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Chapter 1 

“Shh, grammy, you’re okay. I’m right here.” Emmy carefully placed a wet washcloth on her grandmother’s feverish forehead. “I’m right here. Just relax.” She hummed softly in an attempt to soothe the ailing woman but it didn’t seem to work. 

When her grandmother was in full health, she had the voice of an angel. She had spent countless years managing the church choir until it closed its doors in ’69 with the failing economy. For the most part, the two girls prayed in private.

Emmy got down on her knees by the bedside and asked the Lord to help her grammy. She had made this same plea to God for the better half of a week with little success. On the contrary, her grammy seemed to be getting worse and worse. 

“Stay here a moment, gram, I’ll be back in just a second.” She squeezed her grandmother’s hand but her grandmother did not squeeze back. Her strength was quickly leaving her. Emmy didn’t want to imagine a life without her grandmother but each day it was becoming a rather possible reality. Just thinking about it made her heartache. 

Tears threatened to spill onto her cheeks as she made her way into the kitchen. There, she added a few pieces of wood to the fire. Once the flames were hot enough she hung the pot of porridge above them. 

She stared at the oven with a sense of longing. Through stories told by her grandmother, Emmy had learned that her father had built the stove himself. She couldn’t remember her father. She was just a little tyke when both her parents were killed in a carriage accident. Some rich family in town had splurged on the carriage. They started riding on the roads without knowing how to handle the horses. Emmy’s parents had paid the ultimate price for their negligence. 

Countless times, Emmy had asked for the names of these people but her grammy refused to tell her. 

Suddenly, the smell of burnt porridge reached her nostrils. Her eyes widened when she realized it was bubbling over the pot’s edge and dripping into the fire. Quickly, she grabbed a wooden spoon and stirred it to a thick, creamy consistency. It still needed a few more minutes above the flame. This time, Emmy watched it carefully. 

When it was done, she took the pot off the hook and poured out two portions – one for herself and one for her grandmother. 

Steam rolled off the surface so she decided to wait a little while until it cooled. In the meantime, she grabbed an opened envelope from the counter. She lifted the flap and pulled out the letter. 

For the third time, she read it: 

Dear Emmy, 

I was pleased to receive your letter in such a prompt manner. I enjoy a woman who can abide by a strict schedule. It suits me. 

And, after a few weeks of correspondence, I think you would suit me as well. Attached is enough money to cover travel costs for both you and your grandmother. Come as soon as she is feeling good enough to travel. Of course, do not push her too soon. I would hate to see her fall into a worse condition due to my impatience. But, I do hope you can get here soon. 

Please, return this letter with a response as soon as you can. 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

Sincerely, 

Miner. 

Emmy’s heart thumped a little harder. In her hands, she held the sum of money he had sent along with the letter. It was quite a hefty amount – more than enough for her train tickets. She bit her lower lip in contemplation. 

What was she supposed to do? 

On one hand, marrying Miner meant financial stability and the ability to afford proper medicine for her grandmother. But, on the other hand, was Emmy ready to take the risk? She did not know this man and she was preparing to marry him if only for the sake of her grandmothers. 

With these thoughts in mind, she brought the porridge into her grandmother’s bedroom. There, she found the old woman sitting against the headboard, eyes wide open. “I’m glad to see you’re awake,” Emmy said with a smile. “How are you feeling?” 

“Better.” She admitted. “Still feverish, I believe.” 

Emmy frowned. 

“Oh, its nothing for you to worry about, dear.” Grammy reached out a hand and with her shaking fingers, managed to tuck a strand of Emmy’s hair behind her ear. “You’ve grown into a fine young woman over the years. Have you considered finding yourself a husband yet?” 

Emmy’s eyes widened. Her grandmother had a way of reading her mind. “Yes.” She admitted. “I actually wanted to speak with you –” 

“Oh? Is there a proposal on the table?” Grammy asked, eyes sparkling with delight. “A rich banker if I had to guess.” 

Emmy shook her head. “A sheriff from the west.” 

“The west?” She repeated. “How in tarnation did you meet such a man?” 

“An ad in the paper...” Emmy’s cheeks turned a bright crimson color. “I’ve spent so much time taking care of you, gram, that I haven’t been able to appear in local society. A friend of mine suggested I look in the classifieds.” 

“Who is this friend?” Gram asked, narrowing her eyes with suspicion. “Because I hardly think this is sound advice. What does this bloke expect from you? That you’ll drop everything and travel to that heathen frontier?” 

Emmy nodded before showing her grandmother the money. “He has sent us enough money to travel out there and then some.”

Her grandmother fell silent. 

So, Emmy grabbed the porridge and started to feed it to the elderly woman. She felt like she caught between a rock and a hard place. What was she supposed to do? 

“Do you like him?” Gram asked abruptly after a few bites of porridge. 

“I do,” Emmy admitted. She couldn’t quite understand it but there was something about the way he wrote his letters that felt gravitation. She wanted to learn more about this man – to meet him – to touch his face against her palm. 

“Then, I reckon we’re headed out west.” 

Chapter 2

A few weeks later. 

“Are you alright, grammy?” Emmy asked as she tightened the shawl around her grandmother’s shoulders. 

“I’m fine. I’m fine.” She shooed her granddaughter away. “I just wish this train would settle down. It’s wilder than a bronco.” She scoffed. “So much for the great American railway. This is all a load of blimey if you ask me.” 

“We’re almost there, I reckon,” Emmy commented in hopes that it would better her grandmother’s sour mood. It didn’t. Grammy continued to scowl with her arms folded across her chest.

“All this traveling is no good for my rheumatic gout. Feels like someone’s taking an ax to my bones.” She moaned at the discomfort. Just then, their carriage rattled violently as they entered a tunnel. Darkness surrounded them. Emmy instinctually reached for her grandmother’s hand. She had never liked the dark very much. 

Once they emerged on the other side, she breathed a sigh of relief. “We’re almost there,” Emmy repeated, more to comfort herself this time. 

***

Finally, at around noontime, they arrived at the station. Emmy helped her grandmother get off the train and onto the platform. There, she handed her grandmother her walking stick. They shuffled along while Emmy kept her eyes peeled for her future husband. 

She shielded her face against the sunlight which was making it extremely difficult for her to see properly. Half blinded, she bumped into a solidly-built individual. She would have fallen if it wasn’t for his quick reflexes. His fingers wrapped around her arms and held her steady. Still, she stumbled forward, nearly colliding with his chest. 

“Easy.” He growled with a thick voice. 

Emmy blinked and to her surprise, it was Miner. He looked different from his photograph but she could still see the resemblance. Plus, he was wearing a sheriff’s badge pinned against his chest. 

He did not smile when he looked down at her. “You must be Emmy.” 

She nodded, feeling a shiver run through her spine at the man’s cold expression. “And you must be Miner.” 

Before he could answer her, grammy started forward at an impossible rate. 

Tap. Tap. Tap. 

Her walking stick crashed against the platform as she rushed toward a hunched individual that stood beside the sheriff. “Oh, I can recognize a Welstead from a mile away!” She hissed. Suddenly, she started beating the elderly man with her cane. Despite his age, he grabbed it and yanked on it, nearly sending grammy flying forward. 

Miner stepped between the brawling elderlies. “What in tarnation has gotten into you two?” 

“You killed my daughter!” Grammy screamed. “You and that blasted carriage of yours!” 

“Granddad?” Miner turned in his direction. “Is this true?” 

“Of course it’s true!” Grammy interjected. “You Welsteads killed my daughter and husband when this girl here was just a little girl. I had to raise her myself all these years.” 

“We apologized for the incident.” Granddad countered. “What more do you want us to do? Your damned blabbing drove us off the coast! We were forced to pack up everything and move out west. I think that’s more than enough retribution.” 

“Retribution? Nothing in this world can bring my daughter back.” She shot her cane in his direction, nearly swiping his nose with it. 

Miner was forced to take it away from her. Honestly, the young couple had no idea what to do about their grandparents. 

“Come, Emmy, if this is the man you intend to marry, I will not allow it.” She shuffled back toward the ticket counter but they had already closed up shop for the day. 

“Fat chance of that happening,” Granddad mumbled under his breath. “There won’t be any more trains headed back to the city for a while. Takes too much fuel to make the trip to and from.” 

Grammy ground her teeth together. “Well, we aren’t staying with the likes of you. I rather risk sleeping outside and getting eaten by a couple of coyotes.” 

Granddad laughed. “Suit yourself. It’s no skin off my bones.” 

Emmy stood there. This felt like a bad nightmare. So, these were the people who had killed her parents? Her heart tightened. They were the reason she had never experienced the joy of a mother’s embrace or a father’s tender protection. Her hands rounded into fists as anger boiled within her veins. She wanted to say something in retaliation but her tongue felt like it had bloated to the size of the Texas territory. 

“Here.” Miner turned to look at her. “We’ll sort this out, but, in the meantime, take this money and find a room at the local inn. Would you like me to show you where it is?” 

“We will not be riding with a couple of Welsteads.” Granny interrupted. “We’ll walk.” 

“But what about your gout?” Emmy insisted. “Wouldn’t it be easier to –” 

“Emmy. If you want to associate with these fiends, be my guest, but you won’t catch me dead with a Welstead.” And with that, she turned her head and started into town. Emmy hurried after her, fearful that she might fall. 

Together, they searched the town for the inn. Eventually, they found it. Emmy used the sheriff’s money to rent out a small room for two. 

“I cannot believe it.” She collapsed into the rocking chair positioned against the corner. “How could you agree to marry a Welstead?” 

“How was I supposed to know they were the ones responsible for the death of my parents? You never told me what happened that day.” Emmy protested as she paced across the room. She had risked everything in hopes of marrying Miner but now it seemed like she was going to lose everything. 

Granny sighed. “Sit down girl, it’s about time you learned the truth.” 

Chapter 3 

“Your mother and father were enjoying a stroll around the town. I had stayed behind to take care of you.” Granny rubbed her aching knees as she spoke. “The next thing I know, one of the village boys came running to the front door telling me your mammy was dead.” Her voice shook with the heavy memories. “I ran out there to find your parents dead. They had been crushed by the carriage – a Welstead carriage.” 

Emmy didn’t say a word. She just sat on the edge of the bed and stared at her grandmother. After years of begging for this story, she was finally hearing every word of it and she didn’t like it. 

“The Welsteads had just married their daughter, Missy. They decided to buy a carriage for the occasion so they could drive it around town. They outfitted it with some formidable stallions. Now, the driver of that carriage didn’t know how to handle these stallions and they quickly got out of control. They rampaged through the town and your parents paid the price for their incompetence.” Grammy wiped the tears from her eyes. “I have never forgiven the Welsteads.” 

“But, it was an accident –” 

“An accident?” Grammy exclaimed. “If they wanted to show off their wealth, they should have done so after learning how to handle a couple of horses.” She hissed. “It was no accident. I hold them completely responsible for what happened to your father and mother.”

“But –” 

“I don’t want to hear another word out of you, missy.”

***

That night, Emmy found it impossible to fall asleep. Not only was she lying on an uncomfortable and unfamiliar bed, but she had her grandmother’s story echoing through her skull. Maybe her age accounted for her lack of grief but she couldn’t completely blame the Welsteads for what happened to her parents. After all, animals are unpredictable – sometimes, you just can’t stop them. 

She rose to her feet and walked over to the window. She cracked it open and enjoyed the nighttime breeze against her burning cheeks. Her shoulders sagged with her situation. What was she supposed to do now? She couldn’t go back to the coast for another week, at least, and that all depended on the train schedule. 

Emmy remained by the window for a while and looked out at the town. It was very different from the city she had grown up in. Here, the roads were unpaved and all the houses made of wood. Men walked the streets dressed as cowboys while women hollered at them from saloon doorways. 

Just then, she noticed someone approaching her window. It was the sheriff. He had his hat down low, obscuring most of his face but she could tell by his body alone that it was him. 

He looked up and the moonlight illuminated his features. It was at that moment that Emmy realized that his photograph did him little justice. He had a fine and handsome face with a chiseled jawline, pronounced brow bones, and a set of deeply intense eyes. 

Miner didn’t say a word. He simply tipped his head in the direction of the door before disappearing into the shadows. 

Emmy hesitated. She did not know this man and she did not think it wise to go off with him at the dead of night. And yet, there was something of an invisible hand pushing her toward the door. So, she grabbed her shawl and headed the way. 

Outside, she spotted Miner leaning against a nearby support beam. “I was hoping you’d be awake.” He said as he offered his arm. 

She took it and followed him through the aimless walk through town. Neither one of them dared to speak. Instead, they were blanketed by the silence. Emmy didn’t mind it. In fact, she soon discovered that she liked this man’s presence. Something about him made her feel incredibly safe. 

Finally, Miner stopped on the outskirts of town and turned to face her. “I brought you out here because I need to hear the full story.” 

“About my parents?” Emmy questioned. 

“Yes. About your parents.” Miner’s expression was as stern as ever. 

“My grandmother explained it to me this afternoon. As far as I can tell, it was an accident. Someone in your family lost control of a couple of horses and it caused the death of my parents.” 

He frowned and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I am sorry that a relative of mine caused you such pain.” 

Emmy shook her head. “I wish my parents meant more to me but I was only a babe when they died.” 

“Still, no one should be required to live without parents.” He sat down on a nearby barrel. “When I was young, we moved here from the city. Our family never recovered from the gossip surrounding the carriage crash. My mother died of scarlet fever a year after the move and my father died of a broken heart a few months later. I’ve been living with my granddad, Lane, ever since.” 

“I see.” Emmy nodded her head realizing that they weren’t so different from one another. 

“Honestly, I don’t know what I’m going to do about my granddad. He’s a brute and he knows how to hold a grudge like no other.” 

“What’s his favorite food?” Emmy asked abruptly. 

Miner furrowed his brows with confusion. “Why do you ask?” 

“You’ll see. Just tell me what it is.” 

“Well, I suppose it’s shepherd’s pie. Back when he lived in the city, he had a maid that knew how to make it exactly how he liked it. I don’t remember her all that much.” Miner admitted. “Or, I would have asked her for the recipe a long time ago. He just won’t stop telling me that my shepherd’s pie just isn’t the same.” 

“I want to make this work,” Emmy said. “I know you had nothing to do with my parent’s death. Honestly, you’ve been nothing but kind. So, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to make some shepherd’s pie for your grandfather. Perhaps we can share a meal together – all four of us.” 

“Are you sure that’s such a good idea? I can’t guarantee that our grandparents won’t try to kill each other again. I doubt they’ll agree to stand in the same room together.” He said. 

“Well, we won’t know until we try.” 

Chapter 4 

So, the following day, Emmy went into town on her own and bought the supplies she needed with the leftover money Miner had given her. She carried her groceries back to the inn and asked to use the kitchen. The inn manager looked at her a little strange but he nonetheless complied with her request. 

There, she found herself a little corner to work with so she wouldn’t disturb any of the other cooks. A smile painted her face. There was nothing she liked more than cooking. She even hummed to herself as she worked. Once the dish was ready, she covered it so it would stay warm for the trip. 

Only then did she return to her room to retrieve her grandmother. “We’re going out.” She said. 

“Out? Out where? Has the train decided to take us home?” Grammy asked. 

“No.” Emmy helped her grandmother in a new dress. “We’re dining with the Welsteads.” 

Grammy nearly lost her footing. “What did you just say, girl?” Hatred burned behind her eyes. “I’m a little hard of hearing these days but I do not think I’m that hard of hearing.” 

“It’s as you think,” Emmy answered. “We are dining with the Welsteads. I made a shepherd’s pie for the occasion.” 

“Now why on Heavens would you do such a thing? These people killed your parents.” 

“Miner nor Lane was responsible. Miner was only a child and Lane had stayed behind to thank the priest for his services.” 

“They are still related to that incompetent driver!” Grammy exclaimed. “If your parents could hear you right now, they would be rolling in their graves.” 

“Did God not teach us to forgive our enemies? To turn the other cheek?” Emmy countered. She had never been an overly religious girl, but she had been dragged to church every Sunday by her grandmother and unlike most, she actually listened to the sermon week after week. She could recite whole chunks of the Bible. 

Grammy growled. “This is different.” 

“Is it?” Emmy grinned knowing she had won the battle – at least, for now. 

***

They arrived at the Welstead property shortly thereafter. Emmy knocked on the door. For some reason, her heart was beating fast. Beads of sweat formed at the back of her neck with her nervousness. Deep down, she could tell she had some sort of connection with the sheriff. She had felt it in their letters and she felt it now, more than ever, now that she physically close to him. 

Miner answered the door. He greeted them with a nod before helping them inside. 

Lane sat at the table with a deep-set scowl on his face. “This is a load of poppycock.” He grumbled as soon as they stepped foot into the room. 

Emmy ignored the old man as she placed the shepherd’s pie on the table. Steam rolled off the golden mashed potatoes. 

“Emmy has been kind enough to cook us dinner,” Miner announced. “Once we say grace, we will enjoy her food.” His words weren’t a suggestion but a command. 

Again, the old man grumbled but no one could understand what he said. 

“Let us hold hands,” Miner said. 

“I am not holding his hand.” Grammy protested. 

“Grams.” Emmy chided. “You aren’t setting a very Christian example.” Emmy almost felt guilty for using the woman’s religion against her but she hardly had a choice in the matter. It was the only way to get through to her. 

Grammy growled but nonetheless took Lane’s hand and then her granddaughter’s. Satisfied, Emmy reached for Miner’s hand. As soon as their fingers laced together, she felt a surge of energy running through every inch of her body. She nearly gasped at the strange, yet pleasurable, sensation. 

Her heart thumped in response. 

He looked over at her and their eyes locked. For the first time, he smiled. 

Emmy’s heart melted. He had such a handsome smile. It was a shame he didn’t use it more often. Without meaning to, she squeezed his hand and he squeezed back. With his smile deepening, he said grace in a thick, creamy voice. 

Once he was done, he divided the dish evenly among the four plates. Lane hesitated but soon, his hunger got the best of him and he started to eat. His eyes widened in surprise. “My!” He exclaimed. “This is the best shepherd’s pie I’ve ever tasted.” He didn’t bother to say anything more before he began shoveling food into his mouth. 

Miner shook his head. “Please excuse him. He’s going senile with age.”

Emmy giggled. “I’m just glad that he’s enjoying my food.” 

“Of course he is,” Grammy added. “I taught you this recipe.” 

“You did?” Lane raised his face to look at her. 

“Yes, as sure as my name is Rose.” 

“I could kiss you,” Lane exclaimed. “I haven’t had something this good in far too long. My grandson here can’t cook to save his life. I’ve been tortured for the last decade.” 

“I’m a sheriff, not a cook,” Miner said in his defense. 

“Thank god for that.” 

Rose laughed. Lane laughed with her. 

Miner and Emmy exchanged glances. It seemed like they making leeway with the elderly couple. Maybe they had a chance of building some bridges after all. 

“I think maybe you should make some more next time,” Miner said as he scooped up the scraps from the bottom of the pan.

“Is there nothing left?” Lane asked. 

“This is the last of it,” Miner admitted. 

“Well, you better share that with your old granddad then.” 

Miner chuckled. “Here, you can have the rest of it.” 

“Now, that’s a good grandson.” 

Chapter 5 

A few months later. 

The elderly couple had fallen asleep by the fireplace after yet another fabulous dinner cooked by Emmy. 

On this particular night, Miner took Emmy by the hand and led her outside. They strolled through his property, following the familiar pathways. Emmy smiled as she felt the sheriff’s heat radiating off his body and cocooning her like a wool blanket. 

Overhead, the moon was bright. It shone on them, illuminating the way. 

Miner stopped beside an old oak tree. He did not say a word but took Emmy’s face in his hands. Gently, he pulled her closer until their lips crashed into a much-awaited kiss. Emmy was stiff at first. After all, this was her first time kissing a man. But, she soon melted against the intimacy and started to return his passion. 

He pulled away before he could excite himself. A smile stretched across his face. “I am sorry that I have not mustered the courage to do that sooner.” He confessed. 

Emmy laughed. “Were you scared of kissing me, sheriff Miner?” She teased lightly. Truth be told, she had been waiting for that moment for a long time. Even after she and her grandmother had moved in with the Welsteads, there was absolutely no talk of marriage. Miner never hinted at it and Emmy didn’t dare to strike up that particular conversation. He barely showed her any form of intimacy. And now, all of a sudden, he was kissing her underneath an oak tree. It made Emmy’s head spin. 

He wanted to say more but his soul yearned for her lips. So, he leaned forward, wrapped his arms around her slender torso and pulled her nice and close. Their lips danced together until Emmy felt the tips of her ears burning with blush. Only then did she pull away and look at the sheriff. “What has gotten into you?” She fanned her face as she spoke. It felt like her skin would erupt into flame at any minute.

“When I placed that ad in the paper, I didn’t have much hope for it. I knew I needed a companion that would lessen the loneliness I felt. And, you’ve done just that, Emmy. In a few short months, you were able to make my life much more colorful.” They sat down in the soft grass. Miner pulled her onto his lap so she wouldn’t dirty her dress. “And, I’ve been dreading asking you this question but won’t you stay with me? Won’t you say yes and become my wife?” 

Emmy’s heart seemed to skip a beat. “Do... do you really mean that, Miner?” 

He nodded. “I’ve never wanted anything more than I want you right now.” Another smile flashed across his face as he kissed the top of her head. “And, I don’t care if you’re a Drost and I hope you don’t care that I’m a Welstead.” 

“I don’t.” She whispered. “You’re the finest man I’ve ever met and I’d be honored to call myself your wife.” 

Crack!

Just then, something sounded from the trees behind them. Miner quickened to his feet and pulled Emmy behind him. “Shh, don’t make a peep.” He warned. He squinted his eyes against the darkness, hand on the shotgun he always wore on his hip. 

A man emerged from the thicket with a devilish grin on his face. “I don’t reckon you folks want to make this easier on yourself.” He chewed a piece of tobacco as he spoke. “Because whether you want to or not, I’m ransacking this here rank.” 

“Like hell you are,” Miner growled as he aimed his gun at the bandit’s face. “No outlaw is going to rob the sheriff.” 

“Oh, you’re the sheriff, are you?” The man’s grin deepened even further. “This’ll just make things even more interesting for me. And when I take your things and high tail it out of here, it’ll just be one more thing for me to brag about or my name isn’t Terris Five Fingers.” He cackled like a witch before firing his gun at the couple. 

Miner immediately retaliated by pulling the trigger on his own gun. 

For a few moments, the whole world grew silent and then the pain came crashing into her. It knocked into her chest first before spreading to every inch of her body. She staggered back and fell into the grass while a pool of blood gathered underneath her. 

***

A few days later. 

Miner held the young woman’s hand. He refused to let go even as the doctor changed her bandages. He would simply close his eyes and turn his head in the other direction. 

“Is she going to be okay?” He demanded. 

“I cannot be certain.” The doctor answered. 

He ground his teeth, blaming himself for her injury. As she shifted in her sleep, he could see the pain on her face and it broke his heart. Gently, he ran his fingers through her hair in an attempt to soothe her. “Shh, it’s okay, Emmy, I’m here. I’m here.” He whispered in a soft voice. “You’ll be just fine.” 

Time passed at an excruciating pace. All he wanted to do was see her beautiful smile so he could be assured she would make it through but even as the sun rose over the horizon, her situation did not get any brighter. “Please...” He begged as he squeezed her hand. “You cannot leave me.” 

Grammy came flying through the door with Lane hot on her heels. Before the old man could stop her, Rose started beating the sheriff with her cane. “What have you done to my granddaughter? You Welsteads are nothing but death and despair for my family!” She bellowed as tears stung her cheeks. She collapsed by her granddaughter and wailed. 

It didn’t look like she was going to make it. 

By nightfall, the doctor forced everyone to leave because Emmy needed to rest. With a heavy heart, the elderly couple shuffled back to the ranch while Miner lied and said he needed to do something at the jailhouse. He waited a few minutes before sneaking back into the infirmary. There, he once again took her hand and squeezed it. This time, she squeezed back. 

Her eyes fluttered open and she smiled at her fiancé. 

“Emmy!” Miner exclaimed. “You’re awake. How do you feel? Do you need me to get the doctor?” 

She shook her head. “There is no need. I am content to have you by my side.” 

He sat down and continued
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