is ridiculous, honey.”


      “I feel like a million bees all stung me. I’m swollen and burning, and on fire. I can’t even rub because it hurts too much to touch myself.” She started crying and Mac put her plate down and knelt beside her, his intention to pull down the blanket and give her a few spanks to stop the pouting and tears. To his disbelief, her butt looked every bit as sore as she said it was.


      “What are you doing? Please don’t spank me again!” Emily begged, nearly hysterical at the idea.


      “It’s okay, honey. You’re skin is more sensitive than I realized. I went too far, and I’ll do what I can to make you better. Damn, I wish Doc Z was here right now,” he muttered. The first thing he did was to take a towel from his saddlebag and go to the water and soak it in the cool water, and then he placed the towel on her backside, hoping the coolness of the towel would ease her pain.


      “Owwww!” she moaned. “That hurts, Mac!”


      “I know, but it will help. Just relax, and eat your supper.” He put the plate in front of her, and then sat down beside her to eat his supper. “I’m not going to apologize for spanking you, Emily. You had it coming, but it was too much for what you did. I meant to make you regret your behavior, but not to the point where it hurts so bad you can’t even eat your food.” She nodded, but still didn’t touch her food. He put his plate down, gently picked up the towel and felt guilty as sin when he felt how hot it was from her scorched skin.


      Emily tried to stop crying. The spanking hurt when it was happening, and it hurt even worse now. She knew that Mac wasn’t trying to be cruel to her, but the truth of the matter was that she bruised easily, and she didn’t handle pain well. He returned with the towel again, and she gritted her teeth when he laid it over her swollen bottom. The coolness was welcome. “Thank you for trying to help me, Mac,” she made herself say the words. “I’m truly sorry I shot at you; it wasn’t intentional. I didn’t know it was you, and I simply reacted. I am so embarrassed… and so thankful I missed you.”


      “I’m thankful you missed, too,” he said, relieved that she didn’t know it was him she was firing at.


      “It doesn’t happen often,” she felt obligated to point out. “I did it one other time,” she admitted. “Dove paddled me, too,” she tattled on herself.


      “You shot at him?” Mac asked for details.


      “No, it was just a kid who came across us and wanted to see what we were doing camped out on his Pa’s place. He took off running like a jackrabbit, and Dove paddled me, and then we packed up and moved on before the Pa came gunning for us. I was thankful I missed that time, too.”


      “I wish you’d try to eat, Emily. I might not get lucky enough to catch fish in the morning,” Mac said.


      The pain was subsiding a bit, or perhaps she was just feeling better because Mac was no longer angry with her, but whatever the reason, Emily propped herself on her elbows and picked up a fork and took a bite of her fish. It was good, and she suddenly realized she was ravenous.


      Mac smiled to himself when he saw that Emily was eating as if she was starving. Once her plate was clean he asked, “Would you like more? I fixed plenty.”


      “You get what you want first,” she ordered. “I’m not really hungry now, but it was so good I’d like another bite or two.”


      “Okay.” Mac took their plates and refilled them.


      Emily finished all of her fish and her potatoes and then sighed. “I’m so full, but that was so good. Thanks, Mac.”


      “You’re welcome,” he replied. “I’m not much of a cook, but what I do cook, I do pretty good. Fish is a favorite of mine.”


      “Mine, too,” she agreed. “Mac, thank you for not being mad at me right now.”


      “Emily, I love you. I won’t ever stay mad at you; after I spank your sweet hide it’s over.”


      She nodded, trying to digest what he had to say. Apparently that meant he would soothe her pain, too, and she was all for that.


      “I’ll do the dishes now, and you try to get some sleep.” He removed the cool towel and made sure the blanket was tucked around her. Mac hoped the wet towels helped some with the swelling, and she was more herself in the morning. He quickly cleaned the dishes and the frying pans, and then banked the fire before seeking his own bed for the night. He lie there awake for quite a while, and he thought he heard sniffling. “Are you crying, Emily?” he whispered, just in case she was asleep and he was hearing things.


      “I’m sorry,” she answered.


      “Are you in that much pain?” he asked, “Or are you just upset?”


      “Both,” she admitted. Emily heard him get up and he moved his blankets next to hers. She was still undressed from the waist down, but he pulled her on her side and moved her closer to him and put his arm around her and hugged her. “You shouldn’t do this, Mac. I’m not dressed!” she reminded him.


      “Hush now. Nothing is going to happen; not until we’re married. Just close your eyes now and go to sleep. You’ll feel better in the morning.”


      But she didn’t! Her butt was so sore that it took everything she had to pull on her drawers and her pants. She felt swollen and the rough fabric felt abrasive even with the drawers next to her skin. Emily needed to find some privacy, however, and she couldn’t walk around without clothing. Every step was a reminder of the switching she’d had. Her skin felt stretched and the welts felt like her skin was ripping wide open when she moved. Emily promised herself she would never do anything to ever earn another switching as long as she lived. While the immediate burning was gone, she felt bruised and very, very sore. Once she relieved her bladder, she had to go through the torture of covering her sore legs and cheeks once again.


      Bravely, Emily made her way back to camp, and started a fire so she could make coffee. She filled the pot with cold water and added beans. Once that was done, she took out her meager supplies and quickly mixed some biscuits and put them on to bake. She sliced bacon and put it in a skillet to fry; when it was done, she put it aside while she made gravy out of the drippings.


      Mac woke to the tantalizing odors of fresh coffee brewing and bacon frying. He was instantly hungry, and was relieved that Emily felt well enough to cook. He would get her back to town, and they could be married yet today. Lying next to her, knowing she was nude from the waist down, made sleep nearly impossible last night. He wanted her, but he would not permit himself to seduce her. She was an innocent and she deserved his respect.


      “Wash up, Mac,” he heard her call out, and he got to his feet after pulling on his boots.


      “Smells good, honey,” he said appreciatively.


      “I can cook some, too,” she said with a shy smile. She was still embarrassed that he’d slept next to her while she was undressed, but he’d offered comfort… and he didn’t try to make her do something she wasn’t ready to do. Emotionally, she needed to be held, and that is exactly what Mac gave her. She was grateful, and determined not to whine today.


      When Mac came back to camp, she offered him a plate of food and a cup of black coffee. “Thanks, honey,” he said, giving her a smile. He took a seat, on a rock, but noticed that she preferred to kneel and put her plate on another rock. “Are you still in a lot of pain, Emily?”


      She nodded.


      “Can you ride?” he asked hopefully, only to see her green eyes widen in horror at the very thought.


      “Mac, the reason I stopped here yesterday was because I was too sore to sit my saddle, and that was before you spanked me again and switched me. I would have to walk, and that even hurts,” she said quietly. Even though it galled her to admit it, she looked at him and truthfully stated, “I am a big baby when it comes to pain. I bruise easy, and what someone else might take in stride, lays me low. It’s not your fault,” she assured him. “Even a light spanking makes a baby out of me.”


      “Then we’ll just camp here until you are better,” he said decisively, vowing that his hand was all the tiny woman would feel on her bottom from this point. If she did something really horrible, he would perhaps use a light paddle, but more for effect than pain. Mac felt like a real bastard for hurting her.


      “Thank you for your understanding,” she gratefully whispered, trying to blink away the sudden tears that filled her eyes. She was not going to cry again! “I promise I’ll tell you just as soon as I can sit a saddle.”


      It was four days later before Emily thought she could ride back to Twin Creeks. But an hour into the three hour ride, she was in pain. She grit her teeth and remained silent. They were out of food, and after five days of very little else but fish, they both longed for something else to eat. Mac was a big man, and he needed more than a couple of fish each day. She was going to sit her saddle, even if it killed her.


      Mac saw the stubborn set of Emily’s jaw and realized that she was hurting and trying to hide it from him. “We can stop and rest if you need a break, Emily,” he said quietly. “It won’t hurt to walk a bit.”


      She looked at him and smiled wanly. “You are good to me, Mac. Thank you.” They dismounted, and led their horses while they talked about anything and everything. The last few days were filled with many other talks of everything they could think of. Emily shared her life story, and listened as Mac told her things he rarely shared with anyone. The last person he shared some of this stuff with was Lucy’s brother, Philip Jacobs. Philip and Lucy’s Dad was a real bastard, just like his Dad was. He promised Emily he would never treat his son or daughter the way he was treated as a kid.


      After walking for nearly half an hour, Emily suggested they ride again. The break helped and she was able to sit her saddle for another hour before Mac noticed she was in pain again. They walked a bit, and then pushed for town. It was afternoon when they arrived and the first thing they did was head for the only restaurant in town. Emily did not enjoy sitting at the table, but she was too hungry to complain, and she was patient as Mac ate all of his food, and then asked for more. He’d pampered her the last several days, and now it was her turn to pamper him.


      Sheriff Dan came into the restaurant and walked over to the table and took a seat. “Well, girl…? What you got to say for yourself? You the same as broke out of jail, and by rights, I should toss you back in for thirty days.”


      “Emily isn’t guilty of any crime, Dan. She wasn’t running from you; she was running from me,” Mac defended the redhead’s actions. “And, she’s been punished enough.”


      “More than enough,” Emily added virtuously. “I’m sorry, Sheriff Dan. I know I broke my promise to you, but it wasn’t intentional. I was upset when I realized Mac was the one who had me locked up; I was scared.”


      “I wouldn’t let no one hurt you, honey,” Dan exclaimed. “Now, boy, are you planning to do the right thing and marry this girl?”


      “That’s what I intended all along, Dan. We would already be married if Em hadn’t taken it into her head to run from me. And, before you think something that isn’t true, nothing happened out there. I gave Emily a switching, and her skin is super sensitive. It was a few days before she could sit her saddle,” he stated, his face red.


      “That true, girl?” Sheriff Dan asked sharply. He felt responsible for the little redhead.


      “Yes, it is true. Mac was a gentleman, and he was kind enough to give me a few days to get over the spanking before we headed back here. You don’t need to worry, Sheriff Dan.”


      “Well, I believe you both, but the wedding is taking place today. I spoke to the Preacher, and he is expecting you.”


      “I need to get a dress and bathe!”


      “I want a bath and some clean clothes, too,” Mac said.


      “I’ll give you both one hour to get to the church. If you’re not there, you’re both going to jail for thirty days, and I don’t give a damn that you’re a lawman, Mac. You need to do the honorable thing by this girl, and she needs to settle down with a man who can handle her and keep her safe. So, one hour!” Sheriff Dan turned on his heel and marched from the restaurant, positive he was doing the right thing by the little redhead.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Five



      


      Emily looked at the bemused man seated across from her and jumped to her feet and went after the well-meaning Sheriff Dan. “Just one minute, Sheriff!” she called out.



      The elderly man turned to face her. “I meant what I said, Missy.”


      “You can just unsay it or there will be no wedding, do you hear me?” Emily crossed her arms over her chest and glared at the man. “I won’t have a man forced into marrying me. You just march back in there and unsay it, or I promise you I will mount up and ride out of here. If Mac won’t marry me without a gun at his back, then I don’t want him.”


      “I’m only looking out for you as if you was mine, girl.”


      “No, you are butting in, and taking away the joy of this day. I won’t have you setting a time limit for Mac.”


      Sheriff Dan looked over the top of her head to see Mac coming up behind her, a lazy grin on his handsome face. “You put her up to this, Mac?” he asked suspiciously.


      “No, you did that all by yourself, Dan,” Mac said with a straight face. “Emily doesn’t like being told what to do, and the minute you put a time limit on her bath you pissed her off.”


      “This isn’t funny, Mac. Neither of us is getting married just because some Sheriff is forcing it. I won’t stand for it!” Emily was incensed and her green eyes were snapping in temper.


      “Emily, honey, you know I asked you to marry me before Sheriff Dan put in his two cents worth. Now, that offer is still open. I’ve been a gentleman up to now, but I want you in my bed tonight. Stop fussing at Dan and go and get all prettied up. I’m going to shave, get a haircut, and bathe, and put on some new clothes. When you’re ready, come and meet me in the lobby and we’ll go and see the preacher. Sheriff Dan is welcome to come and witness the doings, but it will be in our own time,” he said firmly, giving Dan a meaningful look.


      “All right!” Dan said in disgust. “I guess it don’t matter none if it’s an hour or three hours from now. Just so long as there’s a wedding,” he simply had to add.


      “Em, do you need money for a new dress… or shoes… or for anything?” Mac asked carefully.


      “No,” she replied. “I’m flush right now.”


      “Then I’ll meet you in the hotel lobby,” he said before leaning down to kiss her tenderly.


      “You really do want to marry me, Mac?” she asked, trembling.


      “I do, Em. I’m sure of myself, and you have no idea how many times I’ve kicked myself for letting you ride out of town three weeks ago. I just wasn’t willing to admit it to myself that I loved you, and I wasn’t sure you felt the same about me.”


      “I did, but I was too stubborn to admit it,” she conceded with a shy smile.


      “Will you please cut that bath time in half, then?” he asked, teasing her a bit.


      “For you, yes,” she surprised him by agreeing, and then she hurried off, just to disappear inside a store down the street.


      “I shoulda minded my own business,” Dan said dryly.


      “You meant well, Dan, and Em knows that.”


      “You’re gonna have your hands full with that one,” Dan stated matter-of-factly.


      ********************


      When Emily came down the steps in the hotel an hour later, a shy smile on her pretty face, Mac jumped to his feet and went to meet her. “You are simply beautiful, Emily. I am a lucky man.”


      “Thank you for saying that, Mac,” Emily said. She’d spent a lot of money on the dress, and she truly loved it. One of the maids at the hotel insisted on doing her hair, and it looked pretty. She truly felt like a bride and her only regret was that Dove wasn’t here to see her married.


      “These are for you, Em,” Mac said as he handed her a bouquet of flowers. “Every bride should have flowers,” he stated.


      “You look handsome, Mac,” she told him. “You clean up real good,” she added with a grin.


      “I wouldn’t insult you by wearing my trail clothes to get married,” he said with a chuckle. He offered her his arm. “Let’s go do this, Emily.”


      To their surprise, the Reverend was expecting them, and most of Sheriff Dan’s family was already inside the church, waiting to see them wed. They were all dressed in their Sunday best and Eva Jo was already dabbing at her eyes with her lace-trimmed handkerchief while the very pregnant Jenny was patting her other hand comfortingly.


      “This is an honor for me to perform this wedding. When the Sheriff approached me a day or two ago, I was worried I was going to have a disgruntled groom on my hands. But, instead, I am seeing before me a radiant bride and a proud groom. It will be a pleasure to officiate,” he said with a smile.


      The wedding didn’t take long, and just when they wanted to be alone, Sheriff Dan announced that Eva Jo had a wedding dinner all prepared at her house. Mac and Emily looked at each other and smiled. They all walked to Eva Jo’s and enjoyed the lovely meal she put on the table. When Emily offered to help clean up, Eva Jo was horrified. “Oh my goodness, no! You have better things to do than wash dishes. Now go along,” she bossed.


      Mac helped Emily move her things over to his hotel room and finally they were alone. He could make Emily his. “Do you want me to give you some privacy so you can change into your nightdress?” he asked considerately.


      “Please,” Emily answered, suddenly very nervous. She kept reminding herself that she was with the same man who’d practiced restraint while they were camped a few miles outside of town for several days and nights. But, now that they were married, he had every right to claim her body. As she changed into her pretty new nightdress, she kept telling herself that Mac was a gentle man. He was nothing like some of the men she knew. Still, she was trembling when he tapped on the door before entering.


      “You’re frightened,” Mac said quietly, coming up behind her and taking the hairbrush from her hand. He gently ran the bristles through her long, red hair. “I will be gentle with you, honey,” he promised.


      “I know you will,” she said. “I don’t know why I’m acting like this.”


      “We’ll take our time. There is no rush, you know.” He continued to brush her hair until it was shining and soft, and then he leaned down and kissed her throat.


      Emily shivered with pleasure as she felt Mac’s warm lips on her neck. The kisses he planted soon had her wanting more of his touch. She rose to her feet, put her arms around his neck and pulled his face down so she could kiss his lips.


      Mac was sure he’d never tasted anything so sweet and he felt like pinching himself to make sure this was really happening. It seemed a miracle to him to finally meet a woman he loved and wanted to share the rest of his life with. He swept her off her feet and gently laid her down on the bed. Emily held her arms out, inviting him to join her.


      ********************


      Lucy Zabarski was leaving the general store when she looked up and saw Mac Forrester ride into town with Emily. She hurried toward the two, anxious to find out what took them so long to get back in town. “Hello, you two!”


      Mac dismounted as did Emily. They tied their horses to the rail and Mac looked at Lucy and grinned. “Lucy, meet my wife, Emily Forrester.”


      “Oh goodness!” Lucy exclaimed, clapping her hands excitedly. “Oh my! I am so happy for you both! Congratulations to you!” She gave Emily a hug, and a kiss, and then did the same with Mac. “You should have sent me a wire, Mac, so I could clean your house before Emily arrived.”


      “That is okay, Lucy. I am sure it isn’t that bad,” Emily said with a smile as she looked at her new husband.


      “Would you like to take supper with Henry and me?” she offered. “I am sure Henry would be thrilled, and it would make me feel like I did something for the two of you!”


      “Lucy, thank you, but Emily and I are tired and we want to stay home tonight,” Mac said.


      “I will manage to cook us something simple so we won’t starve,” Emily said with a giggle.


      “Don’t look so worried, Lucy. Em is a good cook,” Mac announced. “Did anything happen while I was away that I should know about?” he asked, looking around the street as if to spot anything or anyone out of place.


      “Oh, the Donnelly brothers got into a huge fuss over Lydia Gaines. Turns out she was seeing both of them behind each other’s backs. She mixed up her days, and both men showed up at the same time. Henry kept them from killing each other,” she said with a grin. “He locked them in separate jail cells until they calmed down and talked it out. They decided that Lydia wasn’t the right woman for either of them since she was a ‘lying cheat’. That was the worst of it.”


      “Doc Z did the right thing,” Mac said, nodding.


      “I just asked myself what you would do if you were here,” a deep voice spoke from behind him. “Welcome home, Mac. I see you found Emily.”


      “Hey, Doc. It’s good to be home. And, Emily is now my wife,” he added as he shook the other man’s hand.


      “That is good news. We’ll have to celebrate,” Henry said with a grin.


      “Not tonight, my friend. Em and I are both tired from the long ride, and I need to get back to work, earning my pay.”


      “We are happy for your both,” Lucy said. “Aren’t we, Henry?” she included the tall redhead.


      “Yes, we are,” Doc Z answered, a smile on his face. “Mrs. Zabarski, did you take care of that little task you were to do?” His tone of voice was firm and Lucy turned stiff as her pretty cheeks flooded with color.


      “Henry, I do not wish to discuss this matter on the street!” she replied.


      “Should I take that as a ‘no’, my dear?” Henry asked, raising one eyebrow in disapproval.


      “I am not going to apologize for something I am not sorry for doing,” she told him, ignoring Mac and Emily to glare at her husband.


      “This is where we say goodnight to the Zabarski’s, Em.” Mac took her hand, waved at the couple standing on the sidewalk in front of his office, and led Emily inside the jail.


      “When Henry and Lucy go at it, it is best to get as far away from the fireworks as possible. Lucy is about to get her skirts raised for a good spanking… again! That is one feisty little lady.”


      “What did she do?” Lucy was concerned about her friend. She knew firsthand how scary and intimidating the Doctor could be when he was angry. The first time they met, he’d threatened to soap her mouth for calling his wife a ‘bitch’. At the time she knew he meant the words and she backed down, only to learn later that Lucy wasn’t responsible for Dove’s death, and she certainly wasn’t a bitch.


      “Knowing Lucy, it could be anything. She has a terrible temper, and she’s not afraid to butt her nose into other people’s business if she feels justified. She’s as good with a gun as you are, Em. And, she likes to wear pants, even though Doc wails her proper for doing it, each and every time.”


      “He is scary,” Emily commented.


      “Who? Doc?” Emily nodded and he chortled. “Doc wouldn’t hurt a fly unless that fly was threatening Lucy.” When she gave him a doubtful look, he decided to change the subject. Em would get to know Doc Z in time and she would know him for the good person he was. “My home is through this door, Em. We’ll look for a house, and if you don’t see something you like, we’ll build one. In the meantime, this is home sweet home.” Mac opened the door leading to the small apartment and motioned for her to go inside.


      Emily’s first impression was one of neatness. Mac was at least tidy, even if his decorating skills left a lot to be desired. It was obvious he didn’t spend much time in the parlor. It looked unused. The kitchen fared a little better. Mac at least fixed coffee for himself on the stove. The bedroom was sparse, but the bed was large and looked comfy.


      “I don’t spend a lot of time back here, except to sleep,” he confirmed what she’d figured out. “Feel free to make any changes you wish.”


      “What have you got here in the way of food?” she asked. “We need to eat some supper before we go to sleep.”


      Mac hurried down the steps to the cellar and returned with ham, potatoes, onions, and cabbage. “This is about all I could come up with, Em. I don’t keep much on hand since I never know when I’m going to be riding out of town.”


      She smiled. “This is enough to fix supper. Tomorrow I’ll worry about stocking up on the basics.” She put herself to work while Mac went out to his office and examined his official mail.


      ********************


      “I am not one bit sorry for telling that awful woman what I think of her.”


      “Lucinda, it is not your place to pass judgment on Sylvia Crawford,” Henry said firmly. “I’ll give you one last chance to walk over to the candle shop and apologize to her for interfering in a personal matter.”


      “She was treating Kathy poorly in front of people and wouldn’t even give the poor child a chance to explain what happened. I am not sorry I spoke up and said something. A loving mother would have waited until the shop was free of customers before scolding a child Kathy’s age. And, she is certainly old enough to stop at the general store and buy some ribbon on her way home from school. If you’d seen the look on that child’s face when her mother took her ribbon and threw it into the stove…! It was an act of cruelty, Henry, and I am not one bit sorry I spoke up in defense of the girl. Sylvia Crawford is a nasty, bitter woman.”


      “You were in her store, Lucy. You scolded the woman in front of her child, and thereby, interfered in a personal matter that was basically none of your business. You owe her an apology.” His voice was firm and unyielding.


      “Hell will freeze over first,” Lucy declared, her chin up in the air in that gesture of stubbornness he knew so well.


      “Your backside is going to feel like you backed into the fires of hell,” he warned, taking her arm and marching her down the street a short ways to the steps leading up to his office and their home. “By the time I’m finished taking my belt to your sweet butt, you will be eager to apologize to Sylvia.”


      “If you had been there, Henry, you would have done the same thing!” Lucy argued as he practically dragged her up the steps and through the door to the waiting room.


      “Go on into our bedroom and bare yourself from the waist down, Lucinda.” When she stomped her foot and opened her mouth to argue, he pointed a finger at her and said, “This would not be a good time to argue with me. The spanking you have earned is going to last a long time. You will not want extras tacked on at the end.”


      Lucy turned on her heel and ran for the bedroom, slamming the door behind her. Why did she have to be married to such an impossible man? Why did he never see these things the way she did? Why couldn’t he simply take her word for it that Sylvia Crawford was a terrible mother? Why did he always find fault with her and criticize her behavior? After all, she didn’t use her special brand of fighting to give the woman a good beating. And, she didn’t draw a gun on her! She merely told Sylvia that she was behaving badly… and she was.


      “Why aren’t you undressed?” Henry demanded as he walked into the room. He’d removed his jacket and was in the process of rolling up his sleeves. “Do you want extras, Lucinda?”


      “No. I don’t want a spanking at all! I want to know why you even bothered to marry me if I am such an embarrassment to you all the time! I can’t say or do anything that you don’t find fault, Henry! I feel that I am constantly under a magnifying glass and you are studying my every little move. Why can’t you ever believe in me and take my side?” Lucy was yelling and she didn’t care.


      “People do not like it when you interfere in their personal business, wife. That is what you did. I am not saying you are wrong about Sylvia, but she is Kathy’s mother and she has the right to correct the girl. She probably has a good reason for telling her she is to come straight home, and that doesn’t include stopping in the general store to shop. You have no idea what came before the incident yesterday. And, I am always on your side. You are just used to living with parents who didn’t care enough to pay attention to the things you did. I will always care what you do, and when I think you cross a line, I will tell you so. I gave you every chance to go and apologize for intruding on a personal matter, and you failed to do the responsible thing. Now you are going to get your pretty tail warmed six ways to Sunday and then you will go and make the apology. You chose the hard way by being stubborn, Lucinda Zabarski. Now take off your clothing or I’ll start adding extras.”


      Lucy wanted to refuse, but she knew her husband well enough to know that he would definitely add the extras if she pushed him. He didn’t do anything by half measures, and that included spanking. If he promised her a horrible spanking, she would be begging him to stop a long time before he did. She suddenly wished she’d taken the coward’s way and apologized, or at least lied and claimed she did. She kicked off her shoes and then sat on the bed to roll down her stockings. “I can’t see why this is so important to you, Henry!” she commented, tears filling her eyes.


      “Because you are my wife. I don’t want people turning their backs to you. Sylvia Crawford has a nasty tongue, and she could stir up trouble.”


      “Is this about me… or you…?” Lucy asked. “I can handle myself with other women and their nasty gossip.”


      “Lucy, stop stalling.” He was close to losing patience, and he didn’t want to do that. It was necessary to give a good lesson, but he didn’t want to be too harsh with his little wife.


      Lucy removed her dress and draped it over a chair so it wouldn’t wrinkle. Her petticoats were next, and then she was wearing nothing but her camisole and her drawers. “Can’t I keep my drawers?” she pleaded.


      “No. I spank on the bare; you know that, Lucy,” he stated and refrained from smiling. Lucy hated baring herself for a punishment, which was one reason he always made her do it. He took a seat on the side of the bed, and when she was bare from the waist down, he took her hand and pulled her face-down over his knees. “Being stubborn costs, Lucinda,” he said quietly, and then he started spanking.


      Lucy remained silent. The spanks hurt like crazy, but she wasn’t about to give Henry the satisfaction of thinking he could spank her into doing what he wanted when she knew it was wrong. If anything, this was going to make her wish she’d landed a few bruises on Sylvia Crawford! His hand was like a board, stinging more and more each time he spanked her unprotected cheeks. She closed her eyes and tried to think of something else. She was pleased that Mac and Emily were now married. It would be nice to have another friend. Lucy couldn’t help kicking a bit. Henry was spanking her right below her cheeks, and it truly hurt. It was getting harder and harder to keep from crying, and to keep from begging him to stop!


      Henry shook his head. He knew exactly what his bratty wife was doing. She was trying to prove that she was unaffected by the spanking, but her skin was turning a deep, dark red, and she wouldn’t be able to last much longer. He continued to spank her sit spots until he heard a grunt pass through her lips. A few more, he decided, and she would start to lose that damned pride of hers.


      Lucy did her best to close off her mind to what was happening to her backside. If she did not acknowledge the spanking, then it was as if his hand wasn’t wreaking havoc to her bottom. He moved lower and attacked her upper thighs. Her skin was very sensitive, and she couldn’t prevent the tears from falling. Still, she clung to her silence, determined to outlast his hand!


      Henry shook his head. Lucy was the most stubborn woman he had ever met in his entire lifetime. He reached for the hairbrush lying on the nightstand.


      Lucy gasped when she felt the hairbrush land on her right cheek, and she cried out when it landed on her left cheek. “No, Henry! Not my hairbrush!” she pleaded. She hated it when he used her own brush to spank her. It just wasn’t right for him to do that. It wasn’t fair!


      “I think your hairbrush is exactly what you’ve earned, little girl. The stubborn act goes only so far with me.” He suited action to words as he quickly peppered her reddened cheeks, sit spots, and upper things with the wooden side of the brush. Lucy was now crying freely and begging him to stop. He was not even close to ending the punishment. “Stop whining, Lucy. You earned this dose of hairbrush for being so stubborn. By the time I take my belt off and give you the tanning you deserve, you will be begging to apologize to Sylvia Crawford,” he promised.


      “No, Henry, I won’t apologize. You can spank me all you want; I am not going to apologize for something I am not sorry for doing.”


      “Brave words; I’ll have to see if I can change your mind.” He continued to smack her behind with the hairbrush until she was sobbing. She begged him to stop, but there was no offer to tell the other woman that she was sorry. Reluctantly, Henry took off his belt and doubled it, the buckle end in his hand. “When you are willing to apologize, let me know. This strapping won’t stop until you do…”


      ********************


      Mac reread the letter, and then looked at the picture once again. It couldn’t be! His wife told him her family was all dead, but the papers in front of him said otherwise… He got to his feet and hurried toward the kitchen in back. He wanted answers and he wanted them right now…

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Six



      


      Emily felt like a real wife and she was shocked to realize that she was enjoying the feeling! She was actually wearing a dress… and an apron… and cooking Mac’s supper! She smiled to herself and then started humming. Emily was happy; something she never expected to happen to her was actually happening! A man loved her for herself!



      She sliced thick slices of ham to put in a skillet, shredded cabbage to fry, and peeled potatoes and sliced them, and did the same with a large onion. She hoped that Mac would enjoy what she was cooking. She didn’t normally fry everything, but she had to go with what was available, and do it quickly, and make it good, too.


      Mac stopped in the doorway, listening to his little wife hum and watching her as she sliced the potatoes and then the onion. She quickly had everything on the stove before she realized that he was standing in the doorway watching her.


      “Mac! How long have you been standing there?” she demanded, startled by his presence, and the fact she’d been putting on a show without being aware of it! She felt her cheeks flood with the hot red of embarrassment and she wanted to sink through the floor. She braced herself for the teasing that would surely follow.


      “I am not used to having my wife fix supper for me, and I was enjoying watching you work. You are a beautiful woman, Emily.”


      There was no mockery in his words or in his eyes as he looked at her tenderly. She smiled. “Thank you,” she said, feeling shy. “I actually feel like a wife and it feels good!”


      “Em, we need to talk,” he said solemnly. “Something came in the mail today…”


      “Mac, wait a minute…! I need to tend to the stove or our supper will be ruined.” Emily busied herself doing what needed doing. “If you aren’t busy, you can set the table for me.”


      Mac decided their talk could wait until after they’d eaten. They didn’t need any interruptions while Emily explained the lies she told him.


      ********************


      


      Lucinda simply was not going to apologize to Sylvia Crawford… no matter how long or how hard Henry strapped her with his doubled belt! It hurt, and her poor backside felt as though she’d backed into a stove, but she couldn’t apologize to that woman! She was cruel to her daughter, and Kathy had no one else to stand up for her. “Henry! Stop this, please! You are hurting me!” She was sobbing so hard she doubted he could understand what she was saying.


      “Are you ready to go and apologize to Sylvia Crawford, Mrs. Zabarski?” he demanded. His arm was starting to hurt. This spanking had been going on for what seemed like forever, and Lucy’s butt was a deep dark red and covered with welts. She was in some serious pain, yet she continued to refuse to make a simple apology to the woman.


      “I am not going to apologize, Henry. You can keep this up all night, and I promise you I am not going to say ‘sorry’ to that woman for one single thing I said. She was wrong to treat Kathy so cruelly and someone needs to stick up for that child!” She braced herself for another long barrage of strapping, but to her surprise, Henry stood her on her feet.


      “We’re done, Lucinda.” He put on his belt and left the bedroom. A few seconds later she heard him leave the house by way of the kitchen door. Lucy knew she could be stubborn, but was her refusal to apologize worth driving her husband out of his home? She burst into fresh tears, and threw herself facedown on the bed to cry her heart out. She was in serious pain from the spanking, but her heart hurt even worse.


      ********************


      Henry needed to take a walk and think about what just happened with his lovely wife. He’d spanked her raw, and she still refused to apologize to Sylvia Crawford. He’d warned Lucy over and over against interfering in people’s lives, but she couldn’t seem to keep her opinions to herself when she thought someone was wronging another person. She didn’t have all the facts regarding Kathy and her mother, yet she was willing to give the woman a set-down in her own place of business. Sylvia was a terrible gossip, and Henry didn’t want to see his wife shunned by the other women.


      He stopped in front of the jail and realized that taking his problems to Mac right now wouldn’t be a good idea. Mac was a newlywed, and he wouldn’t appreciate being bothered their first night back in town. He walked on and decided to go into the general store and talk to his former father-in-law, Bill Tune. Perhaps he could shed some light on the situation.


      “Henry, hello!” Bill greeted him with a friendly smile, and Henry knew he was fortunate that the older man accepted Lucy. “What brings you in this evening?”


      “I’m trying to get my head straight,” Henry admitted.


      “I see. Let me finish waiting on Clem over there and then we’ll talk.” He hurried over to where the cowhand was looking at shirts and it didn’t take long for Bill to help the man find his size. The cowboy paid for the shirt; Bill wrapped it in paper and tied it up with string. Clem nodded, picked up his parcel and left, anxious to change into his new shirt before he went courting a girl.


      “Now then, what’s on your mind, Henry?” Bill asked, leaning on the counter.


      “Lucy,” Henry replied with a sigh. “I just spent the better part of an hour setting her fanny on fire with my hand, her hairbrush, and my belt, and the stubborn little brat still refuses to apologize to Sylvia Crawford for the things she said to her yesterday.”


      “I heard about that,” Bill admitted, a worried smile on his face. “Eleanor Cain was in Sylvia’s store when it happened and she said that Sylvia flew into a rage when Kathy came in after school and was five minutes late because she stopped in here and bought some ribbon for her hair. Sylvia grabbed the ribbon and threw it into the stove. Kathy started crying, and she told Sylvia that it was her own money she used to pay for the ribbon. Sylvia said she didn’t care, that Kathy wasn’t permitted to do anything after school but come straight home and get to her chores. She was saying all sorts of nasty things to Kathy, and Lucy stepped in front of the child and told Sylvia she was overreacting. Sylvia screamed at Lucy, and Lucy told her that she didn’t deserve to have such a lovely child if she couldn’t treat her better. Eleanor thought that Lucy was wonderful for defending Kathy.”


      “But it wasn’t Lucy’s place to interfere,” Henry insisted.


      “Son, if you’d been there, you would have done the same thing.” Bill smiled at the look of surprise on Henry’s face. “Lucy was protecting Kathy from her mother, and in my opinion, it was high time someone told Sylvia a thing or two about the way she treats that little girl. In another year or two, Kathy is going to meet some shiftless no good, and run off with him… just to get away from her mother.”


      “I didn’t realize that Kathy’s relationship with her mother was so awkward,” Henry admitted. He was starting to feel guilty for punishing his little wife.


      “The child is afraid to turn around without Sylvia’s permission. The woman is a tyrant.”


      “So, I owe Lucy an apology?” he asked quietly.


      “I think so, son, but you might want to stop by the candle shop and see for yourself how Kathy is doing.” The look in Bill’s eyes was full of meaning and Henry nodded. He would go and see for himself what the heck was going on!


      Henry said his goodbyes to Bill, and walked the short distance to Sylvia’s Candle Shop. He quietly opened the door and stepped inside, surprised to see how many other things that Sylvia offered besides the candles. He heard a child crying and he heard Sylvia screaming at Kathy, using language that Henry would have soaped Lucy’s mouth for using. The berating continued and then Henry heard a slap. Kathy cried out in pain, and Sylvia told her it was what she deserved for being so stupid. Henry had heard enough! He marched into the back rooms of the store, where Sylvia and Kathy lived. He saw Sylvia had Kathy backed into a corner, and Kathy had her arms up in front of her face, trying to protect herself. “Enough of this!” he said, his voice thundering in the small room.


      Sylvia jumped and then turned around. “What are you doing here?” she angrily demanded.


      “I came in the store several minutes ago, but you were yelling at Kathy so loudly you didn’t hear the bell ring. I heard you slap this child, Sylvia, and I heard all the names you were calling her. What did she do to earn such language?”


      “It’s none of your business! You’re just as bad as that awful wife of yours!”


      “I am beginning to think that Lucy had the right of it. Unless you have a damn good excuse for treating Kathy this way, I am going to take her straight to Mac and help her file charges of assault. I will testify to the fact you hit her face.”


      “I was correcting Kathy!” Sylvia said.


      “No, you were hitting her in the face.” Henry turned around and gently examined the child’s face. “She is going to have a bruise right underneath her eye,” he announced. “That isn’t the way to correct a child. You were angry and hitting her for no good reason.”


      “It’s easy for you to be all high and mighty! You don’t have any kids to raise! You’re one of those people who think they know everything… and raising a kid is no easy job!”


      “I didn’t say it was easy, but you don’t resort to hitting. A spanking is another matter all together. Nature provided a place for that, and it isn’t a child’s face. I am taking Kathy with me to my infirmary so I can examine her fully, and then I’ll be speaking to Mac about filing charges. Kathy, you come with me, honey. I’m not about to leave you here.”


      “Thank you, Doc Z,” the little girl whispered, grateful to get away from her mother.


      Sylvia called him every rotten name she could think of, and she berated Kathy even more. Henry whirled on her and told her to be quiet. His blue eyes were blazing with fury and the woman had the good sense to step back. He took Kathy’s hand and led her straight to the jail. He wanted to get Mac on his side before Sylvia went to him and accused him of kidnapping her daughter.


      “Am I going to jail?” Kathy asked, her eyes filling with tears.


      “No, of course not, honey,” Henry reassured her. “We need to see Sheriff Mac and tell him what happened. He needs to know so that we can keep it from happening again. You don’t need to be afraid, Kathy. Everything will be all right.”


      He opened the door to the jail, and Mac wasn’t there. He knocked on the door that led to his private quarters, and Mac opened the door a few seconds later. “Doc Z, what’s going on?” he asked, coming on into the office.


      Henry wasted no time filling Mac in, and Mac examined Kathy’s face. “She has a bruise forming,” he said, filled with anger. “Kathy, does your mother hit you like this all the time?” he asked.


      Kathy looked up at Henry, but refused to answer Mac. “Honey, don’t be afraid. Mac wants to help you.”


      “Are you scared of me, Kathy?” Mac asked. “There’s no need to be. I promise I won’t hurt you.”


      Kathy was shaking, and her eyes filled with tears. The men standing there were so big, and her Mama warned her over and over that the Sheriff would get her and throw her in jail if she was bad. She was frightened and she did the only thing she could think of to do; she kicked the Sheriff in the knee and then ran and hid underneath the desk, crying her heart out because she was so afraid.


      Mac jumped up and down on one foot as he held his knee with his hands. He reminded himself there was a child present and he changed his curse word to ‘fudge’ at the last second. Henry appeared amused, but Mac didn’t find it funny. He went to the door to his quarters and opened the door and called for Emily. He heard her coming. “Honey, I need some help, please.”


      “I’ll need to set supper off the stove. Hold on, Mac.” She quickly returned to hear Henry pleading with a child to come out from under the desk. Mac quietly told her that Kathy was afraid of him, and Emily nodded in understanding. She walked over to the desk and then got down on her knees to face the child. “Hello, Kathy. I’m Emily. My husband says he scared you; what did he do so I can give him a piece of my mind!” she asked, smiling. “Did he swat you on the bottom?” she asked. Kathy shook her head ‘no’. “Did he whack you with a stick?” Again the child shook her head ‘no’. I know, he growled at you like a big angry bear?” This time Kathy giggled as she shook her head ‘no’. “Well, then, just what did he do?”


      “Mama said he would get me and then throw me in jail if I was bad,” Kathy finally voiced her fear.


      “Mac would never throw a little girl in jail, would you, Mac?” Emily looked up to ask him.


      “No, of course not. I’ve never ever thrown a little girl in jail. You are safe here. I just want to help you, and I can’t do that if you won’t talk to me, honey.”


      “Will you tell Mama to stop slapping me; it hurts!” Kathy shyly asked.


      “You bet I will,” Mac promised, his heart going out to the child.


      Emily was finally able to coax Kathy out from under the desk, but she stood behind Emily and it took her a while to realize that Mac wasn’t going to grab her and throw her in jail. Mac was gentle as he asked questions, and he finally turned the child over to Henry. There would be a meeting with the Judge when he came to town the following week.


      Henry took Kathy’s hand and wished with all his heart he could give Lucy fair warning that he was bring home the little girl. Lucy had every right to be angry with him and while he didn’t think she would take it out on the little girl, he didn’t want her making snide comments to him in front of Kathy. She’d been through enough for someone so young. He was pretty sure that Lucy would understand, but he would offer her a sincere apology as soon as possible.


      ********************


      Emily hurried back to her kitchen and put the skillets back on the stove, hoping her first meal in her new home wasn’t ruined. She wanted to be a good wife to Mac. He joined her a few minutes later, a worried expression on his face. “Are you worried about Kathy?” she asked.


      “She’ll be fine with Doc Z and Lucy, but I’m not sure the Judge won’t send her right back to her mother, even though the woman is cruel.” He looked at his wife, but she continued to stir things on the stove, and her expression gave away nothing.


      Emily filled a plate heaping full for Mac, and then she filled another for herself. She also poured some lemonade for them and then sat across from him at the table.


      “This looks real good, Em. Thank you.”


      “You’d better take a bite before you go to thanking me, Sheriff! You might wish you’d married another!” she lightly proclaimed, flashing him a smile.


      “I wouldn’t wish for another if the food tasted bad, Em. I would simply turn you over my knee and redden your pretty little tail end,” he teased her right back.


      “I don’t think I would like that, Mac. We are married now and spanking me is not acceptable.”


      “It is even more acceptable than it was before we married, young lady. A good husband keeps his wife in line and keeps her from harm, and from doing things that could lead to her unhappiness.”


      “What if the wife doesn’t want to be treated like an immature child?” Emily demanded, her cheeks tinged with red.


      “Then best she doesn’t behave like an immature child,” he countered.


      “But what if the woman’s idea is better than the man’s?”


      “Then a wise man listens and accepts that his wife is right.” He noticed that Emily seemed to approve of that notion, but she certainly didn’t like the notion that he considered it all right to spank a grown woman! He took a bite of his food and then said, “This is really good, Em. You are a good cook, and I don’t want you to say otherwise again, hear me?”


      “I’m passable, and compared to you I probably do look good, but there are much better cooks around. I intend to look up some recipes and learn to do better,” she sincerelypromised.


      “Did your mother teach you to cook?” he asked, taking another bite.


      “No.” That was one subject she didn’t tend to discuss… now or ever. “How can we convince the Judge that Kathy is being abused?”


      “I’ll need to talk to people, find some witnesses who will tell what they know about the matter. The court almost never rules against a mother… unless there is a father who is willing to take on a child… and he can prove that he would be a better parent than the mother.” He took another bite of his ham and smiled at his wife. She was frowning. “Em, we need to talk.”


      “Not if you are going to bring up my past,” she told him. She got to her feet and hurried to dip hot water from the stove’s reservoir into a dishpan so she could wash their dirty dishes.


      “It isn’t going to go away, Emily. I have papers on my desk; your mother is searching for you. She claims you were kidnapped by your father, and she is offering a huge reward for your return to her.”


      “I am a married woman; she has no claim to me, and I don’t want to see her again. I wish she was dead!” Emily said, her pretty eyes full of hate. “I don’t want her to know where I am, Mac. I’m counting on you to protect me from her… or maybe it is the other way around. I guarantee I will shoot her down like a mad dog if she dares to come here.”


      “Those are pretty strong words, young lady, and I don’t appreciate hearing you threaten to murder another human being. You would hang!” Mac scolded.


      “I would hang myself before I would agree to see her. She is purely evil, Mac. She makes Kathy’s mother seem like a saint.”


      “What did she do to you, Em?” he asked, wanting to offer comfort.


      “Can’t you see that I don’t want to discuss this? Leave me alone!”


      Mac looked at the rigid set of her spine and made a decision. He moved quickly to take her by surprise, and in the next moment, he was sitting on the chair she’d sat on to eat her meal. He turned her over his lap, and he started spanking, lightly at first, but when Emily started cursing him he increased the strength of his spanks. Emily cursed even louder and tried her best to throw herself off of his lap.


      “Damn you, Mac Forrester! Let me go!” Emily raged at him, furious that he would dare such a thing. She was married and too old for a spanking. She hadn’t done anything wrong! “If you don’t let me go, I will shoot you the first chance I get!”


      “More threats? Not smart, Em. It’s going to cost you.”


      Emily protested as he tossed up her skirts, but it did her no good. He revealed her pretty new drawers and then he started spanking over the ruffled seat. It was so embarrassing she wanted to cry. “I hate you! I simply hate you, Mac Forrester!”


      “You don’t hate me. You’re upset over this business with your mother, and we need to talk it out like two reasonable adults. When you are ready to do that, this spanking will stop, but not one second before.”

    

  


  “I am not going to discuss that bitch with you. I hate her! I don’t want to set eyes on her! Is that plain enough, you son of a bitch?” Emily was furious with him.


  “Now you’ve lost your drawers, Mrs. Forrester. My mother was not a bitch.” Mac wasn’t going to tolerate her name calling, and he proved it by untying the ribbon holding up her pretty drawers and then tugging them down to her ankles. He started spanking, making sure to color her cheeks a uniform red all over. While he was doing that, Emily was cursing fluently and he shook his head when she threw in some Spanish and added some Apache curses as well. His hand moved lower and his new target was her upper thighs.


  “Owwwww! Not there!” Emily cried out. “Mac, it hurts too much! Stop!” He ignored her pleas and all Emily could do was cry while he made that part of her anatomy match her bottom. “Stop, please!” she finally pleaded again.


  “Are you ready to have a sensible conversation, Mrs. Forrester?”


  “Not about her. She is a closed subject.” Emily didn’t want to resurrect all of the anger and pain.


  The spanking started again. Mac spanked her sensitive sit spots and he spanked hard. He heard Emily crying hard, and then she was sobbing. Her wiggling and struggles finally stopped. Mac gave her another twenty-five, making sure she felt each one on her sit spots. “Will you talk to me now, honey?” he asked, his tone of voice patient and gentle.


  “No!” She managed to shock him. He was so confident and sure that he’d made his point. Emily was stubborn, but so was he.


  “Emily, are you sure you want to be so stubborn? I won’t tolerate your cursing me and raging over this situation. As your husband I have a right to know what is going on with you. As a lawman, I have no choice but get to the bottom of this. Those papers on my desk are legal, and I can’t throw them in the trash and pretend they don’t exist. Now, I’m a fair man. I don’t like having to spank you on our first night in our home together, but if I have to, I’ll spank you until you are begging to talk to me.” He paused, and gave her a couple of minutes to lie there and think about the matter. Her butt was a deep dark red, and the heat radiating from her skin gave proof to the fact that she’d been soundly spanked. He hated the idea of starting all over and bruising her or leaving welts, but that is exactly what was going to happen if she persisted with this stubborn attitude. He rubbed her back and felt her relax. When he thought she was properly calm, he asked, “Well, honey…? What is it to be? Are you ready to talk to me now?”


  Chapter Seven



  


  Henry was nervous about Lucy’s reaction when he led the child up the steps to his office and walked inside. The bell tinkled and moments later Lucy came to see who needed his services. He could see that she’d been crying and he felt like an ass. Her lovely eyes fell on Kathy, and then she looked at Henry in surprise, but she smiled and said, “Hello, Kathy. I’m happy to see you.” Henry felt the child relax and he knew he’d never loved his wife more than he did in that moment.



  He smiled at Lucy and said, “I would like to examine Kathy, Lucy, if you would help her undress to her shift. We are looking for bruises and such. Kathy, if you could, please tell Lucy where you hurt. We’ll do our best to help you feel better.”


  “I have supper almost done, and there is a chocolate cake for dessert,” Lucy added as she led Kathy into a treatment room. She had no clue what was going on and it was obvious that someone, probably Sylvia, had hit Kathy right under her eye! She wanted to go and take out that woman, and she was going to if she didn’t stop beating the little girl. Someone needed to show Sylvia what it felt like!


  “Mrs. Z, I hurt something awful,” Sylvia whispered, drawing her attention, “But Ma said that letting a man look at me was dirty and I shouldn’t ever do it.”


  “Kathy, Henry is a doctor, and he doesn’t count. He looks at people all the time because it is his job. There is nothing wrong in allowing him to see your hurts. He can’t help you if he can’t see what is wrong.”


  Kathy tipped her head sideways, trying to decide if that made things alright. She finally nodded and permitted Lucy to help her take off her dress and her petticoats and her stockings. Lucy told her that she needed to take off her drawers, too, and Kathy whispered, “My behind is what hurts most, Mrs. Z.”


  “I understand, honey. It will be all right, I promise.” She wasn’t so sure about her own backside. She was throbbing mercilessly, but even sorer was her heart. She ached to be in Henry’s strong arms, seeking his forgiveness and love. She needed his understanding more than she needed air to breathe… but leaving Kathy alone right now would be cruel. It was obvious the child was frightened. She heard a tap on the door and she called out to Henry that he could come in the room. His eyes met hers and she was surprised to see that he was hurting, too.


  “I’ll start with your face, Kathy,” he said softly, talking as he gently examined the spot, making sure there weren’t any broken bones. “You’ll have a bruise for a while, but there won’t be any permanent damage, honey. Now, let me see your arms.” There were bruises, old and new, up and down both of her tiny arms. “Did your Ma do this?” he asked quietly, doing his best not to frighten her by raising his voice or allowing his outrage to show.


  Kathy nodded. “She grabs me and shakes me a lot. She says I daydream too much and don’t pay attention to my chores like I should.”


  “How many chores do you have?” he asked conversationally, and listened as she went on and on, listing off item after item to the point Henry wondered what the hell her Ma did all day long besides berate the child and beat her. Her legs were bruised, too, especially her knees. “Did you fall down?” he asked.


  “Yes. We were playing baseball at recess, and I fell a couple days ago.” He nodded, and she smiled. “We won the game, though.”


  “That’s good!” Henry said, chuckling. “Now I’m going to have Lucy help me with the rest of this, honey. You’re safe. I just want to see where you are bruised. I need to do that so I can tell Mac and the Judge the truth. Do you understand?” She nodded, but she looked frightened.


  “Doc Z won’t hurt you, Kathy. I promise. May I help you with your shift now so that he can see your back?” she asked. “You can hold the blanket in front of you.” Kathy clung to the blanket as Lucy lowered the straps of her shift down over her shoulders and pushed the garment down in back to show Henry all the bruises and welts covering her.


  “Did your Ma whip your back, Kathy?” he asked, anger filling his blue eyes.


  “Yes, sir. With a belt.”


  “I’ll take away the pain, honey.” He went to the cupboard and took out a jar of ointment… the one that Lucy wanted to use on herself in the worst way… and he gently soothed the child’s back. Lucy pulled up her shift.


  “Her bottom is where Kathy says she hurts most, Henry.”


  “Kathy, I know you are embarrassed, but I need to see. I promise that you are safe here with Lucy and me.”


  “I know,” Kathy whispered. “Ma whipped me hard with a switch, and when I cried, she used the belt, too. I couldn’t sit still at school today and Miss Conroy made me stand in the corner, but I didn’t care because it was better than sitting.”


  Lucy helped Kathy lie face down on the examining table and then pulled up her shift to expose the child’s bottom and thighs


  . She couldn’t control the gasp of shock that came from her lips and when she looked at Henry his eyes were full of angry tears of rage. He gently took the ointment and did his best to soothe Kathy’s pain. “Help Kathy get dressed, Lucy, and if supper is ready, we’ll eat.”


  “It’s done,” she said, giving the jar one last longing look as he put it away. Once Henry left the room, she helped Kathy into her clothes and smiled when Kathy told her that she felt much better. She took Kathy to the kitchen with her and Henry made a big deal of placing a pillow on her chair and getting her comfortable, while Kathy giggled at his antics. It was obvious that she felt safe and Lucy was pleased for that much at least. She had a ton of questions for her husband, but those could wait until later, she firmly told herself.


  Lucy put food on the table and as was his wont, Henry was waiting to serve until she was seated at the table. Lucy wasn’t a bit sure she could sit on the hard surface of the chair, but she certainly didn’t want to explain that to Kathy. Gingerly, she eased herself on the chair and was shocked to realize there was a pillow on her seat. A very soft pillow that only Henry could have placed there! She looked at him gratefully, and to her surprise, he was silently apologizing to her! She smiled in understanding, and then said, “Please offer grace so we can eat, Henry. I’m sure Kathy is hungry.”


  *********************


  Mac applied his hand to Emily’s bottom again when she didn’t answer, and again when she told him to go to hell! He had to know what was going on and the only person who could give him answers was his very stubborn and headstrong wife! Hell, he wasn’t even sure of her age now, and if she was underage the marriage could be annulled. He spanked her again and again, doing all he could to break through the wall of resistance she’d built around herself and the pain she was carrying.


  Her bottom hurt from the spanking that seemed as though it would never stop, but her anger was starting to leave her and Emily could think. She’d known this day would come, but she had prayed it wouldn’t come for many, many years! Now, in trying to prevent what was inevitable, she’d earned herself a very sore bottom. Mac had spanked her several times, but this was the worst spanking yet. She couldn’t sit even if she had to! And, still, she felt defiant. She did not want to discuss that bitch of a woman, but Mac was insisting he had a right to answers. He was correct about that, but she didn’t want to discuss the situation with him. She’d talked to only one person in all these years and that was Dove. He’d protected her after her father was killed by a gambler with a short temper and a quick draw.


  “Emily, are you going to answer my questions or do I need to continue this spanking?” Mac waited, fully prepared to continue should it be necessary, even though her bottom was already a deep, dark shade of red and bruised. He didn’t want to inflict more pain on Emily, but he had to know what was wrong so he could protect her. “You are my wife, and I stand on your side, honey, but I need to know what I am fighting.”


  She heard his words, really heard them. “I’ll talk now, darling. Please stop spanking me! I’m sorry for all the horrible things I said to you. This is so hard for me, and I’m not used to being married and to having you on my side. I like the feeling.”


  When she finally gave in she did it with grace and Mac was truly relieved to have this spanking over. He gently helped her to rise. “I hated being so hard on you, Em, but I didn’t know any other way to break through that wall of stubbornness surrounding you.” He got to his feet and pulled her close to hug her. “I love you, Emily. Talk to me now and trust me to protect you.”


  “I’ll settle for you standing by me, husband. I can protect myself as long as I know I have you.”


  “You have me.” He swept her off her feet and blew out the lights as they made their way into the bedroom. Mac slowly undressed his bride, kissing every inch of skin that he uncovered. “I want to make love to you, honey, and prove to you how much I love you.”


  “I want that, too, darling,” she whispered, her trembling fingers helping him undress, just as he did her. Mac moaned as her warm lips caressed his skin, leaving a burning trail of need where they traveled. He was soon standing in front of her, just as God made him, his body showing her how much he needed to be one within her. His shy little bride decided to kiss him there, too, and Mac trembled. Emily managed to affect him as no experienced woman ever had. Her lips and tongue traveled the length of his manhood and he moaned with pleasure.


  Emily was aching with need and she wanted Mac to ache for her, too. She tormented him with her tongue and lips until he’d had enough and picked her up and put her on their bed. She couldn’t help but cry out in pain as her spanked bottom made contact with the quilt, but her discomfort was short-lived as Mac put a pillow under the small of her back and then put her legs over his shoulders, lifting her bottom from the bed. He knelt before her and when she thought he was finally going to take her, she learned she was wrong. Mac had other ideas and he lowered himself until he was between her legs, and then it was his turn to torment her with his lips and his tongue, and he did so until she was bucking and begging for him to come inside her. Mac was more than ready, and he entered her in one long and slow plunge, giving her body time to accept him within her. Emily gave herself over to pleasure as her husband made sweet love to her. Finally, when she could bear no more pleasure, she cried out in release, and a short moment later it was Mac’s cries that filled their bedroom.


  He held her close, listening to her ragged breathing until it calmed. “I love you, Mrs. Forrester.”


  “I love you, Mr. Forrester,” she said in return, meaning the words with all her heart. She was touched when he went to the kitchen and returned with a pitcher of warm water from the stove’s reservoir and gently cleansed her and then himself. When that little chore was finished he lie down beside her again and pulled her close so that they were lying on their sides. Her bottom appreciated his tender care.


  “It is time to talk to me, Emily Forrester,” he said, using her new name deliberately to remind her that she belonged to him and that he would keep her safe.


  “She is a terrible woman, Mac,” Emily spoke softly, but he could feel the tension in her body. “The only way to tell you about her is to start at the very beginning. She was the only child of a wealthy businessman. Her father gave her everything she wanted and spoiled her outrageously.


  Mac noticed that Emily kept referring to her mother as ‘she’. It did not bode well and he felt himself prepare for a battle.


  “She married my father only because her father was insisting she marry a business associate of his and take her place in society. My Papa worked for her father, in his stables. She pretended to love Papa, and threw her body at him until he did what she wanted. Then she insisted that he marry her. They eloped, and then she brought Papa home and told her father that she was married. He was infuriated, but she laughed at him and then proceeded to do as she pleased. Her behavior was shocking to the society people that her father valued so much. He promoted Papa to a position in the company, and gave him a large salary, but she spent much more than Papa earned. Papa tried to be a husband to her, but she told him to go and sleep in the stables. I guess he got angry one night and had too much to drink and he forced himself on her, claiming his rights. I was the result, and she hated me. I made her body large and fat, she told me. She had morning sickness, but in the evenings when she wanted to go to parties and couldn’t. When I was born she hired a nurse to care for me, and she didn’t come by my room unless one of her friends asked to see the baby. She would pretend to be a mother at those times. She tried to keep Papa away from me, too, but the nurse would let Papa into the nursery and he would hold me for hours at a time and give me my bottles. She never knew about that. She did her best to keep me away from Papa, and when I started talking, I asked for him all the time, which infuriated her. I was only a baby and I didn’t understand why she never wanted to hold me. As I grew up, Papa continued to see me behind her back. I took my first steps for him, and he taught me words.”


  “What about your grandfather?” Mac interrupted to ask.


  “I was a girl, and therefore, worthless. He did not come to see me at all.”


  “What a jerk!” Mac muttered.


  “Yeah, exactly!” Emily agreed, snuggling closer. “So, when I was about six years old, her father died. She inherited everything, and promptly divorced my father. She threw him off the property and gave orders that he be shot for trespassing if he set foot on the property. I was told later that I cried for Papa all the time. He tried to see me, but the men who worked for her knew that it would mean their jobs if they allowed him to get to the house, where I was hidden from view. She finally realized that the nurse was in cahoots with Papa and she fired her without references, making sure my nurse couldn’t get another job. The new nurse she hired was more of a governess who was to instruct me per my mother’s directions. She also did her best to lie to me about Papa. I would tell her she was wrong and she would have me beaten. I tried to run away when I was ten. She locked me in a closet for two days without anything but water and some bread. When I got out I told her that I hated her and loved my Papa. From then on my life was pure hell. I’ve blocked a lot of it. I learned to be sneaky, and managed to give my governess the slip several times and saw my Papa then. She would always find me, beat me, break anything he gave me, and tell me how much she despised me. I told her to let me go and live with Papa since she hated me so much and she swore she would never let him have me. One day I slipped away while she was gone to see another of her ‘friends’. My governess was in love with one of the other servants, and I allowed her to think I was taking a nap, so she did some slipping away of her own. I was out the door and out of the house and I found my Papa… He had horses, food, and enough money saved to get us away, and we headed west, camping out in secluded areas. If we needed supplies, he would go into town to get them and leave me alone. He taught me to shoot, and how to survive without a roof over my head. I loved being with him. He took good care of me, protected me, and best of all, she was a thing of the past. We took to bounty hunting because it pays good. Papa was good at it. We would stay in hotels, and keep our personal items to a minimum so that we could pack up and be out of town at a moment’s notice. Papa changed our names, of course. Emily is my middle name, and Papa gave it to me. She knew nothing of that. Then, the night of Papa’s death… There was a gambler and he could see beyond the jeans and the dirty face. He realized I was grown, and he figured with Papa out of the way he had a fair chance with me. He lured Papa into a poker game. At the time I didn’t think much of it, but then he started cheating, knowing full well that Papa would call him on it. He shot Papa in cold blood, and then he grabbed me and said I was his to settle Papa’s gambling debt. No one would stand up to him, and Papa insisted I leave my guns back at the hotel, so I was helpless. I was kicking and putting up a real fuss, and he grabbed my hair and slapped me hard. I saw stars and fell to the floor. He yelled at me and told me I would do what I was told to do or there would be more of that. Two men followed us from the saloon, shot the gambler dead, and then tried to have their way with me. Dove came along right about then, and shot them; I left with Dove and he kept me safe from men for two years, and he didn’t expect anything. I figured she’d given up by now.”


  “She hasn’t. She’s offered a huge reward for your safe return.”


  “I can’t be returned. We’re married, and I am of legal age to be married without her consent.”


  “Do you have a birth certificate to prove it, honey?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “Is it legal or forged?” Mac hated to ask.


  Emily giggled and answered. “It is legal. I sent for it when I turned twenty, knowing I would need it eventually.” She rested her head on his chest. “What now, Mac?”


  “We reply to the notification, send copies of our marriage certificate, and make it clear that you want nothing to do with her.”


  “And if she won’t let that be enough…?” Emily asked.


  “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” he replied, and then kissed her. He wanted to take Emily’s mind off her horrible childhood and on her present, and it didn’t take long to convince her to make love again. After all, they were just married!!


  *********************


  “Kathy is sound asleep, Henry,” Lucy said as she joined her husband in their bedroom where he was waiting for her.


  “Good. She needs sleep right now. I’m afraid she is in for some rough times, Lucy.” He proceeded to tell her what happened after he left her earlier, and then said, “I am sorry, Lucy. I was wrong, and I admit it. If I could take back that spanking, I would.”


  “You could put some ointment on it if you really mean it, Henry,” she told him and then smiled when she saw the jar he held up.


  “I would have done this earlier if I could have thought of a way to get you alone without embarrassing you. Now come here and bare that pretty bottom of yours,” he bossed.


  Lucy didn’t need to be told twice. She quickly bared herself and Henry lovingly soothed away the hurt. “Thank you, honey,” she said. “I’m so relieved you rescued Kathy from Sylvia. Do you think the judge will give her back?”


  “I don’t know. We need to find out about Kathy’s father. I’m hoping that Mac has some ideas.”


  “We could always keep her,” Lucy said, and Henry kissed her.


  “We need to think on that a bit more, honey. There might be a family with which Kathy would be happier, one with kids around her own age to play with. She might have grandparents somewhere. And, maybe Sylvia will think about her behavior and talk to the minister and get some help and learn to do a better job. Maybe she is simply having trouble adjusting to her child growing up?”


  “Do you really believe that, Henry?”


  “I don’t know, Lucy. I just hope that something will happen to make life better for Kathy. Bill Tune told me today that he was afraid that Kathy would run off with the first man who promised her the moon, just to get away from her mother. Most girls in that situation either wind up used and dead, or working in a saloon when the bastard dumps her and she has no way to earn a living. Most of those girls are too afraid and embarrassed to go home and take the scolding they are sure they will get. I don’t want that for Kathy.”


  “I survived an unhappy childhood, and we’ll see to it that Kathy is loved,” Lucy said quietly, remembering how miserable she was as a child.


  “And I remember how you went marching into a saloon, trying to get a job, young lady,” his voice turned firm.


  “You spanked me for that,” she complained.


  “And then I begged you to marry me,” he reminded her.


  “I wanted to marry you so badly, but I was afraid you were just doing it to save my reputation. I was so happy when I learned you really did love me as much as I loved you.”


  “I was gone the very second I set eyes on you on that stage coach, pretty lady. It was the first time since Marilynn died that I gave any woman a second glance. I was head over heels in love and wanted it all with you. I love you, Mrs. Zabarski, and I thank you for loving me in return, even when I make an ass of myself as I did earlier. I should have listened to you and realized that you wouldn’t have interfered in that situation without good cause. I promise that I will try to remember that the next time.”


  “I promise that I will try very hard not to interfere in things that I shouldn’t, darling. I never want to be an embarrassment to you.” His hand immediately swatted the bottom he’d been gently soothing and she squealed.


  “You are never an embarrassment to me. No more talk like that, Lucinda.”


  “Yes, Henry,” she replied as that same hand moved to pleasure her.


  Chapter Eight



  


  Mac Forrester breathed a sigh of relief when his new bride proudly produced her birth certificate the next morning after they made love once more before getting up. She had jumped out of bed, hurried to a dresser drawer where she’d placed a few of her meager belongings, took out a folded paper, and carried it over to the bed to hand it to him. “See, my darling…? You are legally married; I’m of age.”



  “So I see,” he said with a smile. “Don’t you worry, Emily. I’ll send a wire today, and we’ll make this go away.”


  “I feel better now that you know the truth, Mac. But, please, I’d rather it stayed between the two of us. It is something that most people wouldn’t understand.”


  “If you ever need to talk to someone who will understand, go to Doc Z’z Lucy. She will not only listen, but she can share her story with you. Doc Z had to save her from her crazy father.”


  “Really?” Emily asked, surprised as could be.


  “Yes. I think perhaps it is one of the reasons you two get along so well together; similar backgrounds, but there are a few differences. Lucy uses a gun as well as you do, though.”


  “Oh my gosh, really!” It was plain as could be that Emily was thrilled.


  “But don’t get any ideas. Doc Z takes a dim view of her wearing her guns and using them. I would rather you didn’t get her into trouble by trying to find out which of you is the best with a gun,” he said, teasing her.


  “Oh, be serious.”


  “You said you wanted to learn some good recipes…? You can ask Lucy about that, too. I’ve had so many meals with them during the last few weeks that I should take them a box of groceries. She’s a great cook.”


  “I’ll remember that.”


  “Only if you want to talk to someone,” he said. “Your cooking is already great in my opinion.”


  Emily smiled happily. He’d said the right thing and she was pleased. It didn’t take her long to dress and hurry into their kitchen and she whipped up a fantastic breakfast. All thoughts of her mother were put to rest.


  *****


  Lucinda watched with a smile as little Kathy finished her breakfast. “Would you like more, Kathy?” she offered.


  “Oh no! I don’t want to be a pig!” she exclaimed and both Lucy and Henry laughed.


  “Why not?” he asked her. “I am going to have some more.”


  “Okay, I will, too!” Kathy said with a giggle.


  Lucy gave her another serving of the scrambled eggs and ham. She then filled her husband’s plate and watched the two of them eat as if they hadn’t eaten for a very long time. She knew this was Henry’s usual style, but Lucy wondered where the child put it. Something occurred to her and before she thought about it, she asked, “Kathy, did your mother send you to bed without your supper very often?”


  “A lot,” the child answered, and then looked at Henry and Lucy. “She said it was because I didn’t do my chores well enough, but I think she didn’t always have money for food.”


  “That isn’t going to happen again, honey,” Henry told her, barely keeping his temper in check. He thought it wrong to deny a growing child nourishment, and for two cents he would give Sylvia Crawford the strapping of her life for the way she’d treated her little girl.


  They were finishing the breakfast dishes when there was pounding on the kitchen door. “It’s Mama!” Kathy whispered fearfully. “I knew she wouldn’t let me stay here for long!”


  “I think it is Hiram Nielson, Kathy,” Henry said calmly as he got to his feet. “I’ve asked him to come and build in some more cabinets here in the kitchen for Lucy.” He went to the door, opened it and said, “Good morning, Hiram. You are bright and early today.” He smiled at the big man. Hiram was a widower with two grown sons who sometimes worked with him.


  “Would you like some breakfast, Hiram. It would be no trouble at all to whip up something for you.”


  “I don’t turn down home-cooked food, Mrs. Z. Since we lost Millie, I don’t get too many offers from pretty women to fix me a meal,” he replied, giving Lucy a big, grateful smile.


  “Sit yourself down, Hiram, and I’ll pour you some coffee,” Henry offered, pulling out a chair for the man. “This little lady is Kathy Crawford; she is staying with Lucy and me for a while. Kathy, this is Mr. Nielson.”


  “Pleased to meet you, little lady,” Hiram said, giving the child a smile. “What grade of school are you in?” he asked of her.


  “I’m supposed to be in fifth grade, but Miss Conroy put me up into sixth grade,” Kathy proudly stated.


  “Well, that’s real good. Do you like school?” he asked her.


  “Yes, especially reading. And history, too. Do you have any kids?” she asked, surprisingly comfortable with the big man.


  “I have two boys, but they are men now, and they work with me. Today they are putting a new roof on Widow Miller’s hen house.” It was easy to see how proud he was of his boys.


  “You don’t look old enough to have grown sons,” little Kathy said thoughtfully. “What about your wife…? Is she at home?”


  “She died, honey.”


  “Ohhhh,” Kathy whispered, embarrassed as could be that she asked.


  “It’s okay that you asked about Millie, little lady. You had no way of knowing that she was gone. My Millie was a sweet lady.”


  “That’s good.” Kathy’s eyes were sincere. “I don’t think my Mama is a sweet lady, but I wish she was. She’s mad at me all the time and Doc Z don’t like it much.”


  “Did she give you that bruise, honey?” The big man was gentle, and he could see that both Doc Z and Mrs. Z were listening intently, waiting to jump in if necessary.


  Kathy nodded. “That’s why Doc Z got mad at Mama and told her she was wrong to hit my face.”


  “Doc Z is right, honey,” Hiram said solemnly. “Sounds like your Mama needs a talking to.”


  “I love her,” Kathy said, suddenly on the verge of tears.


  “Of course you do, and that is the way it should be. You don’t worry now. I think that Doc Z and Mrs. Z. and Sheriff Mac will make sure you are just fine, Kathy. They are good people and really smart.”


  “I think you are good and smart, too, Mr. Nielson.”


  Hiram’s eyes crinkled in good humor. “Thank you kindly, little lady.”


  “We need to leave for school, Kathy.” Henry looked at Lucy. “Did you think to pack a lunch for Kathy, Lucy?”


  “All ready,” she answered with a smile, earning one in return. “I was doing that while you two were enjoying breakfast. Hiram, yours will be ready in a minute,” she told him, turning his ham to the other side.


  “Sure smells good, Mrs. Z.”


  “Am I allowed to come back here after school?” Kathy asked timidly.


  “Of course you are, honey. Either Henry or I will come and walk you home,” Lucy told her and watched the child’s face brighten. “You are welcome here until a Judge tells us otherwise. We love having you.”


  “I will help you after school,” Kathy offered.


  “We’ll bake some cookies then,” Lucy decided on the spot.


  “Yeees!”


  “Let’s go, Kathy, or Miss Conroy will put me in the corner because you are late.”


  “No she won’t!” Kathy said with a giggle, but she got her belongings and walked out of the house with Henry.


  “Here’s your breakfast, Hiram,” Lucy said as she placed a plate that was heaped with food in front of the man. “Enjoy, and if you want more, don’t be shy about asking.”


  *****


  Mac saw Henry walking down the street and opened the door of the jail to stop him. “Did you get Kathy off to school, Doc Z?”


  “Yes, and I let Miss Conroy know the circumstances with Kathy. She promised that she would look out for her at recess and keep her until I pick her up after school.”


  “Good. I sent for Judge Parker. He’ll know what to do, but most of the time, the law sends children with their mother. I’m hoping Judge Parker will listen to you.


  “He’d damn well better!” Henry fumed, his blue eyes flashing fire. He suddenly noticed that Mac seemed preoccupied. “What’s wrong, Mac?”


  “I’m worried about Em, Henry.” He told his friend about the telegram from Emily’s mother, and the wire he sent. “The woman already replied and said she was coming straight here, and she intended to have the marriage annulled. I sent another telegram to Judge Parker and he wired back and said he’d handle the woman and send her packing. Emily is of age to be married, and she has a birth certificate to prove it.”


  “So, why are you worried?”


  “Emily has threatened to kill the woman if she sees her again, and with Em, you know it isn’t a burst of anger making her say that. She means it, Henry, and I’m afraid to tell her that the woman is already on her way here. Em is going to go crazy, and I don’t want her doing something to get herself in serious trouble. I love her.”


  “How soon do you think the woman will arrive?” Henry asked. “We could send her away with Lucy… maybe send them to New Orleans to go shopping, or something of the sort…?”


  “That might work… Or, I could tell her I need two female deputies to take a prisoner to a women’s prison… and hire a stranger to play the part…?”


  “No, I don’t want Lucy wearing guns. She’s liable to use them if she’s wearing them.”


  “So is Emily. Let me think on it, Henry. We have a couple of days, at least, before we need to worry.”


  Henry nodded, and then said, “I’ve got to go and open up the door for patients before Lucy gets too many complaints. And, I need to talk to Hiram about the cupboards I want him to build for Lucy in the kitchen. She has all sorts of ideas, but I want to be sure Hiram thinks he can do all of that in the space available. Women!” He shook his head, and then grinned. “If you need me, friend, let me know. And, please help me watch out for Kathy so her mother doesn’t sneak her away and punish her because I took her away. That child’s body is covered with bruises and welts, Mac. Sylvia Crawford has treated her worse than a slave. Kathy had more chores than girls twice her age, and she was being sent to bed without her supper on a nightly basis. Kathy thinks that was because her mother didn’t have money to buy food for them to eat but didn’t want to admit it to her.”


  “I’m going to talk to her today and see if I can learn anything. Some women just don’t make good mothers.”


  “Kathy loves her, so I would appreciate it if you could get to the bottom of things and find out why the woman is so hateful all the time. I’ve never heard of a Mr. Crawford, and I can’t help but wonder if she wasn’t used and left to fend for herself…?”


  “I’ll talk to her today and do my best to find out what is going on.”


  “Thanks, Mac. Got to run,” he said, and then, quite literally, he took off running to get to his office. He was positive that he would have patients waiting impatiently for him to see them.”


  *****


  About midmorning Emily decided to take her husband another cup of coffee and a plate of freshly baked sugar cookies. The cookies turned out well and she was proud of them. She opened the door that led to his office and was disappointed when she learned that Mac wasn’t there. She knew that he didn’t spend much time sitting on his butt during the day, but walked around town making sure everyone and everything seemed well. A couple of telegrams were lying on his desk and she curiously decided to take a peek. She wanted to be of help to Mac, and that included protecting his back if necessary. To her shock, the telegrams were from that bitch who dared to call herself her mother. She was planning to come here and attempt to cause trouble for her. Emily had known that she wouldn’t give up easily. Since her Papa was dead and couldn’t be tormented any longer, the woman would take her rage and anger out on her. Well, that might have worked in the past, but Emily was no longer a child that she could lock in a closet, or beat with whatever was handy. Emily was a grown woman and would rip her fucking head off and hand it to her.


  Mac knew as soon as he opened the door to his office that Emily had seen the telegrams from her mother. He didn’t know whether to spank her for snooping through the papers on his desk, or give her a big hug and offer her comfort and a promise that he would keep her safe from the woman.


  “Were you going to tell me about this, Mac?” Emily asked of him.


  “I didn’t know if I should,” he told her the truth. “I know you and I don’t want you to go after her and get yourself in trouble. She isn’t worth it.”


  Emily looked at him in surprise and then felt tears well in her eyes. “That is what Papa used to say, Mac. She isn’t worth it. Thank you for reminding me of that.”


  “You are mine now, Emily, and I won’t let her… or anyone else… take you away from me. I love you,” he said simply, then opened his arms to her. Emily came straight to him, and he wrapped his strong arms around her and simply held her close. “You let me fight this battle, honey. She might think she has power and right on her side, but Judge Parker will set her straight, and I will protect you.”


  “I don’t know how or why God allowed me to find someone like you, Mac, but He did, and I am happy.” She stood on tiptoe to kiss him, and then said, “I brought you some sugar cookies and some coffee.”


  “This is real nice. I’m not used to being pampered and I think I can get used to it, honey. Thank you.” He sat in his chair, then picked up a cookie and bit into it. “Ummmmm. This is real good, honey.”


  Emily laughed happily, glad to know her husband was pleased. “Do you mind if I go and see Lucy for a few minutes?” she wanted to know.


  “I don’t mind,” he said, picking up another cookie. “I’m too busy being spoiled…” he said with a grin.


  Emily kissed his cheek, then walked out the door and down the sidewalk until she reached the alley that led to the steps that would take her up to the Zabarski’s kitchen. She ran up the steps hoping Lucy would be home and have time to talk with her. She knocked on the kitchen door, and smiled when it was opened almost immediately.


  “Emily, hello! Come in,” Lucy invited the other woman inside. “How are you doing?” she asked.


  “Great! I’m very happy with Mac,” Emily stated shyly, and then blushed when she noticed the big bear of a man standing in the doorway.


  “Oh, Emily, this is Mr. Hiram Nielson. Hiram, this is Mac’s new bride, Mrs. Emily Forrester.”


  “It’s good to meet you, Mrs. Forrester. Mac sure picked a pretty woman to marry.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Nielson.” She was still embarrassed that he overheard her comment.


  “No need to be embarrassed by what you said, ma’am. A woman ought to be happy with her man, and I wish you happiness all your days together.”


  Emily smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Nielson.”


  “Mrs. Z., I need to know how large a piece of marble you want for the dough rolling shelf?”


  “Have a seat in the parlor, Emily, and I’ll go with Hiram to speak with Henry. I already told him what I want, but he is a man and doesn’t understand that you need a space that is larger than a finished pie to roll a good crust or to knead bread dough.”


  Emily walked to the parlor and took a seat on the sofa. It wasn’t long before Lucy was back, carrying a tray with a coffee pot, cups and saucers, and a small pitcher of cream and a sugar bowl. Lucy poured each of them a cup of coffee, and then sat down across beside her. “What do you think of this business with little Kathy and Sylvia Crawford?” The two women talked and ended up comparing childhoods. There were many similarities, but Lucy didn’t suffer the painful punishments Emily did. Emily thought it wonderful that Henry and Lucy rescued Kathy from her mother.


  Hiram wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but the two women were talking right on the other side of where he was working and their voices carried through the door. He was convinced that someone needed to have a serious talk with Kathy’s mother, and he couldn’t see why that shouldn’t be him. She was going to get a terrible reputation and the other women in town would have nothing to do with her if she was condemned and charged with beating her child. People didn’t take that sort of thing lightly. And, to be honest with himself, he didn’t like the thought of a grown person taking out their anger on someone as little as Kathy. He mulled over the situation the rest of the morning.


  *****


  “What do you want?” Sylvia Crawford looked up in disdain when the lawman walked into her shop.


  “I thought we would talk about Kathy, Mrs. Crawford,” Mac said politely. “I waited until you weren’t with clients to come in so that we could hopefully work out something.”


  “Work out what? Doc Z kidnapped my little girl; you refused to arrest him and give her back to me. You said we have to go to the judge for a decision, and that is what we are going to do. You can’t take a mother’s child away from her because she punishes the child.”


  “Mrs. Crawford, Kathy is covered with bruises. You took a belt to her back… and to her bottom. You hit her in the face and there is a bruise to prove it. Kathy has marks on her arms, and her bottom is so bruised it is pathetic.”


  “You looked at Kathy’s body?” the woman screamed at him. “You pervert!”


  “No, I didn’t. Doc Z examined her and made out a report of his findings so I can give it to the judge. He is planning to ask the judge to take Kathy away from you.”


  “The judge doesn’t have a right to do that. Kathy is mine. I gave birth to her!”


  “We aren’t arguing that you gave birth to Kathy, Mrs. Crawford. What we want to know is why you are so angry with her all the time. What has she done to earn all the bruises she has? Why do you send her to bed without supper almost every night?”


  “Kathy makes out like it is all my fault, but she never does what she is told.”


  “Mrs. Crawford, no child is so bad they don’t deserve to eat.”


  “You ain’t got any kids and neither has that Doctor and his wife! Just get out of here. When the judge comes, you’ll learn you ain’t so high and mighty.”


  Mac shook his head. “Think about it, Mrs. Crawford. If you don’t give us a reason not to prosecute you, we will.” He turned then and left her store. It was either that or shaking the daylights out of her for being so obstinate.


  Sylvia swore and then picked up a candle and threw it across the room. She looked at the clock, and then she reached for her shawl and headed for the school. She was going to take her little girl back. She knew what was best for her, and no man was going to tell her otherwise.


  She got to the school, only to find out that Kathy was already gone. In determination, Sylvia walked to Doc Z’s house. She was taking Kathy home.


  *****


  They were washing up the dishes from mixing a chocolate cake, since Kathy said she’d rather bake a cake than cookies. The pounding on the door startled them, and Kathy started shaking.


  “It’s Mama,” she whispered fearfully.


  “She isn’t taking you anywhere,” Henry promised, putting down the dishtowel and heading for the door.


  “I insist you give me back my daughter!” Sylvia screeched the words at Henry, and he smelled the sherry on her breath. “You ain’t her parent!”


  “No, I’m not, and that is why what you’ve done to her is that much worse, Sylvia. You have mistreated this little girl something awful. It would be criminal to permit you to take her home with you where she would be subjected to more of your cruelty. Kathy is staying with us until the Judge gives us permission to find her a home where she’ll be treated decently.”


  “I treat her decent.”


  “No, you don’t, and I won’t allow you to continue this. Sylvia, you’ve been drinking. Go home.”


  “I want my baby back!” Sylvia sobbed.


  “Not until you get your life straightened out.”


  “I’ll walk her home, Doc Z,” Hiram offered from behind him. “You best help Mrs. Z calm down Kathy.”


  Henry realized that Kathy was crying hard and Lucy was doing her best to comfort the child. Wordlessly, he nodded at Hiram and said, “Thanks, my friend.” Hiram nodded and slipped outside.


  “Come with me, Mrs. Crawford. It’s time someone set you straight.”


  “What are you talking about? I don’t even know you, you big jerk.”


  “I met your little girl this morning and she told me how mean you are to her. She also told me that she wishes you would be sweet and love her. I’m going to see if I can’t make that happen.”


  “I don’t understand what you mean!”


  “That’s because you’ve been drinking, and we’ll need to sober you up first. I don’t think that drinking too much is attractive, especially in a woman.”


  “It isn’t for you to say!”


  “Maybe it isn’t, but I’m going to speak up for Kathy since she isn’t big enough to do it for herself. I don’t know what is wrong, but before this night is over, you’re going to tell me why you are drinking and why you are mistreating that precious little girl. I was never lucky enough to have me a little girl, but I can remember how small my boys were at that age. My Millie and I never hit them in the face, and we didn’t send them to bed without some supper, no matter what they did. When I had to tan them, I swatted their backsides, not their backs.”


  “They must have behaved better than Kathy.”


  “No, they must have had two parents to love them and each other and set a good example.”


  “I want you to leave me the hell alone! You have no right to come here and say horrid things to me. You have no idea what it’s been like. How hard it is to raise a child all by yourself.”


  “I finished raising my boys by myself when Millie died. One day she was with us, laughing and loving, and the next she was dead by a snake bite. What happened to your man?” he demanded.


  Chapter Nine



  


  “I am going to get fat, Mrs. Forrester,” Mac declared as he patted his flat stomach with his hands. This was a real good supper. Thank you.”



  “I am glad you liked it, Mac. I got the recipe from Lucy. I enjoyed spending time with her today, and I hope she likes me, too. I think she and Doc Z are wonderful people to intervene for Kathy, don’t you?”


  “I do. Kathy needs people to love her and protect her.”


  “She’s so lucky to have them, and I hope it all works out. I know for a fact that living with an abusive parent is horrid. You are so helpless and you don’t know who to trust, who to tell. My grandfather hated me because I wasn’t the grandson he wanted. My Mother hated me because she could no longer do as she pleased because I existed. I was proof that my Father forced her to be a wife when she did not want to be his wife; she didn’t want to be with any man. She just wanted power over them.”


  “I don’t think that is what is wrong with Sylvia Crawford, honey. She drinks too much. I went to see her today, hoping that she’d calmed down and could give me a reason for her anger towards little Kathy. She couldn’t, or wouldn’t, do that. She just pushed me away and said she was going to tell the Judge that Doc Z kidnapped her little girl. Sylvia insists that Kathy is a bad little girl.”


  “She is not!” Emily got to her feet and started stacking the dirty dishes. “Oh, I would love to go and visit that woman and give her what for!”


  “Em, I am asking you nicely to stay away from her. You would take all of your anger with your Mother out on her and that wouldn’t help Kathy.”


  Emily looked at Mac and could see that he was quite serious. Before she could reply, he added, “I also don’t think it would help you, sweetheart. I don’t want to see you upset and reliving painful memories. So, please avoid her. If I thought for one second that talking to you would fix it and make it better, I would get down on my knees and beg you for your help, but Sylvia Crawford is not ready to be reasonable.”


  “I’m not surprised, Mac. Most abusive parents aren’t reasonable. It is all about them, and how the child has in some way ruined their existence. I will leave that woman alone. I don’t want to end up in jail for murdering her.”


  Mac could see that Emily was in a bad mood but he didn’t know what to say that would make it all better. “I guess I should go and start my rounds, honey. Thank you again for cooking such a great meal.” He kissed her on the cheek and then went to do what he got paid for. He usually worked until pretty late, unless the town was quiet. He was pretty sure that Emily would have another light meal for him when he finished rounds for the night. She was taking good care of him and he wanted to do something special for her. He decided to have a talk with Lucy tomorrow and see if she could give him some ideas.


  As he walked outside he saw Hiram Nielson walking Sylvia Crawford down the street. It was clear as could be that the woman had been drinking again. She was loud and trying to break free of the hold that Hiram had on her arm just above her elbow.


  “Sheriff! Sheriff!” Sylvia called loudly when she spotted Mac. “Make this man let me go! He’s hurting me. I’m afraid he is going to rape me!”


  “I would never do that to any woman, Mrs. Crawford,” Hiram said, his deep voice surprisingly soft. “Mrs. Crawford came to Doc Z’s place and upset little Kathy. I’m walking her home to sober her up. Mrs., Z sure has her hands full right now, and I think this little lady needs a good talking to.” He looked at Mac and in that way that men have of speaking silently, yet communicating, Mac understood what Hiram was trying to tell him. He looked at Sylvia and decided to butt out and give Hiram a chance. Perhaps he would be the one to break through that wall of anger and defiance that was Sylvia Crawford.


  “Thanks for helping out, Hiram. You’re a good man.” He touched the brim of his hat and then moved on. If the woman filed a formal report against Hiram, Mac would have to address it, but he hoped that wouldn’t be necessary.


  *****


  “You have not answered me, Mrs. Crawford. What happened to your husband?” Hiram was determined to get an answer. If he was correct, there was no Mr. Crawford.


  “I don’t have to tell you or anyone else in this damn town one single thing. I don’t make explanations to anyone!”


  Sylvia was screaming at him and Hiram was glad that most people were home getting ready to eat supper. She was making a spectacle of herself, and he was going to see to it she regretted behaving like a raving shrew. He said nothing more until they reached her shop. To his surprise she hadn’t even bothered to lock up her store when she left. She opened the door then looked at him in barely suppressed anger. “All right. You have walked me home, big man. Now go away. You are not invited in my shop.”


  “I couldn’t leave if I wanted to, Mrs. Crawford. You left this door wide open and anyone could be inside. It is growing dark and you don’t know if someone is hiding inside just waiting to rob you or harm you. And,” he added, “we are going to get you sobered up and have a serious talk.”


  “I don’t want to talk to you.”


  


  “Too bad. Inside with you and stop being so stubborn.”


  


  Sylvia whirled on him the moment he shut the door behind him and turned the key in the lock. “You just unlock that door and get out of here. I do not entertain men.”


  “Come with me, Mrs. Crawford. You need some coffee.”


  “I don’t want coffee; I want you to get the hell out of here, you big oaf!”


  “That is the alcohol talking, and I am not impressed, little lady. Come with me.” He didn’t see the kick coming until the toe of her shoe connected with his shin. “Yeowww!” he roared, grabbing his leg. It took him all of three seconds to recover, and then he was angry. “You had no call to do that, and alcohol or no, you are going to regret kicking me.”


  Sylvia was shocked when he took her arm and guided her through the curtains that blocked the living quarters from the store front. She was suddenly embarrassed that the house was messy. She just didn’t feel like cleaning after working all day, and it was Kathy’s job to dust and sweep the floors.


  Hiram stopped to look around and then he shook his head. The living area needed a good cleaning. He pulled a chair out from the kitchen table and took a seat. He hoped that after a good spanking Sylvia would open up and talk about what was making her so angry.


  Sylvia gasped when he pulled her closer and then she struggled when he put her over his lap. “You can’t do this! You don’t even know me!” she gasped. “No! Someone help me!” she yelled as loudly as she could.”


  “No one is going to come running, Sylvia. You are going to get a long overdue comeuppance.” Hiram put some real strength in the first spank to her wiggling buttocks. “”This is for kicking me,” he told her and proceeded to give her several more sound spanks.


  “Owww! Owwwww! Oh boo hoo hoooo!” she bawled, crying loudly.


  “Now then, are you ready to sober up, Sylvia?” he asked, putting her on her feet when she said ‘yes’. “Let’s make some coffee and find us something to eat.


  “I’ve got coffee, but there ain’t much food, Mr.—I don’t remember your name,” she sullenly admitted.


  “My name is Hiram Nielson. How could we both live in this town for some time and never meet?” he asked, shaking his head.


  “I don’t set foot in saloons and the like!” she said, doing her best to insult him. It didn’t work.


  “I don’t either, Sylvia,” he answered, watching her hands shake as she put the coffee on the stove. “You need to stop drinking, woman. Look how unsteady your hands are. How can you hope to raise a child when you can’t take care of yourself?”


  “I can take care of myself!”


  “No you can’t. You are drunk and your child is living with Doc and Mrs. Z. That doesn’t sound like a woman who can take care of herself. What is a Judge going to think when you come into his Court smelling of whiskey?”


  “So, I had a drink. It ain’t a big deal.”


  “It is when you are responsible for a child. Were you drunk when you beat her?” he questioned.


  “She was being bad; I punished her. It ain’t a crime. Look at what you just done!” she accused.


  “I gave you a spanking with my hand. I didn’t use a belt on your back and your buttocks.”


  “I tell you she was not doing what I told her to do. I’m her Ma; I got to make her obey me when she don’t listen.”


  “You don’t need a belt to do that, Sylvia. And, you sent her to bed without her supper several nights a week. Why is that? Kathy thinks it was because you didn’t have money to buy food.”


  “She talks too much about things she don’t know about.”


  “I think she was telling the truth. I can prove it if you wish…?” When she just glared at him he got to his feet and started searching for food. He didn’t find much, just some stale bread and ham. He sliced off a few slices and made sandwiches for both of them. “You sit down at the table and eat this, Sylvia. Tomorrow we’ll see to stocking your pantry so you’ll have plenty to eat.” He thought he was beginning to understand what was wrong. Sylvia was spending all her money on whiskey and drinking all the time. He poured coffee into cups and put hers in front of her. You are going to drink this, Sylvia, and sober up. It’s the damned alcohol that is making you a terrible mother.”


  “It is not!”


  “Sylvia, do not argue with me. I know what I am seeing, and if you don’t want to lose your child, you will give up drinking and stay sober. I am going to help you with that.”


  “Maybe I don’t want your help!” she screamed at him. “I am old enough to drink if I want too, and I’m not hurting anyone.”


  “You are hurting yourself and you are hurting Kathy. The whiskey is letting you whip her with a belt. Do you know how much that hurts?”


  “She…”


  “I won’t hear it!” he roared. “You drink that coffee and sober up. When I am sure you are sober, you are going to get a good belting so you know what it feels like. I’m betting you will change your mind about whipping a little girl by the time I’m done setting your backside on fire.”


  “You can’t do that. I ain’t no kid.”


  “No, you are a woman. A woman who should know better. Eat that sandwich.” He forced himself to eat the sandwich he made for himself, wishing he had some cheese and pickles to put on it. He’d never seen so little food in a house. He was going to find every bottle of whiskey she owned and he was going to return it to the store and get credit for her account. Hopefully she wasn’t deep in debt. Poor little Kathy… All she wanted was a loving Mama like other little girls had.


  Sylvia sipped the coffee, but her hands were shaking so badly she could barely hold the cup steady enough to drink. She badly needed a drink. “I need a few minutes alone,” she said, rising to her feet. “I’ll be out back.”


  “You are not going out there by yourself, Sylvia. I’m pretty sure you have a bottle hidden in the privy.”


  “Damn you! This is my house and I can have a drink if I want one. You can leave right now.”


  “No, Sylvia. You are going to get sober. Tell me, how long has it been since you’ve been sober?”


  She didn’t answer him. He got up and topped off her cup. “Drink up,” he ordered.


  Sylvia glared at him, but she sat down and folded her arms across her chest in disapproval. She decided she simply wouldn’t speak to him and eventually he would leave. Her eyes fell on the dirty dishes in the dishpan and she frowned when she realized that her little girl wasn’t here to do the dishes. She would have to do them herself. It wasn’t fair! She really needed a drink. She picked up her up coffee and sipped it. She kept doing that while watching the big man. He wasn’t ugly, and she put his age a good ten to fifteen years older than her thirty years of age. His hair was coal black and streaked with silver, and his eyes were blue. He had laugh lines around the corners of his eyes and she found that attractive for some strange reason. He was watching her and in spite of his size and his threat to take his belt to her, she didn’t feel afraid of him. She still had burning handprints on her bottom and she really shouldn’t have kicked him. He was really big, and his hands were the size of platters. She felt her face burn with embarrassment as he caught her staring.


  “Drink that coffee, Sylvia. And try to eat your sandwich. It doesn’t taste very good, but it is food to fill your belly.”


  “There is nothing wrong with the ham… or the bread! I made it yesterday for Kathy, but she didn’t do what I asked her to do. She said she had homework and… Oh my God, what is wrong with me?!!” she suddenly asked, and then burst into tears. Hiram was at her side right away, holding her.


  “There you go now, Sylvia. There is the loving Mama hiding inside you. When that alcohol is all gone you will think clearly again. Try to stop crying and drink more coffee.” Hiram insisted she drink another cup of the hot liquid, and Sylvia did her best to get it down. She suddenly felt like she was going to throw up. She barely made it outside the back door in time. Hiram held her when she felt shaky, and he helped her back inside. He gave her some water to drink and told her to slip slowly.


  “My head hurts,” she told Hiram, her voice sounding pitiful.


  “I’m sorry, Sylvia. Getting sober and free of drink can be painful, but I think you are sober enough now to understand what is going on with Kathy; am I right?”


  “I want her back, Hiram. I love my baby.”


  “I believe you, Sylvia, and she told me how much she loves you. If you want her back you are going to have to get and stay sober. I will be watching you, and if you slip, I’ll be right there to pick you up and set your sweet arse on fire.”


  “But, I don’t want you to spank me,” she wailed. “It hurt, Hiram!” Her head hurt, too.


  “And how do you think a belt felt to little Kathy, Sylvia?” he asked, his large hands going to the leather belt he wore to hold up his work pants. It was soft and supple from use and he knew it was going to hurt when he applied it to her backside,


  “I am so sorry, Hiram. I hope she will forgive me. I don’t know why I did something so wrong. She’s not a bad child. I am the bad one… a bad mother. I don’t deserve such a sweet little girl,” she claimed, weeping. “I’m so sorry.”


  “I am sure you are. Get up now and bend over the table, Sylvia. You are going to get a touch of my belt so that you know how it feels and the next time you are tempted to punish Kathy with a belt you will recall this and change your mind.” He was surprised when she actually got up from the chair and bent over the table. She was crying… and he suspected she was feeling guilty as could be. He also knew that she didn’t feel well. It was probably the best time to get this punishment done and over with. It would make an impression and she would cry herself to sleep for the night. “Pull up your skirts, young lady. You are a grown woman and grown women get punished on the bare.”


  Sylvia cried harder, but she had no right to complain. No right at all. She whipped little Kathy with a belt for doing her homework instead of washing dishes! It was terrible, and she was going to take the punishment she earned, even if that meant raising her skirts… and lowering her drawers. She pulled up her skirts and untied the string on her plain white drawers. She shoved them down and then waited. She felt so terribly guilty and a spanking would hopefully take away that guilt. It didn’t matter to her that she didn’t know Hiram Nielson. He was defending Kathy, and she wanted her little girl back. She braced herself.


  Hiram felt tears sting his eyes. It had been years since he punished a woman, but he knew that Sylvia was full of guilt. She wasn’t protesting his orders one little bit, and she was braced for a severe lacing with his belt. Hiram knew she needed it, but he wasn’t a cruel man. He gave her one biting stripe on the fullest part of her bottom and she screamed in pain. “It hurts, doesn’t it, Sylvia?”


  “Yes, sir, it does. I’m so sorry I struck Kathy. Please, God, forgive me!”


  Hiram gave her another on her upper thighs and she howled and bawled loudly. “Do you agree that this is too harsh for a little girl?” he asked.


  “Yes, Hiram. I feel terrible I did this to her.”


  “I’m going to give you one more, Sylvia, and while I don’t want to do it, I think it is important you know how it feels.” It nearly made him sick, but he gave her back a hard lick with the leather. She screamed from the shock of the pain, and then she started begging and pleading with him not to do her back again. “Your back is not the place nature provides for spanking, is it, Sylvia?”


  “No, sir.” She was sobbing.


  “I agree. Will you give me your solemn word you will never punish another person on their back?” he asked quietly.


  “Oh, yes. I promise. I won’t!” She sounded desperate, and he knew the pain across her back was almost unbearable. A man he’d worked for as a youth took a whip to him one time… He knew firsthand how she was feeling.


  “Do you feel you need a proper spanking for the way you’ve behaved??” he asked, giving her a chance to beg off. She didn’t.


  “Please, Hiram. I am in pain inside my heart and I need a hard spanking to take it away. Please…?”


  Hiram didn’t hesitate. He gently raised her from the table, sat on his chair again, and settled her over his lap. “A belt is not to my liking,” he told her. “My hand is more than enough to lesson a little lady like you.” He started spanking and scolding, making sure the spanking lasted a good, long while. He knew he didn’t need to spank her hard… just long and steady, and give her to think it was never going to end. The woman needed time to wrap her mind around what was happening, and by the time he ended the spanking her bottom cheeks, thighs, and sit spots were a deep, dark red, and she was hot to the touch. She was well and truly punished and well on the way to being sober. He finally ended the spanking, pulled up her drawers, and then carried her over to her bed and removed her shoes. He also removed her dress and laid it neatly on a chair. He also stripped her of her petticoats and then covered her with the blankets and sat beside her and gently rubbed her back, trying to see through her camisole and hoping he didn’t harm her. The lesson was necessary, but he hated administering it.


  “Thank you,” Sylvia finally managed to whisper. “Thank you, Hiram. I’ve needed that for a long time now. You asked me about my Willy… He was killed in a gunfight less than a month after we got married. When my Pa learned I was pregnant he kicked me out. He acted like I was a fallen woman even though I had me a marriage certificate to prove about Willy. It’s been so hard. I ain’t got no one but my little girl, and now she’s gone. I’m so sorry I was so mean to her. I promise I won’t do it again. I know that Doc Z won’t believe me, and neither will that uppity woman he married, but I won’t. Will you help me, Hiram?” she begged. “I don’t want to drink no more, but I’m scared I will if the needing gets strong.”


  “I’ll help you, Sylvia. Now you go to sleep and we’ll talk more tomorrow.”


  “I’m really sore,” she said. “You spanked me real hard.”


  “You’ll feel it for a day or two I reckon.” He felt like laughing at the face she made, but was glad he didn’t when she fell asleep so quickly. He wondered how long it had been since she slept without the aid of alcohol. He gave her a few minutes to be sound asleep and then Hiram went to work. He found all the bottles she had hidden and put them in a box. He even scouted the outhouse and found two bottles hidden out there. Once that was done, he started cleaning. He did all the dishes and dusted and swept, and then he looked around and tried to find a spot where he could sleep. The only bed was in the only bedroom, and there wasn’t even a cot for Kathy. He suspected she shared the bed with her Ma. Hiram found some extra bedding, and he spread out on the floor in front of the kitchen stove. He didn’t take his promise to Sylvia lightly. He would stay with her and help her stop drinking. Hopefully, by the time the Judge arrived, she would be sober and able to make a good impression on the man. He finally fell asleep, but slept lightly in case she woke up and needed him.


  Sylvia did wake up, and she quietly got out of bed and rubbed her sore bottom. She needed a drink in the worst way, but she was determined to stay sober and get her daughter back. She decided that some warm milk would help, but there wasn’t any milk. She settled for a dipper of water and couldn’t remember the last time she shopped like a normal woman. She was so jealous when she saw Kathy baking with Mrs. Z. She should be the one teaching her own child! She covered her face with her hands and sobbed. She was feeling sorry for herself and taking her anger out on her precious little girl. First thing come daylight she was going to walk over to the Doc’s house and apologize to Kathy. Surely they would let her do that?


  Chapter Ten



  


  Hiram listened in the dark as Sylvia Crawford stopped crying and walked back to her bedroom. He heard her pull the chamber pot out from under the bed, and he heard her moan in pain when she sat to do her business. She then went back to bed, and within minutes her even breathing told him she was sleeping again. He was pleased that she didn’t go for the whiskey bottles. He almost got up and went to her… but he felt she needed the time to herself. The woman was entitled to a good cry. She was sore from the sound spanking he gave her, and he was sure she was feeling sick from sobering up. The fact that she did not go near the places where she kept her bottles made him proud of her. Hiram allowed himself to sleep.



  To his surprise, she woke him come morning. Her face was red as could be and she looked at him in horror. “Hiram, you stayed here all night! What is everyone going to think?”


  “They will think that I am trying to help you, Sylvia,” he answered as he got to his feet. “Let’s go and get some breakfast.”


  “No. I want to go and see Kathy before she heads to school. I need to give her a hug and tell her how sorry I am. Do you think that uppity woman will let me see her?” she asked, resentment in her tone.


  “She sure won’t if you go to her door with a chip on your shoulder, Sylvia. Mrs. Z. was only stepping in to help Kathy. Can you see that now that you’re sober?”


  “I feel so sick this morning it’s all I can do to function, Hiram,” she admitted, her eyes meeting his. “I want a drink, but I know I can’t have one if I want Kathy back, and I want her to come home. But, I need to see her and make sure she wants to come home. She might hate me now because I was so mean to her.” Sylvia bowed her head, suffering at the thought.


  “Kathy don’t hate you, Sylvia. Get your shawl and I’ll walk you over there so you can see your little girl. Then we’ll have us some breakfast and you can open up your store.” She didn’t answer, but went to get her shawl. He took a good look at her and realized that she was truly ill. He was going to have to keep her close over the next few days until she felt much better.


  Once they arrived at Doc and Mrs. Z’s door, Hiram knocked. The door was opened immediately by Lucy. “Good morning, Hiram. You are in time for… Oh, I didn’t see you, Mrs. Crawford.”


  “I need to see Kathy before she leaves for school, Mrs. Z. Please!” Sylvia hated begging, but she had to see Kathy.


  Lucy looked at Hiram and he nodded that it was okay. She smiled graciously and stood away from the door, opening it wide. “Please come in. We just started breakfast, and I can seat two more…?”


  “No, Mrs. Z.,” Hiram said firmly. “I am going to take Sylvia to the restaurant for breakfast, and then help her open up her store. I might not get back here today, but…”


  “It’s all right, Hiram.” Lucy could see the difference in Sylvia, but she also realized that it would be a few days before the other woman was completely off alcohol. She was amazed that Hiram was helping her, but very grateful, too. She watched as Sylvia went over to kneel beside the chair where Kathy was eating her breakfast. Kathy stopped eating and put her little arms around her Mother’s neck and hugged her tightly.


  “Kathy, I’m so sorry for hurting you and treating you badly. Mama was very wrong to use a belt on you and strike your back. I promise you that it will never happen again. Mama has been very ill, and Mr. Nielson is helping me to get better. Honey, I am so sorry for not taking better care of you; will you forgive me?” she asked, her eyes swimming in tears.


  “I forgive you, Mama. I love you,” Kathy said solemnly.


  Sylvia was weeping when she said, “I love you, too, Kathy. I love you.” She rose and then turned to Lucy and said, “I understand now why you interfered, Mrs. Z.” She bowed her head for a moment and Hiram knew she was swallowing her pride. “Could you keep Kathy another day or two until I get better and make a few changes at my house?”


  “I would be happy to do that,” Lucy agreed.


  “Thank you kindly. I want my little girl back and I want to do right by her. Hiram is going to help me.”


  “I am,” he said, his deep voice strong and leaving no doubt that he would keep his promise.


  Henry Zabarski entered the kitchen then and looked around in surprise.


  “Doc Z,” Hiram greeted the doctor politely.


  “Good morning, Hiram. Mrs. Crawford,” he nodded. He wondered why the woman was here so early and hoped she wasn’t upsetting little Kathy, or his wife. Lucy was smiling, however, and Kathy seemed happy.


  “I wanted to see Kathy before she left for school, Doc Z,” Sylvia Crawford explained. “Mrs. Z. was kind enough to ask us inside.”


  “Mama loves me a lot,” Kathy explained.


  “I do love you a whole lot, sweetheart,” Sylvia said with a tender smile for the child. “Will you stay with Mrs. Z for a couple of days, Kathy, and give Mama some time to buy groceries and clean our home properly?”


  “I like to stay here; Doc and Mrs. Z are real nice to me,” the child insisted, and she was unaware how much those words hurt her Mama.


  “I’m glad,” Sylvia said, forcing a smile. “You be good now, hear?”


  Kathy giggled. “I will, Mama.”


  “Mrs. Crawford, would you like to take supper with us tonight and spend a bit of time with Kathy then?” Lucy asked, more than willing to give the woman a chance since she was trying to pull herself together.


  Sylvia nodded, too choked up to speak.


  “Hiram, you are invited, too, of course.” Lucy extended the invitation.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Z,” he replied. “This is real kind of you and I know that Sylvia appreciates it very much, don’t you, Sylvia?” He encouraged her to speak.


  Sylvia nodded. “I do.” Her eyes were so full of tears she was afraid she would start bawling at any second. These people were being so kind to her and she was ashamed of the way she’d treated them.


  “Are you ready to leave for school, little lady?” Henry asked of Kathy, reminding them of the time.


  “Yes!” she responded, jumping to her feet. “Bye, Mama. I’ll see you after school. Bye, Mr. Nielson. Bye, Mrs. Z.”


  “Bye, Kathy,” Sylvia whispered, and bent down to kiss Kathy’s cheek.


  “We’d better hurry, too, so you can open your shop, Sylvia,” Hiram suggested, taking her elbow and steering her toward the door.


  Sylvia looked at Lucy and nodded gratefully in her direction, too emotional to trust herself to speak. She said nothing until Hiram pulled out a chair and seated her in the restaurant and the sad state of her bottom made her wince. “I am so sore I could smack you, Hiram!”


  “Now, Sylvia,” he said, chuckling. “You know how that would end, don’t you?”


  She blushed and knew her face was still red as the waitress approached them.


  “Coffee?” she asked.


  “Yes, please, Cheryl,” Hiram answered with a big smile for the young woman. “How are you today, young lady?” he asked.


  “I’m just fine, Mr. Nielson,” she said, blushing.


  Sylvia was stunned to realize that she was jealous of the pretty young blonde. She wanted to tell her to leave Hiram alone, and she thought it terrible of the man to flirt with the waitress when he was with her!


  “Cheryl, this is Sylvia Crawford. Sylvia, my son James is sweet on this pretty young lady.”


  “James is a wonderful man,” Cheryl insisted, and then asked, “How is he today, Mr. Nielson?”


  “I haven’t seen him yet.”


  “Ohhhh. Well, he’ll probably come in for lunch like he usually does,” she said, and then she spotted her boss looking at her. “What can I get you?” she asked, all business-like under the man’s disapproving gaze.


  “Lots of coffee, scrambled eggs, ham, fried potatoes, and biscuits… Served family style,” Hiram stated without asking Sylvia’s preferences. She needed to eat, and eat well. She was staring at him when Cheryl walked away. “What are you thinking, Sylvia?” he quietly asked.


  “Aren’t you going to be embarrassed when she tells your son that she saw you in here with me?”


  “Why would that be a problem?”


  “I know what people think about me, Hiram. I know that they don’t believe that Willy existed. I ran off with him when he was passing through town and took a shine to me. He was a good man, but he had a terrible temper, and he wasn’t as fast with a gun as he thought he was. My own Pa didn’t believe that Willy married me, but he did. We didn’t do nothing until after we was married. Willy was good to me.”


  “I believe you, Sylvia.” He said the words and hoped he would believe her. She looked at him for a moment or two, and he repeated, “I believe you.” Her pretty eyes filled with tears once again, but she nodded and reached across the table for his hand.


  “Thank you, Hiram. Thank you so much.”


  Cheryl came then with food and placed the bowls and a platter of ham on the table. She then ran and came back with a pot of coffee. “I know how you love your coffee, Mr. Nielson,” she said with a smile. “Mrs. Crawford, are you okay?” Cheryl whispered. “Can I help you in any way? You look so upset.”


  “I’m okay; just not used to anyone being so nice to me as Hiram is,” she explained, trying to smile.


  “All the Nielson men are kind and just wonderful,” Cheryl insisted. “Now, if you need anything at all, you come to me. Mr. Bailey likes to sound all gruff, but he really does have a heart and he would give me time off to help if you needed it.”


  “Thank you, but I really am doing better now.” Hiram, the Z’s, and now Cheryl were all being so kind and reaching out to her with helping hands… even though Hiram’s helping hand had left her behind stinging and sore. She blushed as Cheryl hurried to another table and Hiram looked up to see her studying him intently. This time her smile was sincere and came unbidden. “Thank you, Hiram. You’ll never know how much I needed your help last night.” She could still feel the stripe across her back, too, and as long as she lived she would never strike anyone, but especially little Kathy, in that manner.


  “You’re welcome, honey. Now eat up,” he ordered and she was shocked to realize that while she was thinking about things in general, Hiram had filled her plate with food.


  “I can’t eat all of this!” she exclaimed.


  “Yes, you can. You’ll feel better once you fill your belly. Once you clean your plate, I’ll walk you to your store so you can open up, and I’ll go to Bill Tune’s store and get food to fill your kitchen.”


  “That’s not necessary!” she argued.


  “Yes, it is, and no more arguing, young lady, or you’ll go over my knee again.” He didn’t say the words in a loud manner, but she turned red and hastened to look around to see if anyone heard. To her relief, they hadn’t. “Eat up, Sylvia,” he warned, but refrained from smiling as she picked up her fork and took a mouthful of her scrambled eggs. She really was pretty, and he had a feeling she would be even prettier once she gained some weight.


  *****


  “What is wrong, Mac?” Emily asked as she saw him frowning. He quickly hid the frown and then smiled.


  “Not a thing, pretty lady. You are spoiling me, and I am seriously going to get fat. I used to take breakfast at the restaurant, and believe me, their food isn’t nearly as good as yours.”


  “You are exaggerating, Mac. And, something is troubling you. Have I done something wrong?”


  “No, of course not.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Sending his wife away with Lucy, as Doc Z suggested, wasn’t going to work out. Lucy was busy with little Kathy and Mac wasn’t about to permit Emily to go off on her own. He really had no choice but to tell her the truth. “Em, I have some news that is going to upset you. Your mother is on her way here; she wants to have our marriage annulled and take you home. I sent for Judge Parker and he is on his way to send her packing. You have your birth certificate; we have our marriage certificate. There is nothing she can do.”


  “Except die,” Emily said, getting to her feet. “When is she arriving?” she asked, her voice too quiet.


  “I’m not sure. It could be as soon as tomorrow or the next day; it might be another week.”


  “That is enough time,” she said, getting to her feet.


  “Enough time for what? You aren’t leaving town to avoid her.”


  “No,” Emily answered, filling her dishpan with hot water from the stove’s reservoir. She added soap, and began scrubbing their dirty dishes.


  He came up behind her and put his arms around her waist and pulled her back against him. “Emily, please talk to me. Don’t shut me out. I want to help you and I don’t know what to do. Tell me what you’re thinking.”


  “You honestly don’t want to know,” she said, angrily scrubbing the plate she’d served bacon upon.”


  “Em…?”


  “Okay, I am planning to shoot her dead on sight! Are you happy now?”


  “No, I am not happy! I’m going to have no choice but to lock you in jail if you don’t rid yourself of this ridiculous idea.”


  “It isn’t ridiculous. I won’t allow her to come here and pretend she cares about me. She is the reason my Father couldn’t be with me when I needed him so much. She is a terrible woman, and how dare she pretend concern that I am married? I won’t have her here, Mac. If she shows up, I’ll call her out and I’ll shoot her dead. Now go and do some Sheriffing; I want to be alone,”


  “I’m not about to leave you alone until you calm down, Mrs. Forrester.”


  “Calm down!” She slapped the dishwater with her hands, splashing water everywhere. “Hell no! I told you I don’t want to see her; I told you I would kill her if she came here; I asked you to protect me and keep her away. If she comes here, she is as good as dead. No discussion.”


  “You aren’t going to kill anyone, Emily Forrester.”


  “I wouldn’t bet on it if I were you!” Emily hated the woman; truly hated her. “Send a wire, Mac. Do anything, but keep her away from me or I will do as I said.” In the next instant she was jerked away from the dishpan so quickly that it flipped off the counter and onto the floor, sending soapy water everywhere! “Look what you’ve done, Mac Forrester!” Emily was outraged and so focused on the water and dishes that were covering the floor that she didn’t realize that Mac was pulling her over to the table until it was too late. He’d already pulled out a chair and just that quickly, she was facedown over his knee and he was tossing up her skirts and pulling down her drawers! “No, Mac! Noooo!” she pleaded with him.


  “You’ve earned a damn good hiding, little girl,” Mac bluntly told her, raising his hand and bringing it down hard on her pale skin. Emily cried out and a fiery red handprint appeared. Mac didn’t hesitate to spank her once again, doing his best to get her attention. “You are not going to kill anyone, Emily Forrester. I don’t care how much you hate her and blame her for your father’s death, you are not going to kill her. I won’t see you hang, and that is precisely what would happen if you shoot her dead.” He spanked her naked butt once again, and continued to scold her as he spanked her until she was sobbing. When he thought she had enough, he put her on her feet, marched her to a corner with instructions to hold up her skirts and keep her nose in the corner and think things over.


  Mac was angry and he felt pretty darn helpless. How in hell was he to prevent that woman from coming to town? He could take his wife’s guns and hide them, and lock up all the guns in the office, but he knew how resourceful Emily could be. He had no doubt in his mind that if the redhead decided to shoot someone, she would find a way to buy a gun… or borrow one. He had an instant flash of awareness and knew exactly where his brat of a wife would go to borrow that gun, and he was damn sure that Lucy Zabarski would accommodate Emily. Lucy had her own issues growing up with parents who disliked her for being a female when they wanted a son. Yes, Lucy would take Em’s side for sure. He picked up the dishpan, and then got down on his knees and started cleaning up the mess he’d made when he’d pulled Emily away from the chore she was doing to give her a sound spanking.


  Emily was still sniffling and crying over in the corner, and her backside hurt. Her skin was on fire and she could feel Mac’s anger as her bottom throbbed mercilessly. He just didn’t understand how she felt. She did not want that woman to come here and do anything to destroy what she had with Mac the way she destroyed what she could have had with her father. It wasn’t fair. It simply was not fair! She rested her forehead against the wall and cried. What could she say to Mac? She knew him well enough to know that he would spank her again if she so much as hinted that she would kill that horrible woman! The only reason that woman wanted her to come home was so she could find ways to torture her and make her miserable. Emily was positive that her sweet husband had never met anyone as hateful and manipulative as that evil woman.


  Mac finished cleaning up the mess and was surprised at how long it took him to do it. The fact that Emily was still crying in the corner wasn’t lost on him, but he couldn’t keep her there forever. He walked over and put his hands on the wall on either side of her, with his body against her sore rump. “Well, Mrs. Forrester? You know perfectly well what I want to hear.”


  “I know what you want, Mac, but I’m not going to make any promises no matter how much you spank me and try to change my mind. You have no idea what she is like; I do. I will not permit her to come between us. And, if she does, she will pay with her life.”


  “I can’t stop her from coming,” he growled. “Am I going to have to lock you in jail?”


  “That is up to you, Mac, but I won’t forgive you if you do.” She paused when she heard him take a sharp breath. “May I please pull up my drawers and lower my skirts? You need to get to work, and I have baking to do.”


  “We aren’t finished with this discussion, Emily,” he warned.


  She looked at him, her green eyes full of tears. “I won’t change my mind, Mac. She is evil and I hate her. She’s worse than Kathy’s mother.”


  Mac winced. “You can fix your clothing, but you are to stay right here today; in this kitchen, and nowhere else.”


  “I need to make the bed!” she told him, her voice expressing her shock.


  “If you can do that from this kitchen, then make the bed; if you can’t, then it’s best you don’t unless you want a paddling for defying me and refusing to accept this punishment, and, believe me, it is a punishment. I want you to think about how you would feel confined in jail or prison for the rest of your life if you commit a crime. I wouldn’t be able to protect you, Emily, and I promise you that I won’t forgive you if you end up going to prison or hanging. You are confined to this room, and no other.” He turned on his heel and stomped from their apartment to the Sheriff’s office next door.


  “What the hell am I going to do with her?” he asked himself as he unlocked the door to the street. Thankfully, there was no one waiting for him to open up. That was a good sign; it meant that there wasn’t any cattle rustled during the night, and perhaps it would be a quiet morning and he would have time to think about the situation with Emily and how to handle it. Mac headed for the telegraph office and he tried to send a telegram to her Mother, hoping it would reach her and she would cancel her plans. He was blunt and told her that Emily hated her and didn’t want to see her, and had threatened to kill her if she showed her face. He knew that the telegram would prove premeditated murder, but Mac would do everything he could to keep Emily from doing something they would both regret.


  He ran into Henry in front of his former father-in-law’s store. “Having a slow day?” he asked


  “I am; no one waiting in my office this morning, no calls during the night. Lucy sent me for thread.” He held up a small package. “What about you?”


  “Things are quiet… except for home. I told Emily that her Mother was coming and she reacted even worse than I thought she would. She promised to kill her.”


  “Good grief! She’s as headstrong as my Lucy,” Henry declared. “She needs a good blistering, my friend.”


  “She’s wearing one right now, Doc Z, and she is confined to the kitchen for the day. I want her to experience a small taste of jail.”


  “If you think of anything I can do to help out, let me know, friend,” Henry offered. “In the meantime, I think you will be interested in knowing that Sylvia Crawford is sober and Hiram Nielson is responsible. She came by this morning to see Kathy before she went to school. Sylvia apologized to her, told her how much she loved her, and she asked Lucy if she would keep Kathy a few more days until she is feeling better. Hiram was with her, and Lucy thinks that Sylvia is sincere. She invited the two of them to supper tonight so that Sylvia can see Kathy. I think that Hiram is going to stay by Sylvia’s side until she is through this rough time. Lucy isn’t going to get her cabinets right away, but she said that is fine with her if it helps Kathy have a better life.”


  “Hiram is a good man. I hope he can get Sylvia to the point she will leave the booze alone.”


  “He returned quite a few unopened bottles to Bill and exchanged them for food, plus he bought a bunch of groceries for Sylvia. The man is trying to help her, and I pray it works.”


  “Me too, friend. I need to go and check on my Em and hope she is obeying me. I’d hate to have to whale her again today, but I will if she takes one step out of that kitchen.” He turned and walked down the street and into the jail. No one was waiting for his help, and he had no prisoners to take care of. He entered his apartment and walked straight into the kitchen and found it empty! He cursed under his breath and decided that Em was going to wish she hadn’t decided to test his resolve. If she thought her butt sore now, she would soon learn just how sore she could be!


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Emily wasn’t about to be restricted and punished for wanting to be free of her bitch of a mother. The woman hated her and Emily wasn’t going to give her a chance to come between her and Mac. After hunting for bounties for several years, she already had a very good idea what it was like to be jailed. She also had witnessed quite a few hangings. No, she didn’t want to hang… and no, she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life in prison, but she would rather do either of those things than face the evil woman who professed to be her mother. She waited until she was positive that her husband would be gone long enough she could make her escape without a physical confrontation, then she changed her clothing and slipped quietly out of their home, which was attached to the jail.



  Mac would not be happy when he came home and found her missing, but the only prayer he had of keeping her in that kitchen was by sitting there and never closing his eyes. Emily wasn’t the type of woman who would meekly obey. Her husband should know that by now! She needed some time alone.


  *****


  Lucy jumped when the kitchen door banged open. She whirled around and saw Mac Forrester standing there, glaring at her. “Where is she, Lucy, and don’t you dare tell me you don’t know who I mean!”


  Lucy’s famous temper immediately flared. “Don’t you come inside my home and take that tone of voice with me, Mac Forrester!” She could see he was furious, but she didn’t like his attitude. There was only one man in the entire world who had the right to take her to task, and it wasn’t Sheriff Mac Forrester. Besides, she didn’t have a clue what Mac was talking about.


  “I’m not in the mood for any of your sass, woman. Where is my wife?”


  “I don’t know!” she answered, clearly exasperated with him, her mind whirling. “Why don’t you know where Emily is at?” She was curious as to what was going on. “Did the two of you have a fight?”


  “Where’s Doc Z?” Mac demanded in exasperation. If it wouldn’t mean a fight with his best friend, he would shake the impossible Lucinda.


  “At the Bishop’s. Amanda is delivering.”


  “Are you hiding Emily, Lucy?” he asked in what he thought was a straight forward manner.


  She looked at him suspiciously. “Why would she need hiding from you, Mac?”


  “Don’t be funny, Lucy. Em’s not where she is supposed to be, and she is in a terrible temper. I’m afraid she is going to kill someone if I don’t stop her.” The worry in his dark eyes immediately calmed Lucy’s temper.


  “Her mother…?” Lucy asked immediately, her eyes giving away the fact that she was very concerned. “She told me how much she hates her, and with good reason. That woman is evil.”


  Mac explained that Zinnia Craig was on her way to town, and his sweet wife was furious, and Lucy nodded in understanding. “If she comes to me, I’ll get word to you,” she promised. Once Mac was gone, she quickly ran into the bedroom she shared with Henry, and quickly changed her clothing. Then she hurried down the street to Sylvia Crawford’s store.


  “What’s wrong, Mrs. Z.?” Sylvia asked when she saw the look on the other woman’s face, and the way she was dressed.


  “Sylvia, I know I promised to help with Kathy, and I really want to, but a friend of mine is in some serious trouble, and I need to help her before she does something that will ruin her life forever.”


  “What is happening?” Sylvia asked sympathetically. “Do you need my help?” she offered, willing to do what she could to help the obviously distressed woman.


  “Yes. Could you pick up Kathy after school and keep her? I might not get back tonight.”


  “Mrs. Z, what’s going on?” Hiram asked, frowning. He’d come out to the store when he heard a woman’s voice raised in distress, and he wanted to make sure that Sylvia didn’t have a situation she needed help with.


  “I don’t have time to talk right now, Hiram. Please help Sylvia with Kathy, and if my husband comes looking for me, well, tell him I might be gone for a day or two.” She turned and took off running.


  “She’s wearing pants and a gun!” Sylvia said, shocked. “Do you think you should find the Sheriff or Doc Z?”


  “I’m not sure what is up, Sylvia, but don’t you worry. We can get Kathy from school and bring her home.” Sylvia nodded, and he could see she was very happy. “I’m proud of you, Sylvia. I know you are hurting, but you aren’t whining and complaining, and I know you are hurting.”


  “I want my child back, Hiram, and I will do what I need to do. I didn’t realize how terrible I was,” she admitted to him. “I’m ashamed of myself.” She bowed her head.


  “Now, none of that. We look forward from now on. If you start feeling sorry for yourself, I’ll take you over my knee again and spank you.” He meant the words, and she obviously believed him because she suddenly straightened up to look at him with solemn eyes.


  “I am still sore from the last spanking you gave me, Hiram. I don’t want another, thank you very much!” He winked at her, and in spite of feeling terrible, she had to giggle.


  *****


  Mac searched the entire town, and then realized that his wife’s horse was missing from the livery. The owner’s son told him that she rode out of town hours earlier. Mac asked if she said where she was heading, and the boy shook his head ‘no’. Mac was furious, but he knew that chasing after Emily wouldn’t do a bit of good. She was probably trying to get as far away from town as possible. She wanted nothing at all to do with her mother. He should have agreed to hide her himself, and then she wouldn’t have run away. His only option was to stay in town, meet the damn stage, and hope that Em’s mother wasn’t on it. If she was, he would have to find a place to keep her in protective custody until he could find Emily and disarm her.


  The stage coach was running late and Mac wondered how the day could possibly get any worse. He stood there, hoping and praying that the evil one got his telegram and wouldn’t arrive on today’s stage. Once he met the stage, he was going to go and have another talk with Lucy Zabarski; he couldn’t believe that Emily would leave town without giving her friend some hint of where she was going. He stood there for several more minutes, getting more and more irritated with each passing second. Finally, the stage came barreling into town.


  “Sheriff, Sheriff! We was stopped! A female stopped the stage, and she dragged a woman off the stage! Now, mind you, I don’t like the woman that was took one little bit, but we got no choice but report she was kidnapped!”


  “Who was the woman?” Mac asked. His heart felt squeezed by an icy band of fear. If Emily took her mother there was no telling what she’d done to her. Emily didn’t make empty threats.


  “Her name was Zinnia Craig. She was on her way here to ‘rescue her little girl from some lowlife,’ she said. Who the heck was she talking about, Sheriff?” the driver asked, scratching his head.


  “Me.” Mac headed to the Doc’s to talk to Lucy once more.


  “Hey, Mac. You want a cup of coffee?” Henry offered when he saw his friend on the other side of the door that led into his kitchen.


  “Where’s Lucy, Doc Z? Em ran off, and I’m afraid she’s in deep trouble. I need to see what Lucy knows.”


  “Lucy isn’t here. I just got home from delivering Amanda and Doug’s baby boy. I figure she’s at the school getting Kathy.” He pointed to the kitchen table. “Sit down and tell me what has you so upset, Mac. Lucy and I will help if we can.”


  “Emily swears she’s going to kill her mother if she comes here. I wish it was just an idle threat, but it’s not. The stage was stopped, and Zinnia Craig was kidnapped. If her body turns up, I might have to arrest my own wife for murder.”


  “Do you honestly think that Emily would go that far? After all, she has to know that the woman has no legal power over her…? She is of legal age, and she is married to you.”


  “Emily claims the woman would do anything to hurt her for being born, and if the driver is to be believed, Zinnia was nasty to him and to Tobias. She told them she was on her way here to ‘save her little girl from some lowlife!’”


  Henry did his best not to laugh at his best friend’s chagrin. “Lucy should have been home by now. It’s not like her to not have supper on the stove by this time of day.” He waited a few more minutes, and hurried to answer the door when there was a knock. To his surprise, it was Hiram, and he had Kathy with him. “Come on in. I’ve been expecting you and Lucy for some time now,” he told Kathy.


  “We just come by to get Kathy’s doll,” Hiram stated. When he could see that Henry didn’t have a clue, he said, “Mrs. Z come by to see Sylvia and said she had to help a friend, and she was dressed for the trail, Doc.”


  “Did she say where she was headed?” Mac asked hopefully.


  “No, and I didn’t think to ask. I figured you knew, Doc.”


  “No. Let me see if she left me a note somewhere.” He came back in a moment, carrying a paper, which he read aloud, ‘Dear Henry, Mac was here looking for Emily. I’m going to help her. Please don’t be mad at me. I’ll be home as soon as I can. Love you, Lucy’. I’m going to…” He shut up when Mac raised his hand in warning.


  “Swallow hard,” Mac cut him off and reminded Henry that Kathy was in the room.


  “Do you want me to help you two?” Hiram offered.


  “Thanks, Hiram, but you can help best by taking care of Kathy and Sylvia right now,” Mac replied. “Henry and I will look for our wives and find out what they’re up to.” And his wife was in for another damn good spanking!


  *****


  “Do you ever shut up?” Lucy demanded as she pushed the annoying woman inside the deserted cabin. “Sit down.” Emily must have taken after her father because she didn’t look anything like the big woman who was glaring at her.


  “You are not fooling me, Sharon Craig!” Zinnia Craig declared, her voice loud and shrill at the same time.


  “Who?” Lucy asked, frowning.


  “You didn’t think I would recognize you, did you, Sharon! I should know my own daughter!” Zinnia declared triumphantly.


  Lucy looked at her in shock. “You think I am your daughter?” She shook her head and then laughed, clearly puzzling the older woman. “I really should feel sorry for you, but I don’t.” She drew herself up to her full height and said, “Sit your fat ass down before I shoot you where you stand.” She’d thought that Emily was remembering her mother with a child’s tendency to exaggerate, but the woman was every bit as awful as Emily said.


  “You have no right to speak to me with such disrespect, Sharon. If you weren’t wearing that gun like some common thief, I would box your ears!”


  “Lady, one thing you’d better realize right now is that I am trying to keep you alive. I’m beginning to regret that decision, however. I am not your daughter, and how you could even think that is beyond me. Your daughter and I look nothing alike.”


  “You’re trying to protect that no-good bastard you sold yourself to!” Zinnia sneered, and in the next moment she found herself flying through the air to land on her fat butt on the dusty chair she’d been told to sit upon.


  “If your daughter was here she would kill you slowly for saying that about Mac.”


  “She has no idea of the wealth she possesses. She can’t marry a nobody! She must come home and allow me to choose someone worthy of her!”


  “Allow you to pick a cruel husband, you mean? One who would beat her and suck the very life out of her?” Lucy quickly learned she was right when the woman’s eyes gave her away. Emily was correct when she said that Zinnia was full of hate for her.


  “What would someone like you know of society and money?”


  “I was born and raised in Boston, to one of the wealthiest families there. I escaped from my father’s marriage plans for me. And I would do anything to keep you from ruining your daughter’s life.”


  “She’s already ruined her life by taking up with that man who claims to be a lawman! I am going to take Sharon home with me, and I’ll have him arrested for rape!”


  “Mac is a good friend of mine, so shut up… or else!” Lucy was furious and she had no idea how long she was going to have to keep the odious woman out of Emily’s sight. Hopefully, Mac would find Em and talk her down, and the Judge would write out an order of protection for Emily that would send Zinnia Craig home and out of Emily’s life forever. “Mac is a good husband to Emily, and she loves him. You are not going to interfere in her life.”


  “You can’t seriously think that Sharon would dare to defy me! I am her mother, and her legal guardian.”


  “Your daughter doesn’t go by Sharon, and since she is as good with a gun as I am, you can bet I think she would do more than threaten you if she set eyes on you. She hates you. She more than hates you. She wants you dead, preferably at her hand. I’m beginning to see why.” Lucy pointed at Zinnia. “You mistreated her; you kept her from her father. You hired a cruel woman who beat her, too. You don’t even know her real age, or you wouldn’t be out here trying to force her to a life of your choosing!”


  “I have documents to prove she is only nineteen!”


  “Give it up, Zinnia. Emily is twenty-two. She has a copy of her birth certificate, and her marriage license. The Judge is on his way here, and he is going to send you back east… without your daughter. If you try to pass off forged documents, he will send you to prison… and that is something I would love to see.”


  “You are the one who will go to prison for kidnapping me,” the woman threatened, her face a mask of ugly anger and rage.


  “Like I said, Mac is a good friend. I won’t go to prison for protecting his wife from you.” No, Lucy admitted to herself. She wouldn’t go to prison, but she might never sit down again once her husband gets his hands on her. “So tell me, Zinnia. Have you ever plucked a bird or skinned a rabbit?” Lucy asked with obvious delight. “I’m going to see what I can find for our supper, and since I’m the one who will shoot it, you can clean it.”


  The woman turned green and gagged, making Lucy laugh. She took out strips of rawhide and tied Zinnia to the chair. “If you twist, you’ll just tear the skin on your wrists and cause the rawhide to shrink. Why don’t you sit quietly and do some soul-searching, Zinnia? You might just remember why your daughter hates you so much.”


  Zinnia yelled and yelled for help after the petite woman left the dirty and dusty cabin, but no one came to her aid. That ugly redhead swore there was no one within miles, but that didn’t sound possible. Zinnia heard a couple of shots, and then the door opened a few minutes later.


  


  “Did you honestly think the neighbors would come to your rescue, Zinnia? The only people who might come running are Apache, and I don’t think you would like it if they came calling.”


  “Why aren’t you afraid of them? Only a woman who wasn’t decent wouldn’t fear being used by a band of Indians!” Zinnia looked at the door as if she feared the Apache would come through the door at any second.


  “Keep it up, Zinnia. I’m not a very patient woman, and you sorely try what little patience I do have.” Lucy didn’t know how long she would be able to stay here with Zinnia without murdering her; the woman was mean and nasty, and how she could be Emily’s mother was unimaginable!


  *****


  “I can’t believe that I didn’t take Em seriously,” Mac said as he and Henry rode out of town. They were going to try and use what daylight remained to see if they could get some idea of where Emily took her mother.


  “If Lucy is with Emily, she won’t permit her to commit murder,” Henry said with certainty. “She might have a wild temper, but she won’t let her friend do something that would put her behind bars.”


  “I hope you’re right, Doc Z. She wouldn’t promise me that she wouldn’t kill her. Believe me, I tried to make her see reason.” He waited a bit and then admitted, “I can’t believe she is able to sit her saddle. I wore her out this morning until my hand was burning!”


  “Then hopefully they won’t be too far from where Mrs. Craig was taken.” Henry couldn’t believe that his wife would go along with kidnapping Emily’s mother! He was going to switch her until his right arm wore out, and then he would use his left! How in hell he was going to keep her out of prison this time was a mystery to him; it would be a miracle if she didn’t hang!


  *****


  “Hey there, Mrs. Forrester. Mac was in here lookin’ for you hours ago. You’re sure out awful late to be by yourself.”


  “I had some thinking to do, and I went for a long ride,” Emily said tiredly. She wasn’t about to admit to the man that she didn’t ride all that far, but spent most of the day swimming and thinking over her problems. It wasn’t just her now, and she had to think of Mac and his position in town. She needed to trust him to protect her from her mother and ask the Judge to send the evil woman on her way. She was sure that Mac wouldn’t be very happy with her when she went home, but to her surprise, Mac was nowhere to be found! She walked over to see Lucy, and their home was dark, too. Emily didn’t know what to think. She went back home and busied herself baking some cookies.


  When there was a knock at the door, she was surprised to see the manager of the stage line standing there. “I need to see the Sheriff, Mrs. Forrester, and see what he is doing about that woman who was kidnapped this afternoon.”


  “What woman?” Emily asked, but she already knew.


  “Her name is Zinnia Craig. My driver said she was taken at gunpoint. Where is Mac?”


  “He must be out searching for tracks,” Emily answered. “I wasn’t here when he left.”


  “I see. Well, you tell him I want a full report in the morning. I cannot permit ruffians to kidnap passengers!”


  “Well, maybe she was murdered and the body buried where it will never be found. I am positive no one will miss that woman!”


  “What a terrible thing to say!”


  “I have cookies in the oven, Mr. Andrews,” she practically slammed the door in his face. She couldn’t believe that her mother was kidnapped from the stage! What she didn’t know was who did it…! Could Mac have decided to take the law in his own hands? It didn’t sound like him, but if he thought that kidnapping her mother would keep Emily from killing the horrible woman, then he just might do it… especially when he didn’t know where she was. But, that didn’t explain where Lucy and Henry were…? Emily hurried to change back into her pants and gun, and then she ran back to the livery to get her horse.


  “You ridin’ out again, girlie? Does Mac know about this?” the owner demanded, puffing his cheeks out in indignation for her husband.


  “I’m trying to find him; there’s a problem he needs to know about,” she stated. “I’m riding out to where the woman was kidnapped today, and I hope to find him. If he returns without me, tell him where I went, please.”


  “I shore will, girlie. You be careful now.”


  Emily promised she would, then rode out of town as fast as she could, anxious to find out what really did happen to her mother. If someone thought to hold her for ransom they would be very surprised, because there was no way in hell that she would pay even one cent to get the woman freed. In fact, she would empty out her bank account to pay them to take her to some foreign country and lose her. Emily laughed aloud at the thought.


  *****


  “I like my new bed, Mr. Hiram,” Kathy said with a big smile as she sat in the middle of the bed he’d built for her that day.


  “It’s very nice, isn’t it, Kathy?” Sylvia asked with a huge smile for her daughter. Hiram had done so much for them. He’d also helped her clean their home when she wasn’t with customers, and she’d had a good day in the store, too. She’d been very busy, and it was nice to see some actual money in her purse. She wanted to pay Hiram back for all the groceries he bought.


  “Where is Mr. Hiram going to sleep, Mama?” Kathy asked innocently. “In the big bed with you?”


  “Honey, your Mama and I aren’t married, so we can’t share a bed. It wouldn’t be proper. I’ll sleep in a chair in the parlor.”


  “I’d like it if you and Mama got married. I would love to have a Papa,” she said wistfully.


  “Kathy, you shouldn’t say things like that, honey girl. It’s just…” Sylvia’s cheeks were red with embarrassment


  “Kathy, I like you and your Mama just fine, but right now your Mama and I are only friends. I’m helping her until she feels all better. She is a woman and I am a man, so I need to sleep in the parlor.”


  “Oh…” It was obvious that the child was disappointed.


  “We are lucky to have a good friend, daughter.”


  “Yes, we are, Mama,” Kathy agreed. “I love you,” she said, wrapping her arms around her mother to give her a kiss goodnight.


  “I love you, too,” Sylvia said, hugging her and then tucking her in. “You go to sleep now, Kathy. You need lots of rest to do well in school.”


  “Okay, Mama.”


  Kathy smiled to herself and said a prayer that her Mama would continue to be happy and feel better. She also added a prayer that her Mama and Mr. Hiram would get married and he could be her new Papa.


  “I’m so sorry for what Kathy said,” Sylvia apologized to Hiram once they were out of the bedroom.


  “Why are you sorry?” Hiram asked. “She’s a child expressing a desire for a Papa. That isn’t wrong of her. And, I need to be honest, Sylvia; I’m hoping our friendship develops into something more. I’ve been a widower for a long time, and you are the only woman who’s caught my attention since my wife did all those years ago. I’m already half in love with you, but I know you need some time to get well before you go making any serious decisions. For now, we’ll be good friends.”


  Sylvia felt her eyes fill with tears, but she stood on tiptoe and gave Hiram a kiss on the cheek. “You are such a good man, Hiram. I don’t know if I am worthy of you…” she whispered, then cried out in shock when he grabbed her and carried her through the curtain and into the store, and then into the small room where she kept extra stock.


  Hiram lit a lantern, and then closed the door on the two of them. There was very little room for either of them to move, but he quickly took a seat on the stool she used to climb upon to reach items on the top shelves. Sylvia tried to pull away when he took her arm, so he gave a tug and when she toppled forward, he caught her and flipped her over his knee.


  Chapter Twelve



  


  “It’s too damn dark to see anything!” Mac complained as he knelt on the ground trying to see some signs he could read to figure out where Emily took her mother. “Emily knows hundreds of places to hide out, Doc Z. She’s better at tracking than I am,” he admitted, and she’s been everywhere in all directions. My guess is that she wouldn’t kidnap the woman just to kill her, and that is what worries me. What is she up to?”



  “It might not be Emily who kidnapped her mother. It could be someone who knows how wealthy the woman is and is after a ransom.


  Mac shook his head, and then he chuckled. “I know it’s not funny, but if some fool asks Emily for a ransom, she would tell them to go straight to hell so fast it would be a real shock to the kidnapper…!” He chuckled again. “Someone is barking up the wrong tree, my friend, if that is the case. And, it still doesn’t tell us where Em is hiding out.”


  They heard someone coming, and as a precaution, Mac drew his gun and had it at the ready. The figure was small, and he would recognize that body anywhere. He holstered his gun and waited for his wife to come closer. “Emily, where have you been?” he demanded as he pulled her off her mount to hold her close.


  “I needed to be alone, Mac. You were suffocating me. I went to the lake and went swimming nearly all day. I came home just long enough for Mr. Andrews to come by the house; he wanted to know what you were doing to find whoever kidnapped my mother. I found out where the stage was stopped, and rode out here to see what you know about everything.”


  “I know that my worst fear has been taken care of,” he said, hugging her and giving thanks that his wife was not the kidnapper. “Thank God you’re here and innocent,” he whispered emotionally.


  “I was worried that you took her because you didn’t trust me not to shoot her down…” Emily was relieved to learn that Mac hadn’t gone against his principles just for her.


  Henry chuckled. “I’m glad that you are both in the dark about this kidnapping, but we still have a job to do. Emily, if you kidnapped someone and wanted to hold them for ransom, where would you take them to hide them?” he asked of the redhead.


  *****


  Sylvia cried out in shock and pain when Hiram started spanking her. “What did I do? What did I do, Hiram? I’m sorry, whatever I did! Please don’t spank me!” Her poor posterior was so sore that each spank fell on flesh that was sensitive as could be. “Oh, stop!” she begged of him.


  Hiram gave her one more resounding spank, and then put her on her feet again. “I never want to hear you say anything so foolish again, young lady.”


  “I won’t say it again if you just tell me what I said to upset you, Hiram.”


  Sylvia, are you trying to set off my temper?” he demanded.


  “No, I’m not.” She looked up at him through tear-filled eyes. “Please don’t spank me again, Hiram. I hurt so much already.” Tears ran down her cheeks, making Hiram feel guilty.


  “You said you didn’t think you were worthy of me, Sylvia, and that is just not true. I won’t hear you putting yourself down like that, do you hear me?” he demanded, giving her one shake. “You are worthy of me and I want you to say it out loud, right now, or I’m going to toss up your skirts and spank you so soundly you won’t sit the rest of this week and part of the next!”


  “I’m sorry I made you so angry, Hiram. I didn’t mean it exactly the way you took it. I meant that you are such a good person, that it would be hard for me to live up to your goodness. Look at all you have done for me and little Kathy. I don’t know what makes me so special… Why you picked me to help, but I am so thankful. Oh, Hiram, for the first time in a very long time I feel like I am alive. Like I have a purpose, and it is you who has brought about the change in me.”


  “You are the one doing the hard part, Sylvia. You are more than worthy of my help. Please tell me you understand that.”


  Sylvia realized that Hiram was serious. He wanted to hear that she was his equal. “I do understand, Hiram. I know that God loves us all, but may I please believe that you are a little higher on the ladder of being helpful and good than I am? I promise to climb those rungs and join you at the top, but right now you are a good and wonderful example to me.”


  “Sylvia, you are making it difficult for me to spank the daylights out of you when you keep saying such nice things about me!” Hiram was frustrated.


  Sylvia put her hand on his cheek and caressed him, and then she stood on tiptoe and pulled his head down so that she could kiss him tenderly. “Thank you for being you, Hiram.”


  “Sylvia, I hope you mean this because I am falling hard for you. I don’t want to rush you into marriage, but my feelings for you are deep and there is no denying that I want you for my wife.”


  “We will take the time to be sure, but I feel as you do,” she told him. “Will you kiss me again?” she asked, and he did.


  *****


  “How do you expect us to sleep in this dingy shack?” Zinnia Craig demanded in her shrill voice. “This place is filthy.”


  “It’s filthy because no one has lived here for some time. The man died of lung disease. He had no relatives to leave the land to, so he left it to a church in town. They intend to rent it out when they can find someone who is willing to live this far out of town. There is still a threat from the Apaches, so not too many folks are willing to take the chance of living and working here.”


  “And you brought me here?!” Zinnia exclaimed. “What will you do if the Apache show up here?”


  “I’ll give you to them. I’m sure you’ll appreciate their cruelty,” Lucy promptly replied.


  “Why are you tormenting me so? What business is it of yours how I treat Sharon?”


  “She is my friend.”


  “You are just after her money!” Zinnia screeched. “I’ll see you dead before you touch a penny!”


  “You truly are evil. I’ve already told you that I come from wealth; I do not need or want money. I’ll check the rabbit and see if it is ready to eat; I’m starving.”


  “How do you expect me to eat when I am tied to this chair?” Zinnia complained, her voice strident. “And how do I know that rabbit is safe? You might be planning to give me tainted food!”


  “Zinnia, a bullet is much quicker and more accurate,” Lucy told her. “Oh my God, I am so glad that Emily is nothing like you. She surely takes after her father.”


  “That low-life bastard raped me and got me with child!” Zinnia screamed. “I hate him so much.”


  “He didn’t rape you; you were his wife, and married people have children, if God blesses them. I don’t understand why He permitted you to have a child when you so obviously aren’t fit to be a mother, but He did, and Emily is the sweetest person I have ever met, thanks to her father and Dove.”


  “Her father was a no good son of a bitch! He stole my daughter from me!”


  “Your daughter left with the parent who loved her and the one who didn’t abuse her.”


  “She doesn’t deserve happiness after leaving me alone. I had to lie to everyone when they asked about her. First, she distorts my body, makes me ill, keeps me home for months on end so that no one can see me looking so ugly, and then she gives me agony by being born. Her father was so happy, and I wanted to kill them both. I will not allow her to stay here with this so-called Sheriff. She deserves to pay for all she put me through!”


  Lucy wished she could say she was surprised or stunned, but Zinnia was simply a female version of the evil that was her father. “It is really too bad that you and my father didn’t meet each other; you are exactly alike.” She shook her head, and then added, “That is not a compliment, Zinnia. If I didn’t love Emily like a sister, I would let her kill you. If I were you, I would shut up because I have a terrible temper, and if you persist in spewing evil, I will probably shoot you dead and not feel any remorse.”


  “I will see you in prison forever for keeping me here like this. I might have known that Sharon’s friends would all be criminals.” Zinnia kept talking, but Lucy didn’t answer her. She was at the end of her patience, and if she paid attention to Zinnia’s insults, she would very well slap the daylights out of the older woman.


  *****


  “See, there is smoke coming from the chimney. Someone is in there.”


  “I want you to stay right here, Emily. Hear me?” Mac asked.


  “I hear you, Mac.” Emily had no intention of obeying, however. She was going to do her best to protect her husband.


  “Doc Z, you watch the back so no one escapes that way.”


  “Got it, Mac.”


  Mac stayed low as he approached the cabin. Whoever was in there obviously wasn’t concerned about anyone finding them in the cabin. Who knows? Maybe the church found someone to rent the place from them? He kicked open the door and pointed his gun. “What the…? Doc Z, I’ve found your wife,” he called loudly. “Lucy, your butt is in so much trouble. What the hell do you think you are doing?”


  “I took this evil woman into protective custody until you could find Emily, and the Judge got here to send this one back where she came from. You have to keep Emily away from her, Mac!”


  “Too late, Lucy,” Emily said as she entered the cabin and leveled her gun on Zinnia. “Hello, Mother,” she said calmly.


  “Honey, please put the gun away.” Mac took a step toward Emily, hoping he could distract her enough he could disarm her.


  “She isn’t worth hanging, Em,” Lucy said softly. “You are five times, no… you are ten times better than she is. She is stupid, hateful, mean, and cruel. Everything you said about her is true, and the best thing you can do is let her live with herself. She is miserable.”


  “Emily, I know you are upset, but killing her won’t take away your pain,” Henry said. “Please, honey, hand Mac the gun and step back. I promise you that we will protect you from her.”


  “Maybe I should just shoot her right between the eyes and rid the world of her ugly presence?”


  “Sharon, how dare you behave in such a crude manner? You are wearing pants, and you look positively uncouth! I demand that you stop this nonsense and come home with me where you belong.”


  “I am married, and I am not going anywhere with you. In fact, I wouldn’t go with you if I wasn’t married and I was starving to death. Are you capable of hearing and understanding what I am saying?”


  “I will beat that sharp tongue right out of you!” Zinnia threatened.


  “And that is where Father made his mistake; he should have taken his belt to you a few times. However, he was a gentleman and he didn’t want to humiliate or upset you. He was too good for you, Mother.” Emily holstered her gun and then turned to Mac. “I’m ready to go home, darling. You are right; she is nothing to me, and she can’t harm me in any way.”


  “The Judge will send her packing, I promise you that, Em.” Mac was so relieved that Emily put away her gun and seemed calmer.


  “I demand you arrest this woman for kidnapping me!” Zinnia ordered. “And you can keep your filthy hands off of Sharon. This so-called marriage will soon be annulled. I am Sharon’s Mother, and I won’t permit her to be married to you!”


  “You have no say, thank goodness,” Mac said forcefully. “And Lucy was acting as my assistant by taking you in protective custody until I could locate my wife and make sure she wasn’t going to take judicial matters into her own hands. You mistreated my wife, and you will never do so again.”


  “How are we going to get her to town?” Henry was doing his best to tend to logistics instead of focusing on the switching he was going to give his wife when he got her home.


  “I put her fat ass on a horse to bring her here, so she can ride that poor animal into town.” Lucy was less than thrilled to be taking Zinnia to town, but it was the only way to be rid of her. She wanted Emily to be safe, and she wasn’t going to permit her friend to commit murder, no matter how much she wanted to do so. Of course, Lucy was in trouble with Henry, but that couldn’t be helped. As long as he didn’t scold her in front of that odious woman, she could handle what he dished out. It would be worth it to know that Emily was safe. Lucy also wanted to thank Mac for backing her up. He could have arrested her if he’d been of a mind to, but he wanted Emily to be safe as much as Lucy did.


  Emily thought that her mother was pathetic. She kept harping on taking ‘Sharon’ home with her, and no one paid any attention to her threats. Zinnia also insisted she would have Lucy arrested. Mac couldn’t wait until the Judge arrived to deal with her and send her home. Mac kept an eye on Emily as they slowly rode back to town. It was obvious that Zinnia hadn’t been on horseback for years and she complained constantly. Em seemed to take great delight in that, but she kept her mouth shut, or talked to Lucy about other things not related to Zinnia, which also irritated the woman. It was obvious that she was used to being the center of everything, and no one was giving her the attention she felt she deserved.


  Finally, they reached town. “Em, you go on to the house and I’ll be there as soon as I see Zinnia to a room for the night.”


  “You can’t expect me to stay in a hotel in this place? Why, there is probably lice and bedbugs everywhere!” Zinnia argued, balking at the thought of the accommodations available to her. I assumed that I would stay with Sharon!”


  “You are not welcome in our home, Mrs. Craig. The hotel is the only place there is to put up visitors. You can either stay there or go and sleep in the stable. Of course, there might be a cowboy or two in there sleeping off a drunk, but that is the risk you take.”


  “How a daughter of mine could marry someone so uncouth is beyond me! When will that judge be here so I can take Sharon home?”


  “I hope he is here tomorrow. The sooner he sends you on your way, the better!” Once Mac was positive that Zinnia was taken care of until morning, he stepped outside to find Doc Z and Lucy standing there.


  “Were you able to get her a room for the night?” Henry asked.


  “Yes, thankfully. I swear, I don’t know what I would have done with her if they were full up.”


  “That is why we waited. We wouldn’t expect you to take her home with you; Emily would have a fit,” Henry said knowingly.


  “Lucy, thank you so much for what you did. Taking that old harridan off the stage was a brilliant idea. I was so afraid that Em would shoot her, and I just couldn’t arrest my own wife. I love her, and I love you and Henry for being such good friends. Doc Z, I know you aren’t happy with this lovely lady, but I hope you won’t be harsh with her. She was doing her best to protect my Emily, and I promise I will never, ever forget it.” Mac leaned down, kissed Lucy on the cheek, and whispered another thank you before walking away fast. He didn’t want to show his tears to anyone.


  Henry took Lucy’s hand and walked her toward their home, but he continued to the edge of town, which surprised her. He took out his knife, handed it to her, and then said, “Cut three switches and prepare them, Lucinda. You know how I feel about what you did. What if the stage coach driver pulled his shotgun and fired at you? Good God, Lucinda! Couldn’t you think of anything else but kidnapping the woman? You know damn well that she is going to tell the Judge you kidnapped her. The stage driver will testify to it as well, and Mr. Andrews will want you prosecuted. He is a real prick.”


  “Henry, you don’t need three switches to make a point,” Lucy said. Now that the time to pay up was here she was having second thoughts. “I was very careful when I approached the stage coach. Believe me, I didn’t want to get shot. All I wanted to do was take that horrid woman and stash her where she couldn’t hurt Emily in any way. I’m sorry you were frightened.”


  “I told you to cut and prepare three switches. Do it quickly or we’ll be preparing four of them.” Henry didn’t want his wife to think he approved of her actions even though he understood. Lucy didn’t give him any more argument, which he thought was strange. She quietly did as he instructed, and then walked home with him. They went up the steps leading to their kitchen, and Henry asked, “When did you get another pair of pants, Lucinda? Didn’t I tell you not to wear them?”


  “They are perfect at times, but I won’t be wearing them again!” She blurted out the words.


  “I’m going to set fire to them while you are wearing them and then they are going in the stove. Take off your gun belt,” he ordered in a tone of voice that meant to be obeyed at once. Again Lucy was very cooperative and Henry didn’t know what to think. He pulled out a chair from the table and then took a seat. “Come here and lie over my knee.”


  “Darling, you will be very upset with me if I don’t warn you that you will be upset with yourself if you are harsh with me. I admit that I disobeyed you by wearing pants and strapping on a gun. I know that you do not approve of me stepping into things that aren’t my business, but Emily is our friend. When Mac came here and said she was missing, the only thing I could think of to do that might protect her was to get her mother someplace where Em couldn’t find her. I know it was drastic, but I love Emily like a sister, and I know what it is like to have a horrible, evil parent. I probably do deserve a spanking, but I need to speak up and ask you to have care. I am with child, Henry.” Lucy couldn’t help but giggle at the dumbfounded expression on his face.


  “Is this true, Lucy?” Henry asked, delighted.


  “Yes, darling. It is true. I didn’t want to tell you until I was sure, but I have missed my monthly flow for three months now, and I am increasing in size. I won’t be able to wear pants again for a really long time, and my other clothing is getting tighter already.” She threw her arms around him and kissed him in excitement. “Are you happy, darling?”


  “Of course I am.”


  “Are you still going to spank me?” she asked.


  “I should, but I can’t. You have to promise me you will behave, Lucy!”


  “I promise, darling!”


  *****


  “Am I in terrible trouble with you for disobeying you, Mac?” Emily asked quietly.


  “I ought to give you a thorough hiding, young lady. I was terrified when I couldn’t find you, and when I heard your mother was taken from the stage, I was even more terrified that you’d done something I wouldn’t be able to protect you from the consequences.”


  “I really wanted to kill her, but you asked me to trust you to protect me, and that is what I decided to do, Mac. Seeing how laughable she is now let me know that I’d made the right decision. I hope Lucy isn’t in trouble… She is so special.”


  “I agree.” Mac took her hand and led her into the bedroom. He wasted no time in stripping her bottom half bare. “I gave you a punishment to stay in the kitchen today and think, and I warned you what to expect if you didn’t obey me. I know you were upset, Mrs. Forrester, but I expect you to turn to me now that we are married. You’ve earned a good paddling, and I don’t care how sore you already are. The next time I tell you to do something or not to do something, I expect you to obey me. That is the lesson you are going to learn right now.” He picked up Emily’s hairbrush and then he sat on the bed. He pulled her down over his left thigh so that her upper body was over the bed. He wrapped his left arm around her waist, and then he started spanking her with the back of the hairbrush.


  Emily let out a yelp and tried to get free, but Mac was ready for that and he held her down and continued to paddle her bare bottom with her own hairbrush! “Owwwww! Mac, not so hard! I am already sore! Noooooo!” She started kicking her feet, and Mac quickly stopped that by trapping her legs under his right leg. She was helpless to protect herself. “Please stop! Please! Mac! I’m sorry, but I was so upset I needed to be alone to think!”


  “You were alone right here in this kitchen. I asked you not to leave, to accept your punishment. I was back here a short time later, honey, to check on you. I wanted you to give me your word that you would let me handle that woman for you. I am your husband and I wanted your trust.” He started spanking again, and he heated her upper thighs and sit spots while she screamed bloody murder. It was a good thing they didn’t have neighbors or they would think he was killing her.


  “I’m sorry, Mac. It’s hard for me to trust. I did come to that conclusion, but when I came home you were gone. You can’t spank someone into trusting you!” she said accusingly. Her backside was flaming, and her sit spots were the worst of all. “I do trust you, and I love you so much. Besides, if I’d wanted to kill her, not a one of you could have stopped me! That should prove to you that I trust you, darling.”


  Mac chuckled, and then helped her up. “I love you, too,” he said, kissing her tenderly.


  


  Epilogue


  


  “Mrs. Craig, you are one of the most hateful women I have ever met in my entire time on the bench. I am finding in favor of Mrs. Forrester, and I am ordering you to take the stage out of town this afternoon and never bother them again. It’s clear to me that everything I’ve been told makes you out to be a liar. Mac’s wife deserves better than you.”



  “But, I was kidnapped by that woman, and…”


  “You weren’t kidnapped. Mrs. Lucy kept you safe so that Mrs. Emily didn’t shoot you dead. Now, be assured this matter is over. Bother


  +me with any more of your clamoring and I’ll have Mac lock you in jail for thirty days before sending you back east.”


  Zinnia flounced out of the courtroom amidst the boos from everyone filling the seats, giving the Sheriff and his bride their support. The stage was scheduled to leave in less than an hour, and Mac made damn sure Zinnia was on it. Then he walked over to Doc Z’s and Lucy’s house to celebrate.


  “Why the tears, honey?” he asked as he walked in and saw Emily dabbing at her eyes.


  “These are tears of joy. We are rid of my past, and dear Lucy is expecting! We are going to be Aunt and Uncle!”


  “And Godparents,” Henry added softly.


  “This is truly a wonderful day, and I want to tell you in front of witnesses that I do not regret my promise to trust you, Mac. You handled that woman within the law and we are still together and with our friends. I love you with all my heart, Mac, and if my father and Dove were here, they would be smiling and telling me how lucky I am.” She kissed him, and when she looked up, Lucy was kissing Henry, too. Emily took the opportunity to kiss her Sheriff once more time. She was happy and in love.


  



  The End.
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