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Chapter 1 
 
 Arlen Archer was an ass. He would probably have disagreed with that statement. Asses 
fancy themselves racehorses. But ass he was, for any number of reasons. I know because I was 
married to him for nearly forty years. 
 Now here I sat, persona non gratis, in the emergency meeting in the back room of the 
Tapadero Saloon, listening to the pissing and moaning of half a dozen semi-inebriated town 
councilmen, and wondered what life would have been like had I married the man my father had 
chosen for me. Idle thoughts, but the meeting so far had been stultifyingly boring, and under 
those circumstances my mind tends to wander. 
 “Gentlemen.” The mayor, Herschel Sampson, stood up. He glanced at me. “And lady. 
We are gathered to appoint a temporary sheriff to fill the giant boots emptied by the sudden and 
shocking passing of our friend and cohort, Arlen Archer. We have discussed the needs and 
privileges of the position long enough. I open the floor to nominations.” 
 The publisher of our weekly newspaper, George Lauter, raised his hand. “I nominate 
Cleve Jones. He’s pretty good with a shotgun.” 
 Good with a shotgun indeed. Cleve loaded rock salt in his shotgun shells. So far as I 
knew, thanks to his vigilance, at least two of his five unmarried daughters were still virgins. 
 Godfrey Payson suggested, “How about Homer Toutle? He goes to church.” 
 That was Sundays. The other six days of the week Homer worked quite consistently for 
the opposing team. 
 “Homer with a badge? Not while I live in this county.” Butcher Myron Keitz took a long 
pull on his cigar. 
 “Then whom would you suggest?” Hersch peered into his beer stein, probably hoping to 
find a bit on the bottom yet, but he had drained it ten minutes ago. 
  I spoke up for the first time that meeting. “You will appoint me.” My intent was to stun, 
and I was not disappointed. Myron glared open-mouthed through his cloud of smoke, and 
Samuel Sheetz inhaled a swig of beer down the wrong pipe. His hacking pretty much filled the 
ensuing silence to overflowing. 
 Hersch was the first to find his tongue. “Now, Min! You’re in mourning. You’re 
welcome here, of course. Arlen was sheriff, how long? Going on twenty-five years, I think—“ 
 “Twenty-seven.” 
 “Twenty-seven. And you by his side all that time. So it’s only proper you observe the 
appointment of his successor. But…” 
 “But this is men’s business,” Myron butted in. “You ought rest before you take the 
vapors, Min, and we’ll come tell you who’s chosen.” 
 I looked from face to face, eye to eye. “When Arlen took office, this town had seventy-
five souls. Now the population of the town alone is over two hundred, and double that in the 
county.” 
 “We all know that. I think--” 
 “You will not interrupt, Myron. Arlen’s salary was twenty dollars a month back when he 
started, and when he died it was still only forty. A working cowboy gets that much. For over two 
decades the county has been getting good law enforcement for a pittance and it is now time to 
pay the piper. There is n—” 

“Yes, but—”   
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“You either, Samuel. There is no provision for his widow, nor has there ever been. For 
one thing, by appointing me, you will fulfill your moral obligation to provide for the widow. And 
as…” 

Hersch raised a hand. “Now you would have been provided for if the county had the 
money to do it. You know that. Arlen asked us a couple times about pensions and such.” 

“And Arlen always took no for an answer, and meekly, I’m sure. He certainly never 
pressed for some sort of arrangement for either himself or me.”  

As I believe I have mentioned, Arlen was an ass. 
Myron sniffed. “Well, the county doesn’t have any more money now than it did then. An 

old woman sheriff. Oh yes.”  
“As Hersch just pointed out, Myron, I am privy to all details of the position, having both 

watched my husband at work and taking on many of the jobs myself when he was unavailable. I 
handle the sheriff’s sales single-handedly, since he acted as auctioneer. I do all the paperwork, 
including the sheriff’s monthly report to the council, and all other correspondence. I keep the 
books. I feed prisoners when we have them. I am fully experienced. So in the bargain, the county 
will maintain a decent level of law enforcement with no increase in cost. I will accept the 
appointment at the current salary.”  

Their world instantly spun out amok. You never heard such fulmination by the shocked 
and exasperated leaders of our little community. Shakespeare’s Shylock was a spendthrift 
compared to these souls. I am greatly abbreviating the catfight that ensued. To summarize: 

“Let’s put Ben Peters in. He’s already the deputy.” 
“He’s a halfbreed.” 
“Hell, Pete, even a halfbreed’s better’n an old woman, for cripe sake!” 
“I nominated Cleve. Appoint him and be done with it.” 
“We didn’t second the nomination. Cleve is twenty miles out. We need somebody who 

lives here in town. How ‘bout Duncaster? He’s got time to spare.” 
 “I wouldn’t trust him to call my dog. Hodges might do. He’s old, but…” 
 “So’s Min.” Myron was not a man to impress the ladies, nor will he ever be, so far as I’m 
concerned. 
 “Joe Worthing. He’s strong as two men and a pony. Command respect, y’know?” 
 “He wouldn’t. Already got more work than he can handle. Besides, he’s making more 
money than we could ever pay him.” 
 “Joe Crocker?” 
 “Crooked as a hound’s hind leg.” 
 “Enough!” I didn’t raise my voice so much as simply increased the force of it. The 
clamor abated. “You will recall a couple of years ago, Arlen suggested that the county buy an 
extra badge in case he deputized someone, but you didn’t want to spend the money. The county 
therefore owns two badges. Ben Peters wears one. The other is now in my possession.” I held up 
Arlen’s star, which I had just dug out of my reticule. “I invite your nominee to take it away from 
me.” 
 “Enough is right. This is ridiculous. Past ridiculous.” Myron began grinding on his cigar. 
It took a while to put his cheap cigars out, there was so much paper in them. He had to start 
early. “Sheetz, take the damn badge away from her and let’s finish this.” 
 Beside me, Samuel held out his hand and licked his lips. “You ain’t gonna do anything 
unladylike, are you Min?”  
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I folded my hands in my lap, the badge securely tucked between them. “Not unless you 
press me to it.”  

When Samuel whined, “Come on, Min. Don’t make a scene now,” I knew I had them. 
I’m sure Myron was thinking about assigning the task to someone else well short of doing the 
dastardly deed himself, but I directed a level stare at him anyway. No one rose to the challenge. 
 The meeting dragged on for another twenty minutes of bombast, but in the end, Hersch 
pointed out that the general elections weren’t that far away, after all. And besides, Arlen didn’t 
have all that much to do, when you come right down to it, so what’s the harm? The crux of the 
situation was that no man was man enough to physically accost an old lady, so the badge 
remained mine. 
 At the wizened age of sixty-three, I took over my recently deceased husband’s position as 
the sheriff of Laido. 


