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Emma of Crooked Creek 
A short story 

 
Crooked Creek, Montana Territory 

September 1865 
 
 
THUNDER WOKE EMMA from the first decent night sleep she’d had in months. She looked 

around at the dark room. It wasn’t the crash of thunder or even that grizzly her neighbor 

swore she saw last week. The front door of the one-room cabin reverberated as the 

pounding continued.  

Emma reached for her husband’s old Colt Navy Revolver, the only thing he’d left 

behind when he went to fight and die in the war. Her husband had taught her how to use 

the pistol on the long wagon ride out west, but only small critters ever saw the bullets 

from the well-oiled gun. She pulled back the lever and pushed away the heavy quilts.  

On bare feet, she moved along the wall to the small window by the front door. The 

moon was high but dim, and all she could see was the outline of a man hunched over. She 

stepped back when the thunderous knock was accompanied by a plea.  

“Anyone in there?”  

Emma considered not responding. No lamps were lit, but the remnants of logs burned 

in the fire. The man would not believe the cabin was empty, and if he did, he might decide 

to come in anyway.  

“Who are you?” Emma quelled her nervousness.  

“Thank God. Casey Latimer, ma’am.”  

Latimer.   

Emma slowly lifted the bar blocking the door. She moved a few paces back. “Come on 

in but be warned. I’m armed.”  

The door swung open and the man stumbled inside, falling at Emma’s feet.  

“If it’s all the same to you, ma’am, I’ll just stay here.”  

Emma waited, but she only heard the man’s heavy and ragged breathing. With one 

hand holding the Colt, she lit a lamp and returned to stand beside the stranger. Her bare 

feet stepped in something wet and sticky. She lowered the lamp until it illuminated the 

small pool of blood seeping between the cracks in the boards and staining the edge of the 

rug.  

“Gracious, Mr. Latimer, what have you done?” Emma set the lamp on her eating table, 

and after a deep breath and moment’s hesitation, she lay the pistol down beside it. “You 

might have at least fallen inside far enough for me to close the door.” 



Emma gingerly pulled underneath his arms, but he was too large. She then tried to 

move his legs enough to secure the door against any animals that might smell the blood 

and come looking for an easy meal. She spent a few seconds recovering from the exertion 

of maneuvering the long legs and studied her unexpected guest.  

“At least you had the good sense to pass out.” Emma hurried to lay the quilts from her 

bed on the floor. She grit her teeth and raised the edges of her long, white nightgown. 

Once more, she attempted to drag the unconscious man but to no avail. “I want to 

apologize in advance, Mr. Latimer.” She rolled him once, hefting his body closer to the 

fire. From there, she managed to lift first his torso, and then his legs, onto the quilts. Long 

strands of copper hair fell from her loose braid, and she quickly secured the heavy mass 

before returning to her patient.  

“Let’s see what you’ve done to yourself.” Emma removed his long coat away from the 

injured side. The dark shirt beneath was soaked through. “There’s no help for it. The shirt 

must go.”  

Emma hurried to gather supplies and retrieve the lamp from the table. She cut through 

his wool shirt and peeled back the edges. A wound, long and deep, scored the side of his 

chest, curving along the ribs. Her concentration set, Emma soaked up the blood around 

the injury. Methodically she cleaned the wound and checked for signs of dirt or foreign 

material. Satisfied that she’d done all she could, Emma threaded one of her needles and 

stitched the skin until a meticulous line of silk sutures replaced the jagged cut.  

Emma sat back on her feet, rolled her shoulders, and then reached for an amber bottle. 

She spared a quick glance at the patient before pouring a healthy dose of the liquid over 

the stitches. Latimer twitched and his body shifted, but his eyes remained closed.  

Once she’d done all she could, Emma gathered her supplies and cleaned up the blood 

from the floor. A few more logs were added to the dying fire, and she tossed the bloody 

rags into the ash. The cloth ignited and the flames returned to life. She draped the last 

blanket from her bed over the long body.  

After she scrubbed her hands in a basin of cold water, she sat in her grandmother’s 

rocker. Her husband had lovingly transported the rocker and her books across the plains 

and over mountains because a stubborn wife had refused to leave them behind.  

The Colt rested in her lap. “You better wake up in the morning, Mr. Latimer because I 

don’t want to have to explain a dead man in my cabin to the sheriff.”  

 
EMMA JERKED AWAKE at the sound of riders coming toward the cabin. One look told her 

that the morning sun had barely kissed the mountain peaks. Her guest still slept. Emma 

slipped a coat over her nightgown and pulled back the curtain covering the window. Two 



riders and that was one too many. She could shoot what she aimed at but wouldn’t manage 

more than one before they got her.  

“Anybody home?” 

The shout came from the taller of the two men. Emma glanced down at Mr. Latimer. 

“Now would be a good time to wake up.” She returned her attention to the men outside, 

hoping they would simply go away, but the taller one dismounted. Colt in hand and ready, 

Emma unbarred the door and opened it enough to look out but not enough for the men 

to see inside.  

“What do you want?”  

The man’s eyes trailed her from bare feet to loose hair, and Emma shuddered.  

“Blacksmith in town said the doc lived out here.”  

She nodded once. “Is someone hurt?”  

“No, ma’am. We’re looking for a fellow who might have ridden by here. He’ll be looking 

for a doctor.”  

“Who is the man?”  

“That’s not your concern, ma’am. Has anyone come by?”  

Emma bristled. “I may have helped someone last night. Knife wound.”  

“Did you fix him up?”  

“I’m a doctor. I don’t choose who I help.”  

“Did he say where he was going?”  

Emma smiled. “He didn’t say much of anything.”  

The man tipped his hat and stepped forward. Emma raised the Colt. “Keep back. I’m 

not inviting you inside.”  

He laughed. “You won’t have much choice.” The stranger turned and called out to his 

friend. “Tie up the horses, Jeb.”  

“The lady said you weren’t invited.”  

Emma stilled as the door opened wider. Her hand dropped to her side, but she 

managed to keep the Colt steady and pointed toward the stranger.  

“Latimer.” The man returned his gaze to her. The noise he made sounded to Emma like 

the growl of a trapped raccoon.   

“Stay inside.”  

Latimer, much like the grizzly bear she witnessed from afar facing down a pack of 

wolves last winter, faced the two men. Emma ignored his order and pushed past until she 

stood in front of him. Latimer leaned heavily against the exterior wall while blood seeped 

through his shirt. Emma held the Colt dead center at the man’s chest. “I don’t know who 

you are or why you’re here, but you’ll leave now or die where you stand.”  

Emma’s bravado didn’t impress either man if their laughter was any indication. She 

felt Latimer’s hand on her shoulder. Emma stood her ground and moved until her back 



pressed firmly against his chest. She heard his heavy breaths and knew he didn’t have 

much time before he collapsed again.  

The man on the ground placed one foot forward but paused when Emma pulled the 

lever back on the pistol. “When I put a bullet in someone, I don’t bother taking it out 

again.”  

“Come on, Morgan. We’ll have another chance.” Jeb, who had not dismounted, tossed 

Morgan his reins.  

“You’ll be sorry, Doc, and you too, Latimer. This isn’t done!” The pair rode away, 

glancing back every now and then until they were little more than specks of dust on the 

horizon.  

Latimer was growing weaker. Emma turned and circled his waist with her arm. “That 

was foolish.” She helped him struggle inside and managed to take part of his weight and 

walk him back to the makeshift bed by the fire.  

His strong form landed with a gentle thud on the blankets. “I don’t suppose you have 

anything strong and liquid in this cabin.”   

Emma looked him over, her eyes assessing him. “Strong drink is not what you need 

right now.” She left him alone and instructed him to remove his coat and what was left of 

his shirt. “I was unable to completely remove your shirt last night, and I need to check for 

more wounds.”  

“There aren’t any.”  

“How can you be certain? You appear to be in worse condition than I first thought.”  

Latimer folded his long duster over twice and set it aside. “The only other wound you’d 

find is a healed-over hole when I caught a bullet in the shoulder.”  

Emma wiped her hands dry and carried the bowl of warm water and clean cloths across 

the small room. She pointed at what remained of his shirt covering the injury. “I’ll have 

to re-stitch that.”  

Latimer opened his shirt and exposed the wound. Emma knelt down beside him and 

attempted to work at the awkward angle. She leaned back. “You’ll need to lie down.”  

She didn’t appreciate the smirk that flashed across his face, but she ignored it and set 

to work. Once she was certain the laceration wouldn’t open again, she sat back and studied 

her patient. His body had not twitched once as she re-stitched the wound.  

Latimer lowered his eyes and gently pressed his fingers around the clean and precise 

stitches. “David was right about you. You’re a fine doctor.” Latimer looked back up at her, 

and she saw both sincerity and secrets in his eyes. “He was a good man, Mrs. Hawkins.”  

“Yes, he was.” Emma walked to a large trunk at the end of the bed and lifted a heavy 

black shirt from beneath a pile of her clothes. “You’ll need this.” She then moved a few of 

her personal items to the other side of the cabin. Her home boasted only one room, but a 

small section allowed for privacy when a curtain was strung across. Emma had only closed 



the area off once when her brother brought David’s body back to Crooked Creek. Her 

brother enlisted for the North after that, and it was the last time she saw him alive.   

“And a good friend.”  

Emma no longer had tears left to shed for a man she barely knew but once loved. “Yes, 

he was.” With the curtain closed, she changed into a clean dress and made hasty work of 

cleaning her teeth. When she pushed aside the barrier, she saw that Latimer was no longer 

where she left him. A study of the area outside her window showed her that he’d been a 

gentleman despite his injuries.  

She stepped onto the front steps, a heavy shawl draped over her shoulders. “You 

shouldn’t move around.”  

“David wouldn’t forgive me if I had remained inside.” His fingers moved over 

something hard and metal, grasped in his palm, but Emma could not see what it was. “I 

was afraid you wouldn’t know me. I had nowhere else to go.”  

Emma stared out over the green pasture below a backdrop of snow-peaked mountains 

and blue sky dotted with clouds ready to quench the earth. “David sent a letter at the 

beginning of the war. It told of an old friend he met on the battlefield.”  

“We went our separate ways after West Point, but when I wrote and told him that I’d 

volunteered for the sharp shooters, he was hell-bent on joining, too. It was as though the 

years in between had never happened.” Latimer continued to press down on the round 

object. “I told him not to come. He was safe up here and might have spent those four years 

running off bandits and natives, but he would still be alive.”  

Emma smiled and closed her eyes. She could barely see him in her mind, but she 

remembered everything about him. “It wasn’t in him not to go. He came west for me, but 

his heart and loyalty were still with his family in the East.”  

“Do you ever miss home?”  

Emma shook her head. “When David first left, and I was here alone, I thought of going 

back, but my life was here. I wanted no part of that war or the life of despair left behind. 

The people of Crooked Creek are my family now.”  

Latimer opened his palm and handed her the object. “He wanted you to have this.”  

Emma lifted the gold pocket watch from Latimer’s hand. Finally, she felt the tears fall. 

“I gave this to him for luck. My father brought it with him from Scotland.” She smiled, 

wiping the moisture from her cheeks. “David told me a man doesn’t find luck. He has to 

make it.” Emma turned her tear-streaked face. “Thank you for bringing it home.” She 

tucked it into her pocket and crossed her arms over her chest. “What will you do now?”  

“I didn’t share David’s love for the city. This here,” Latimer glanced out toward the 

mountains. “This is the life a man is meant to live.” He looked at her now. “Did you set 

out to settle in Crooked Creek? Life in Montana is a significant change from the comforts 

of life in the east.”  



Latimer shifted, but Emma saw the pain it caused him. Instead of answering his 

question, she said, “You can’t ride until you’ve healed. Let’s get you back inside.”  

“Is there a hotel or boarding house in town?”  

Emma nodded. “There’s a boarding house, but I have a small room behind my clinic. I 

sleep there from time to time when a patient needs looking after. It’s comfortable and 

you’re welcome to it.”  

Latimer grinned. “I don’t know how much looking after I’ll need in a day or so, but I 

am grateful to you for saving my life.”  

Emma indicated his wound. “How did you come by that injury, Mr. Latimer, and who 

were those men?”  

“Please, call me Casey. An old argument from the war.” 

“Only if you’ll call me Emma.” She watched him struggle to his feet and step a few paces 

away. “Will they be back?”  

“Probably.” Latimer looked back out over the land. The horses grazed quietly on early-

autumn grass. “They won’t hurt you, I promise.”  

“I don’t intend to let them.” Emma stood and brushed off her skirts. She studied the 

land on which she’d made plans and began to build dreams. David’s departure had 

saddened her, but it hadn’t shattered her hope—or her determination. Everything she 

fought for was here. The land was more than she could handle alone, but she refused to 

relinquish even a small part of her plans and leave any of it behind.  

“I’ll fix us breakfast, and then while you’re resting, I need to get into town.” She held 

the door open, waiting for him to come back inside.   

 
THE TOWN OF Crooked Creek had welcomed David and Emma Hawkins nearly five years 

ago. Like Emma, the town was built on hope and survived on strength. A war couldn’t 

change that, and though it happened more than two thousand miles away, the war had 

changed her and everyone else who’d sent loved ones into a battle no one wanted, but 

knew was necessary. 

Emma drove the pair of horses through town, the sturdy wagon rattling over the ruts 

formed in the mud by the last heavy rain. She preferred that Latimer remain at the cabin 

for another day to rest, but he insisted on joining her, and Emma discovered that he was 

more stubborn than she.  

“Sorry about that.” Emma pulled on the reins and climbed down from the wagon. 

Latimer managed to step down, but she saw him wince when his feet hit the ground.  

“Dr. Hawkins!”  

The young boy’s voice had Emma spinning around, one hand on Latimer’s strong arm. 

“Malachi Perkins, why aren’t you in school?”  



The young boy bent over, attempting to speak while catching his breath. “It’s the 

teacher, ma’am.”  

Emma lifted her bag from the wagon to follow the boy, but he shook his head and ran 

in the other direction. 

“We need the sheriff!” 

Emma hesitated, then told Latimer to wait for her. She ran down the dirt road to the 

small building used as a school house. Miss Patterson, the teacher for only three months, 

lay on the board floor between the center desks. Emma asked the older children to clear 

the room while she bent over to examine the teacher, still alive. The children didn’t move. 

Emma’s eyes drifted up to their frightened faces.  

“Doreen,” she called out for the oldest girl, but Doreen remained still. Emma’s gaze 

followed the girl’s to the man in the shadows by the back door. 

Morgan stepped into the light. “I said we’d be back.”   

Emma lifted herself off the floor, nearly tripping on her skirts. She moved to stand 

between the children and the man she recognized as Jeb standing by the back door. Emma 

pushed the remaining children closer to the front of the classroom.  

“Don’t go and do that, Doc.”  

She stared into hard dull-blue eyes and cringed at the sight of black teeth showing 

between a wicked smile. “You don’t need them for whatever you have planned. I’ll stay, 

but let them go.”  

After a brief consideration, Morgan nodded once. Emma didn’t hesitate and quickly 

hurried the children out of the schoolhouse. She remained by the open door until the last 

child was far enough away. She heard the shouts coming from town and watched as young 

Malachi, who bravely escaped unnoticed, stood next to the others outside, the aging 

sheriff beside him, a hand on his pistol. Strangely, he did not move forward. Emma had 

treated the sheriff for gout the week before—it was time for him to retire—and hoped 

someone else came quickly enough to help. Casey Latimer was nowhere to be seen, and 

she hoped he would stay put considering his condition.  

Morgan stepped forward. “Close that door.”  

The heavy click of a chamber on a pistol forced Emma to comply.  

“Now what? The sheriff is out there. You won’t get away.”  

His laughed sickened her, but she managed to keep her expression neutral. “I don’t 

intend to. When that good for nothing didn’t die from my knife, I expected him to find the 

nearest doc, and the fool came here. Doc Hawkins, that is your name, right?”  

Emma nodded.  

“Wife to that Yankee, David Hawkins.”  

Emma stiffened, realizing this was much more than settling an old score from the war. 

“What is it you want?”  

“You want me, Morgan.”  



So much for staying put, Emma thought. She trained her eyes on the open door, the 

deep and comforting voice giving her a small measure of hope and an equal measure of 

fear for Latimer’s life. The man slowly turned, and Latimer spoke with an almost cavalier 

attitude. “Jeb won’t be coming to help you.”  

“I didn’t hear no gun.”  

“I didn’t fire one.” Latimer stepped into the school room and closed the back door. For 

every step he took forward, Morgan took two back until he was pressed up against the 

wall.  

Emma’s focus shifted to Miss Patterson when the other woman’s arm twitched. 

Mindful of both Latimer and Morgan’s positions, Emma crawled a few feet to the teacher 

and felt for a pulse. Glass from the small window in the room shattered, spraying bits 

toward her. She covered the teacher’s body with her own as best she could and almost 

feared looking up when a thud and deep-throated scream filled the small space.  

Miss Patterson shifted beneath her, but the woman’s eyes remained closed. Emma 

raised herself up and looked around. Morgan lay slumped against the wall, sitting in 

shards of glass. His hands pressed against his leg while he writhed and shouted at the 

pain. Never one set to panic, Emma quickly shifted her eyes until they settled on Latimer, 

barely standing against the door frame.  

Emma pushed herself off the ground and rushed to his side before he collapsed. “I’m 

grateful you came, truly, but let’s see to your wound.” The sheriff would take care of 

Morgan now that the gunfighter was less of a danger, so Emma could once more see to 

Casey and Miss Patterson—once she got him back to her clinic. 

Latimer smiled, but his low laughter turned to a cough. She helped ease him down to 

rest on the floor.  

“Is it as bad as it looks?”  

Emma pulled aside his coat to see not only the blood from the wound, but open cuts 

from the fight with Morgan. “Worse, I imagine.”  

 
THREE DAYS HAD passed, and Emma still knew nothing of why the men came searching for 

Latimer, or why they spoke with such disdain toward her husband. Casey had caught 

fever. In the daylight hours, he slept almost peacefully, but when darkness came, he 

thrashed as though demons of the war haunted him. Emma had seen it before in some of 

her patients but had yet to find a way to relieve these men, and sometimes women, of their 

nightmares.  

It wasn’t until Casey’s fever broke, and his laceration showed signs of healing, that 

Emma managed a full night’s sleep. She checked on Casey who still slept, and then 

stepped out onto the front porch of her clinic. The townsfolk went about their business, a 



few stopping to say hello as they passed by. Emma closed her eyes and soaked in the rays 

of light from the morning sun.  

The clatter of wagon wheels and gentle clip of horses’ hooves drew her attention to the 

small regiment of soldiers riding into town.  

When the squad of soldiers stopped in front of her clinic, the officer, a lieutenant of 

strong bearing and striking features, looked down at her with fierce green eyes. “We’re 

looking for the doctor.”  

“I’m Doctor Emma Hawkins.”  

The lieutenant hesitated for a moment. Emma was used to the curious glances and 

uncertainty from strangers—especially men—who weren’t used to women doctors. “We 

have an injured man in the wagon.”  

Emma pushed away from the beam and walked swiftly to the wagon. A man lay half-

covered with a wool army blanket that had seen a few battles of its own. The lieutenant 

climbed down from his mount and stood beside her. “We had to cut away some of his 

clothes, and our men did what they could in the field, but he’s caught an infection.”  

She pulled back a corner of the blanket to reveal a blue, almost black, discoloration on 

both legs. She felt the skin, clammy and warm beneath her touch.  

“Can you help him?”  

Emma looked up at the lieutenant. “His gangrene is severe. He might not keep the 

legs.”  

“Please, do what you can, Doctor.”  

Emma nodded and directed the men to carry the soldier inside. She closed the door to 

the small room where Latimer slept. She washed her hands and cleaned the soldier’s legs. 

A young man of no more than twenty years, he reminded Emma of her younger brother.  

“Lieutenant, I need you to stay and help, but your men must wait outside.” Emma 

mixed together medicinal powders, grinding them with a stone, before setting them in a 

cup and pouring hot water over them. She gently raised the soldier’s head, asking the 

lieutenant to hold him steady while she slowly poured the drink down the young man’s 

throat. Emma glanced up at the lieutenant. “That should make him a little more 

comfortable while I tend to him.”  

The legs were another matter, and after carefully examining them, she did her best to 

hide her despair. “I cannot save the legs. The infection has likely gone to his bones, and it 

will continue to spread and probably kill him.”  

“What are his chances?”  

Emma raised and dropped her shoulders. “I don’t know. The infection may already 

have spread too far. Removing the legs may only quicken his death. I can alleviate some 

of the pressure and give him medicine for the pain and to help with the infection after the 

surgery. You’ll need to hold him down.”  



Emma pointed to the wash basin and gathered the instruments and bandages she 

would need. “How did this happen?”  

The lieutenant hesitated, his eyes not wavering from hers. “Two men robbed a bank a 

week back. Corporal Fenton here was in the contingent who went looking for them. I only 

just arrived from Washington and found him like this at camp.”  

Emma shifted uncomfortably. “Who were the men?”  

“Morgan and Jeb Allen. Brothers who have been robbing and killing since they 

deserted about a month before the war ended.”  

“Southerners?”  

“Yes, ma’am, and we’ve been charged now with bringing them in, dead or alive, for 

their crimes during and after the war.”  

The door creaked behind Emma, and she noticed the new direction of the officer’s eyes. 

“You’ll have to take one of them dead. Morgan is over at the sheriff’s. The Doc here 

patched him up, so he’s all yours.”  

Can the man not follow simple instructions and stay in bed? Emma wondered. “Mr. 

Latimer, if you’re pulling your stitches again, you’ll end up back on this table where this 

poor young soldier is right now.”  

The officer started in surprise. “Casey Latimer?”  

Latimer nodded and stepped up to the foot of the table. Blood seeped from the thin 

cuts Emma made in the boy’s legs.  

“My commander told me to warn you that the Allens were headed your way.” 

“They found me.”  

Emma wrapped the wounds with white cloths, the stark contrast between blood and 

bandage a painful reminder of her husband’s battered body ravaged by war.  

“Lieutenant, the pressure should be more bearable and I’ll give him morphine for the 

pain.”  

“How long?”  

Aware of what he was asking her, Emma said, “A few days, perhaps a few weeks. He 

can remain here.”  

“Appreciate that, ma’am, but I know the boy’s family, and I prefer to take him home. 

It’s only a few days’ journey—can he make it?”  

Cautious, Emma could not make any guarantees. “If he survives the night, then he’ll 

have a chance to make it home.”  

“Thank you, ma’. . . Doctor Hawkins.” The lieutenant tipped his hat. “My men will be 

by to collect him in the morning.”  

Emma watched the officer leave and lowered herself to the bench against the wall. The 

procedure had taken her a little more than hour. She tended to lose time while she 

operated.  

Latimer lowered himself down to the unoccupied portion of the bench.  



“You look better today.”  

“Thought you might lose me?”  

Emma leaned her head back and closed her eyes for a few seconds. “I knew the first 

night in my cabin that you would survive. Were it not for stubborn foolishness, you might 

have healed sooner.” She settled her back against the wall. “I didn’t have a chance to thank 

you for saving me and Miss Patterson over at the school. Thank you.”  

He nodded absently. “Is the teacher all right?”  

“Yes, just a few bruises from the fall and a painful cut where she was hit on the head, 

but nothing serious.” Emma sat forward, her eyes watching the young soldier’s chest rise 

and fall with each shallow breath. “I’ve had enough of not knowing. I must insist you tell 

me why the Allen brothers came after you.”   

“It’s not a pleasant story.” 

She stared at him with resolve until he stood and walked to the table, his gaze dropping 

to the battered body of the young soldier. “It was after the battle at Fort Henry.”  

Emma stiffened. It was a short time after that when David was returned to her.  

“The skirmish was small but fatal. David and I were with a small group of scouts when 

we came upon our targets. We split up, but one of the smugglers—they had proven to be 

more ruthless than the worst of the Southern soldiers—found David and killed him, 

though not before he took down a few of them. I didn’t get there in time because I was on 

the other side blowing up the barn and wagons they used to store munitions. Two of the 

Allen brothers died that day and two got away.” 

“You would have killed them that day at the cabin.”  

“I would have tried.” Latimer grinned. “But a stubborn spitfire had other plans.”  

Emma’s smile was slow to form, but when she did, it felt good. She returned to the table 

where the soldier’s breathing came easier. “You must have seen this before on the 

battlefields. I’ve treated a few cases of gangrene, but nothing this severe.”  

Latimer nodded. “I wish we had more doctors in the field, then maybe a lot of young 

men might have made it home, even if only to say good-bye.”  

 
THE NEXT MORNING, Emma watched the lieutenant and his soldiers drive away with young 

Fenton in the back of the army wagon, prepared as comfortably as they could manage for 

the long journey. The boy was strong and had a good chance of making it home before he 

passed. Latimer stood beside her, his presence a new and welcome part of her life. Some 

of the townsfolk also stopped and watched as the wagon rolled out of Crooked Creek.  

“This is a nice town you and David found.”   

“It’s certainly a sharp contrast from life out east, but it’s home and I’m content here.” 

Emma watched a few children playing in the tall grass near the school. Classes wouldn’t 



resume fully until Miss Patterson mended, but Doreen offered to teach a few lessons each 

day. Emma turned to Latimer. “Will you walk with me? I have something to show you.”  

Latimer stepped off the boardwalk and held out his arm. Careful not to brush up 

against his bandage, Emma looped her arm through his and settled her palm on his arm. 

They walked past the school and church and to the top of a hill overlooking the town. She 

released her arm and knelt down in front of a simple headstone.  

“He would have wanted to say good-bye.”  

Latimer joined her on the ground and pulled a knife from the belt of his pants. “I’ve 

been carrying this with me ever since the night David died.”  

Emma stiffened. “That’s what killed him?”  

Latimer nodded. He dug beneath the grass down to the dirt and set the knife into the 

earth, covering it over. “I am sorry he’s the one who didn’t come home to you.” His hand 

rested against the grave.  

Emma reached out and covered Latimer’s hand. “David lived a good life, and he 

wouldn’t wish your death just so he could be here.”  

“He talked of the plans he’d made with you—often.”  

“David was a wonderful man, and he would have stayed in Montana for me, but it’s not 

where he wanted to be. I knew that in my heart. If the war hadn’t killed him, this 

wilderness might have.” She pulled her hand back. Latimer stood and helped her up, but 

kept her fingers locked with his.  

Emma turned and watched the town below, guarded by the mountains on three sides, 

and a river so blue and wild that she wondered how anyone could live anywhere else. She 

leaned back to look up at him. “Where will you go from here?”  

“Crooked Creek looks like a good place to begin again.”  

Looking at Emma, Latimer draped his arm over Emma’s shoulders and guided her back 

down the hill. The setting sun kissed the peaks of the craggy mountains and a pair of 

eagles soared overhead toward the sunset. She had no idea what awaited her tomorrow, 

but Emma knew she had a purpose, and a life she loved, in Crooked Creek.  

 
The End 

 
 

Thank you for reading “Emma of Crooked Creek”!  
 

Scroll through for an excerpt of “Hattie of Crooked Creek,” the next short story in the 
Crooked Creek series.  

 
Don’t miss out on new and upcoming releases!  

Sign up at https://www.mkmcclintock.com/newsletter-signup  
 

 

https://www.mkmcclintock.com/newsletter-signup


“HATTIE OF CROOKED CREEK” 

SYNOPSIS 
 
Married three months before the war and now a widow, Harriett McBride can either give 

up and sell her ranch or fight for the life she and her husband came west to build. With 

the help of a friend and a stranger, she must stop the one who threatens all she holds dear. 

When Hattie is faced with an unexpected choice, will she bury her heart on the battlefield 

forever or find a way to love again? 

 

“Hattie of Crooked Creek” is the second short story installment of the Crooked Creek 

series set in post-Civil War Montana.  

 

EXCERPT 
 
Crooked Creek, Montana Territory—October 1865 
 
Hattie stared up at the early morning rays as they glistened through her watery grave. She 

should have known better than to ride out before the sun rose above the craggy peaks, but 

she had to prove herself day after day, if to no one else but herself.  

Glen Meek, her foreman, scolded her two mornings ago when he learned that she’d 

been heading out on her own in the mornings before he and young John, his nephew, had 

even put their heads on the pillow from the night before.  

Hattie had waved off Glen’s concern with a distracting grin and a load of grit. The 

McBride Ranch was Hattie’s responsibility, her late husband’s legacy, and no one would 

take it away from her.  

Lights swam through the sky above her. If she reached out far enough, her fingers 

might be able to skim the surface of a star before the sun’s light washed them all away. 

She must have fallen into the river. Her shift clung to her body as though wet, but she 

knew how to swim. Why, then, did the black waters of unconsciousness seem determined 

to carry her away? 

The raging fire burned within as her lungs expanded. The pounding on her chest surely 

couldn’t be good for her ribs.  

“Don’t do this. Stay with me.”  

Her lungs exhaled, but instead of air, water escaped from her mouth in a frenzy of 

coughs.  

“That’s right, let it all out.”  

Twigs and small rocks dug into her back, but she lay flat and ignored them. Sunlight 

threatened her eyes to open.  

“You’re going to make it.” 



What was he talking about? The words didn’t make it past her thoughts. Her lips still 

scorched from the heat, of what she didn’t know. Her body no longer lay upon the hard 

earth, and her mind began to wake to a greater awareness.  

“Put me down.”  

Of course, the man couldn’t hear her. She barely heard the scratchy whisper.  

“I said—” 

“I heard you, Mrs. McBride, but I’m not putting you down.”  

Hattie’s arm disobeyed her when she tried to reach for the colt strapped to her hip. Her 

captor, though apparently strong, handled her with great care, but Hattie knew the worst 

of what could happen to her awaited. “So this must be Hell.”  

 

End of Excerpt 

Learn More about “Hattie of Crooked Creek” 

 

  

https://www.mkmcclintock.com/hattie-of-crooked-creek


WANT MORE? 
 

Interested in reading more by MK McClintock? Try her Montana Gallagher 

novels—stories about family, hope, love, and justice in nineteenth-century Montana 

territory. Available in print, large print, audiobook, and e-book. 

 

The Historical Western Romance Montana Gallagher series in order:  

Gallagher's Pride 

Gallagher's Hope 

Gallagher's Choice 

An Angel Called Gallagher 

Journey to Hawk’s Peak 

 

You may also try her British Agent Novels, stories of mystery, adventure, and romance 

set in the Victorian British Isles. Available in print, large print, and e-book. 
 

The Historical Romantic Mystery British Agent novels in order: 

Alaina Claiborne 

Blackwood Crossing 

Clayton’s Honor 

 

Enjoy her collection of heartwarming Christmas short stories any time of the year. Set in 

Montana, Wyoming, and Colorado in the 1800s: A Home for Christmas 
 

  



THE AUTHOR 

 
MK McClintock is an award-winning author who has written several books and short 

stories, including the popular "Montana Gallagher" series, the "Crooked Creek" series set 

in post-Civil War Montana, and the "British Agent" series. She spins tales of romance, 

adventure, and mystery set in bygone times. MK enjoys a quiet life in the Rocky 

Mountains. 

 

Learn more about MK by visiting her website: https://www.mkmcclintock.com. 
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