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Pike’s Run, Texas, 1875

Strong-willed and independent, Alice Parker is certain she’s meant to be a school teacher. She accepts her first position in Pike’s Run, ready to mold the minds of young children, but unprepared to deal with her attraction to Sheriff Conner Lonnigan. If the board finds out she’s tumbled into his embrace more than once, she would be fired.

Sheriff Conner Lonnigan is awed by Alice Parker. He falls for her almost immediately, but the demands at home forbid him from marrying. Conner’s duties as sheriff control his days, and his mother’s panic attacks control his nights. He doesn’t have the freedom to devote himself to Alice, but that can’t stop him from pursuing her anyway.

Alice and Conner fight their love for each other, but the wants of the heart become too much to ignore. As they battle the demands of their jobs, the couple finds that ultimate fulfillment can only be found in each other’s arms.
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DALLAS, TEXAS 

September, 1875

Sheriff Conner Lonnigan dismounted and slapped his Stetson against his trousers, travel dust flying everywhere. Turning, he gripped the rope tied from the pommel of his saddle to the bindings around the hands of the prisoner he’d carted from Pike’s Run.

“This is your stop, Hollins.” Conner untied the knot. “However, folks in Dallas County aren’t gonna like you any more than we did in my town.”

He pulled the dirty man forward and waited as Hollins stumbled to right himself. After the man was on his feet, Conner and his cargo walked inside the sheriff’s office.

Upon entering, he found Deputy McCade arguing with a man in buckskins. The deputy looked ready to blast the civilian to hell. Conner put two fingers between his lips and blew sharply.

The men paused and turned toward him. He smiled, hoping his interruption would calm these men down. “Mornin’, gentlemen.”

Deputy McCade’s shoulders slumped in relief when he saw Conner. “Well, Busby, here’s your savior, just blown in from Pike’s Run. Now, you can leave me the hell alone.”

Busby narrowed his eyes at Conner.

“Savior?” Conner was confused. “Don’t think so.”

Busby spat tobacco on the wood floor, ignoring McCade’s growl. “You’re law from Pike’s Run?”

Conner walked his package to McCade before answering. “London Hollins. Wanted for horse thievery in your county.”

McCade took the man in hand and led him to one of the cells. As the thief was locked away, Conner turned to Busby. “I’m Sheriff Lonnigan. What can I do for you?”

The man glared at him, his beady eyes heated over his full beard. “You can take your damned schoolteacher with you, that’s what. She ain’t nothin’ but a nuisance.”

Conner raised his brow in surprise. “Miss Parker is with you?”

Busby jerked his head at the street outside. “Came in with my train from St. Louis. Drove her own wagon, hunted her own meat, built her own fires and didn’t take a lick of my advice.”

“Are you throwin’ her off your train for bein’ independent?” Conner asked, thinking the man a fool for doing so.

“No such thing. My train is movin’ farther west to New Mexico. She needs to head south, but two of my boys died on the way here, and I ain’t got no one to take her.”

Conner understood the problem. “I’ll ride with her.”

Busby nodded once. “You better hurry up ‘cause she’s gonna pull out without ya.” Busby tossed a thumb at McCade. “This fool here wouldn’t give me a lawman to take her for me, so she’s probably fit to be tied waitin’ so long for me to get back.”

Conner saw McCade grit his teeth at being called a fool. It was undeserved since he knew the deputy didn’t have a man to spare for Busby.

“It’s lucky I showed up then,” Conner said with a grin. “Let me get my horse, and I’ll ride out to the train with you.”

Busby followed him out the door without a word to Deputy McCade.

“I don’t envy you havin’ to travel with her by yourself. She’s as irritatin’ as a skunk crossin’ a mule train.”

Conner didn’t reply as he unwrapped his horse’s reins.

“She’s bossy. And a know-it-all. Thinks she’s God Almighty ‘cause she went to some fancy school.”

Miss Alice Parker had attended Washington University in Missouri, Conner recalled. He’d read her information when she’d applied for the job as Pike’s Run’s first schoolteacher. He wasn’t a part of the board, but Rupert Taylor had shown her credentials to him anyway. Ever since Conner had run Beasley Seal, a slimy con man, out of town before Rupert had invested in his “Fascinatin’ Fan Fountain”, the man couldn’t make a move without Conner’s input.

Busby shook his head vigorously. “Glad to have her out of my hair.”

Conner could see the train in the distance. Looked to be thirteen wagons in all. “How many people did you lose?”

Busby was silent for a moment. “Just my two boys.” He shrugged. “They knew the dangers when they signed on.”

Conner didn’t doubt it. “Which wagon is Miss Parker’s?”

Busby pointed. “The one set apart, already packed and ready to go.”

Conner could see everything was tied up and hitched. He and Busby parted ways, Busby going to the head of the train, and Conner toward Miss Parker’s wagon.

Drawing nearer, he saw a woman on her knees, rummaging underneath the wagon. Not wanting to startle her, he cleared his throat to get her attention.

Her movements stopped, and she turned.

He smiled. “Miss Parker? I’m Sheriff Lonnigan of Pike’s Run.”

Her eyes widened then she rose to full height, dusting off her skirt.

Conner’s smile died as she stood. She had warm, brown eyes with sooty lashes. And she looked at him directly, confidently. And what’s more, they were almost eye to eye. He was six foot four and never had he been so close to a woman’s enigmatic gaze.

His heart pounded, clogging his throat as those lashes fluttered over the stare holding him captive. It was the most compelling moment of his life

“Mr. Lonnigan?” she called abruptly and succinctly.

Conner snapped out of his shock, registering the gloved hand stretched out between them.

“Will you not shake hands with me?” she asked with authority in her tone.

Hell. His rudeness was not liked. He smiled, trying to recover from his unresponsive state. “Of course.”

He took her hand in his, and they shook. It was abrupt and businesslike, but he remained transfixed on her exotic features. Her complexion was olive and smooth. Her height accentuated the curves of her body.

He saw the hair beneath her bonnet was dark, probably as dark as her lashes. But it was her eyes he couldn’t look away from. Flashes of those eyes darkening with passion sent heat shooting through his body.

Conner cleared his throat as they broke contact. “Your train boss says you need an escort to Pike’s Run.”

She turned away from him. “I would appreciate your help, but he is not my train boss.”

Conner was reminded of Busby’s words about her personality. He detected a hard edge to her tone as well, but that could be in response to his rude staring. “It looks like you’re ready to pull out now.”

Miss Parker climbed up onto the buckboard and gripped the reins. She looked down at him, her beautiful eyes glinting with determination. “I am. You’re welcome to ride up here, or you may follow on your horse, but I’m driving.”

Which meant if he rode next to her, he’d be laughed out of Dallas as the only man in history to be driven around by a woman. He wondered if her command was due to his behavior.

Conner kept his smile affixed. “I’ll ride my horse.”

She nodded abruptly.

As he mounted up, he understood he would have to find a way to apologize. He was a little scared of that interaction.

* * * *
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ALICE TRIED TO IGNORE the man sitting tall in the saddle as he rode beside her covered wagon. She concentrated on controlling her team of oxen as they moved slowly and laboriously over the dusty road. He was an attractive man, although rude.

She remembered how he’d stared at her. Alice was used to those kinds of looks. At five foot eleven inches, she was taller than most women. Normally, she wasn’t bothered by the shocked expressions she received, but for some reason, his perusal unnerved her.

She must throw off his opinion and attitude toward her if she planned to spend the several days it would take to get to Pike’s Run in some semblance of peace.

However, Alice found that to be daunting, especially when he decided a running conversation was important.

“Are we your first teaching job?” he asked her not too far out of Dallas.

“Yes. I’ve just finished my courses at Washington University.”

“Were there other women there?”

Alice found herself smiling at his question, interested in his train of thought. “Yes.”

He made a noise sounding like surprise. “Then you weren’t alone.”

Alice thought it was only fair to explain. “There was one other woman at the university, but she was more interested in becoming a wife than a teacher.”

He chuckled lightly. “Odd place to find a husband.”

Alice cracked her whip before replying. “Actually, she had her pick.”

He didn’t reply as they continued down the road, the creak of the wheels and the clop of hooves the only sound.

“Where are you from?” he asked.

“St. Louis.” Alice didn’t elaborate and hoped her tone indicated she wouldn’t share more.

“I was raised in Pike’s Run. All my family lives there. You’ll have my cousins in class.”

Alice was intrigued. “How many students will I have?”

“About twenty.”

She turned to look at him. “Why ‘about’?”

Now, he looked as if he didn’t want to elaborate. “I’m chewin’ on something. Can’t make up my mind.”

Did he have children? Was he trying to decide if he wanted them to go to school? Were these questions a personal interview? The idea unsettled Alice.

It was easier to be accepted for a position when selected by correspondence only. She hadn’t wanted to be seen before she was hired. Most of her life she’d been avoided because of her independent nature.

If his shock at her height was any indication, it was possible she’d be fired before she even started. “Let me know if I can help you with that decision,” she stated abruptly, turning her attention back to driving.

“Will do,” was all he said.

He chose that moment to grow quiet, and ironically, Alice wished he’d start talking again. Discerning people’s thoughts was exhausting, and she usually avoided the task.

She also wasn’t great at initiating conversation. A script or something worthwhile to discuss gave her reason to talk. Teaching would provide that.

And since her mother’s death not three months prior, she needed this job and the escape it provided. Alice longed to speak to her, but quickly cracked the whip again, hoping to snap out of her sadness.

She would get used to being alone. She had to.

* * * *
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THEY MADE CAMP TWENTY miles outside of Dallas. Conner was used to riding about seventy per day, but with the wagon, travel was slower. After hobbling his horse, he found Miss Parker setting up the fire.

Conner watched her, wondering what he was supposed to be doing. He had the distinct feeling if he offered help he would insult her. However, he wasn’t about to twiddle his thumbs.

Walking up beside her, he noticed her tall, graceful figure as she tied off the tripod for the cook pot. “I’ll shoot us some supper,” he stated abruptly, not wanting to be caught staring.

He waited a beat for her reply, giving her the opportunity to argue. She finished her task and turned to face him. “Thank you for your help.”

After what Busby had said, Conner had assumed she wouldn’t take to a man’s help. Nodding, he went off to find some meat.

It didn’t take long to shoot a rabbit. He returned to camp to find the fire going and something already in the pot. Miss Parker was setting up her tent close to the wagon. Conner didn’t have a tent.

“Do you want me to skin it?” he asked, holding up his earnings.

She nodded abruptly as she untied her bedroll.

It had been a long time since Conner met a woman as efficient and capable as Miss Parker. If it weren’t for the dangers of the outside world, she wouldn’t need him at all. Really, he was only here to watch her back.

They worked in silence until supper was ready. The sun had set behind the trees, painting the sky a deep purple. The fire popped and crackled between them, providing the only sound.

She had made a rabbit stew that rivaled his mother’s. Conner wondered if there was anything Miss Parker couldn’t do. “Busby sure had you pegged wrong.”

Miss Parker looked at him sharply. He was becoming addicted to those eyes of hers. He found he wanted them on him always.

“In what way?”

“Said you were annoyin’ and a Know-It-All.”

She gave a burst of laughter then quieted quickly, almost as if she were embarrassed with her show of emotion. “Well, I do know a lot. I’m afraid I found him annoying, so I wasn’t very congenial toward him.”

Congenial? He supposed that meant obliging. “Got your dander up, did he?”

She smiled, and his heart did a somersault. Her effect on him wasn’t a good thing. Thankfully when they reached Pike’s Run, close proximity wouldn’t be possible.

“Mr. Busby is like every other man. It is difficult to assimilate the role of an independent woman.”

Assimilate? He supposed that meant learn, but he wasn’t sure. Conner wasn’t about to ask and show his ignorance. Funny how he hadn’t thought of himself as ignorant until he’d met her. Of course, she was the one with the fancy credentials.

“Well, I think I’m doin’ all right lettin’ you do all the major work,” he commented with a grin.

She laughed, and this time didn’t smother it. “So far, you appear quite unruffled. Are you lazy, then?”

Conner narrowed his eyes at her, wondering if she was teasing. “No. I heard you can shoot, and I don’t want to be on your bad side. So you’ll get no arguments from me.”

“Hmm. A wise decision.”

He smiled and looked away, finishing up his stew. It had been a long time since he’d spent so much time with a woman. His job and personal life took up a lot of his time. He’d given up the dream for marriage a long time ago.

“You have a lot of family in Pike’s Run?” she asked.

“Yep. Cousins mostly.”

“May I ask what it is you are...chewing on?”

He recalled his comment from before. “My brothers go to a school in Austin. I’m tryin’ to decide if I can bring them home for good.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Oh, well...I guess I can’t really help you with that decision.”

He shook his head. “No, ma’am.”

Conner grew aware of the increasing darkness and stood. “I’m gonna water my horse. I’m just a shout away.”

She nodded and took his bowl from him.

He would have to find a place to lay his bedroll as far away from hers as possible. His body was way too interested in hers to be anywhere close. Hell, it was going to be an unbearable trip.

* * * *
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AS ALICE SCOOPED A cup of flour out of a tin canister, she noticed it was low. They would have to stop for supplies soon. She hoped the Sheriff wouldn’t mind a slight detour. Glancing in his direction, she was sidetracked by the breadth of his shoulders as he brushed down his horse.

He worked efficiently, whistling softly. Sheriff Lonnigan was a long and lean specimen. Strength was evident in every portion of his body as muscles bunched and stretched with his movements.

With his back to her, he gave her freedom to look at him. If it weren’t for the rudeness he’d imparted in Dallas, she thought she might become hopelessly attracted to him. His hair was black, his eyes brown, and he was tall enough to make her feel small, which was a feat in itself.

Realizing she still held the cup of flour and hadn’t made a move in several minutes, Alice jumped into action. As she prepared breakfast, she recalled the speech she’d planned.

Sheriff Lonnigan had doubts about allowing his brothers to attend school in Pike’s Run. Despite her earlier statement that she couldn’t help him with the decision, her mind had still conjured his concerns and possible solutions. She’d decided she would alleviate those doubts before they set off on the trail today.

They worked in silence, and she was grateful he didn’t feel the need to talk. Conversation could be invigorating if there was a purpose to it. Idle chitchat usually bored her, but she would never say so.

Because she didn’t participate in female chatter, she didn’t have a lot of female friends. Her mother had been her closest friend, and now, she was gone. It didn’t matter, though. Alice could exist without friendship. All she needed were children’s minds to mold.

Once they had filled their plates, she gathered her thoughts. “I’ve been considering your problem,” she began from her seat on the log across from him.

Sheriff Lonnigan looked at her expectantly over his food.

“You aren’t sure if you should bring your brothers home from boarding school,” she reminded him.

He picked up a piece of bacon. “I don’t think you can help me with it.”

Her hackles rose. “I most certainly can. You are concerned about their education. They have attended a private institution and had benefit of master teachers. I know this will be my first year, but my professors at Washington—”

He held up a hand, interrupting her. “My problem has nothing to do with you.”

Confused, she set her fork on her plate. “How can it not?”

He chewed for a moment, seeming to ponder the problem. “There are family...issues. And I don’t know if I should involve my brothers,” he explained, the light in his eyes shining with uncertainty.

Family issues. She knew all about those and how complicated they could make life. Until Alice had met Jody Carrington, she hadn’t had much faith in people.

She wondered what he struggled with but didn’t dare ask. She’d made him share too much already. “I apologize for making assumptions.”

He shrugged. “It’s all right. I’m sure you’ve had your fair share of naysayers.”

Alice chuckled. “You put it so kindly.”

“Do I? What would you call people who insulted and doubted you?”

Alice didn’t bat an eyelash. “Ignorant and poor excuses for human beings.”

Sheriff Lonnigan narrowed his eyes. “That’s kind of long. Mine is catchier.”

A burst of laughter escaped her lips, surprising her. “You’re a very easy person to trust,” she commented without thinking.

He set his empty plate on the ground. “I didn’t expect you to think that, seeing as how I stared at you like a fool yesterday.”

Alice was surprised again and warmed by his frankness. She appreciated plain speaking. “Yes, well...I’m used to it.” Her response was weak, but no one had ever apologized before.

“I wish that weren’t true,” he replied. “So let me apologize. It was dumb of me, and I’m sorry.”

Alice was grateful for her olive complexion because her cheeks were heating. His words touched her. She gathered her plate and stood. “We don’t need to mention it. It’s water under the bridge.”

As she hurried away from him, Alice grew uncomfortable. She didn’t have a reason to be embarrassed by her reaction to his apology. He probably hadn’t noticed any discomfiture.

She glanced at him as she loaded dishes into the tub. He was looking at her, his gaze alight with some kind of heat she couldn’t name.

A shiver ran through her, one she could only describe as thrilling. She was not pleased.

* * * *
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“I CAN DRIVE TODAY IF you want,” Conner offered.

She paused with her foot on the step to the buckboard. “You don’t mind?”

He shook his head.

After Alice climbed up, she scooted over to give him the driver’s seat.

Once seated next to her, Conner felt the heat of her body though he wasn’t touching her. His skin tingled with awareness as his heart rate increased. This was a bad idea, but he couldn’t do anything about it now. He’d already offered.

After they were on their way, Alice asked, “How long have you been the sheriff for Pike’s Run?”

“A little over three years.”

“You must have started at a young age,” she observed.

“I was a deputy at eighteen. Sheriff Williams trained me before he retired.”

“And do you find Pike’s Run to be a dangerous town?”

Conner waited a beat before he answered, thinking of his mother and her beliefs. “No, I don’t, but terrible things happen everywhere.”

She nodded. “No home is safe.”

They were quiet for several moments. The prairie grass and live oaks crept by as Conner kept a tight rein on the oxen. The beasts plodded along, not in the same hurry Conner was. They were only a few miles down the road, and he was already wishing for sunset.

Since sitting beside her, he’d been unable to calm the erratic beat of his heart. The issue was a surprising problem and one he was afraid of. If they didn’t have mundane conversation, he might allow the images flashing through his mind to outwit him.

“What made you decide to be a teacher?” he asked abruptly, wincing at his tone.

She didn’t appear to notice. “I enjoy learning. I want to teach others what I’ve learned. Education is the future of this country. We are becoming a more industrialized nation, and we need people to think as much as build.”

Conner frowned at the road ahead. “You’re talking about factories.”

“More than that. I’m talking about inventions, making new discoveries, journeying to the bottom of the ocean, delving into the secrets of space and time.”

Conner glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “I suppose that’s important.”

She chuckled. “The unfamiliar is always an uncertainty. Most people don’t see a need for education because they can’t see what it might give us.” She turned and leaned into the wagon. After rummaging through something directly behind the buckboard, she emerged with a newspaper in hand. “Look,” she commanded, opening the paper to a particular section.

Conner looked to where she pointed. “What is that?”

“It’s an electric pen used to make duplicate copies of written information.” She showed him the picture in the paper. “It is powered by a battery.”

Conner stared at it for several moments. “I’d like to see how that works.”

She folded the paper in half. “Perhaps, you should attend the World’s Fair. It’s in Philadelphia next year.”

“They have inventions on display?”

She showed him the front page of the paper. The Women’s Herald was splashed in bold lettering across the top. A women’s newspaper?

“This is an article on the rumored events for the next World’s Fair. People from all over attend, and it’s amazing what has been created.” She set the paper between them. “I’ll leave it out so you can read it.”

Conner’s curiosity was piqued. “It’s a newspaper for women?”

He felt her eyes on him as he drove.

“Yes,” she replied.

“So, men can’t read it?”

She laughed then smothered it with a hand. “Of course, they can. The subjects of the articles are geared toward women. That’s why it’s called The Women’s Herald.”

Conner nodded, wondering what else he would learn from her. She was an independent woman, had a degree from a university, knew about inventions, read a women’s newspaper...

Mundane conversation this was not.

“It’s my mother’s newspaper,” she said softly.

He wondered at the reverence in her tone. “She let you have it?”

It was awhile before Alice responded. “No...she published it.”

Conner looked at her sharply. She met his gaze straight on, daring him to call her a liar. He could not and would not hide his surprise. “Your mother published a newspaper?”

Her jaw was hard as she nodded. “I helped her. I’ve written several articles for The Women’s Herald.”

He imagined her writing vigorously, putting her beliefs down on paper and signing her name to them. A smile broke out over his face. “You aren’t gonna stop surprising me, are you?”

He shook his head and turned his attention back to the road. “I’ll make sure I read every word.”

Her shock was evident when she reared back a little. She turned her face away as she murmured, “You surprise me, too.”
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TRUE TO HIS WORD, CONNER read her newspaper from cover to cover. When they made camp for the night, and after caring for his horse and the oxen, he sat on a log and read The Women’s Herald. Alice didn’t know what to make of his interest and was dying to know what he thought.

As she prepared supper, she was aware of his movements. Every time he turned a page, she flinched. She’d never longed to know a man’s opinion on anything she cared about, and she’d learned a long time ago to be the person she wanted to be and never mind what others thought.

“Supper’s ready,” she announced, just as he folded the paper shut.

He smiled at her. “Thanks.”

Alice didn’t move as he walked toward her, his eyes on hers. She wasn’t used to looking up at a man. As he stopped two feet from her, her heart jumped into her throat. They were so close she could feel him.

A vibration hummed between them. It called out to her, and she recognized her body’s response. Reading supplied her with enough information to know she was reacting to him as a woman reacts to a man.

“Is that mine?” he asked softly.

She looked down at the bowl of stew in her hand. “Oh, yes.” She almost shoved it at him as her cheeks heated in embarrassment.

He returned to his seat and dug into his food.

Once she began eating, he said, “So you wrote the article on women’s health?”

Nervousness shot through her. Had he liked it? Had he found it compelling?

“I didn’t know women had so much to consider. I agree they shouldn’t wear corsets when they’re pregnant. That seems ridiculous.”

Her mouth dropped in surprise. He hadn’t looked at her as he ate, and he talked as if this was normal conversation. While she longed for this kind of openness with others, she hadn’t anticipated it with the sheriff of Pike’s Run. The handsome sheriff of Pike’s Run.

“Yes,” she stammered, not having a quick reply.

“I guess it would feel odd for a woman not to wear one, but I can’t imagine it would be comfortable,” he continued.

“It’s unsafe, as well,” she uttered, her reply almost strangling in her throat. Why wasn’t she more in control?

“I liked the paper. Seems as if it’s needed.” He finally looked at her. “Did it sell?”

Alice shook her head to answer. “Not really. My mother was wealthy and didn’t need it to sell. She saw it as her duty to educate women, so we published it and sold it at cost.”

His mouth tipped up in a small smile. “That’s very kind.”

Alice could only shrug. This was difficult, and she couldn’t pinpoint why.

After they finished eating, Sheriff Lonnigan said, “I’m gonna take a walk. Won’t go far.”

She nodded and watched as he went toward the creek. Cocking her head, she noticed he seemed stiff. There wasn’t any ease in his gait.

Pursing her lips, she left the dirty dishes and climbed into the back of the wagon. Pulling out a drawer in one of her wooden cupboards, she found liniment. Driving a team of oxen for twenty miles made a person’s muscles sore and tight.

Alice was used to the activity, so the task wasn’t a problem for her, but give her months of rest, and she would probably be hurting fiercely, too. When Sheriff Lonnigan returned, she would offer to rub the medicine into his shoulders. The heat it created would offer some relief.

Repeated glances to the banks of the creek only served to slow her down. She wasn’t ready to take the dishes to the water until he came back, and then decided she needed to help him first. She would be doing dishes in the dark.

Alice grabbed the liniment and hurried to where he was untying his bedroll. “Are you sore from driving all day?” she asked.

He gave her a quick glance. “I’m all right.”

So he was going to be tough about it? “It isn’t easy. All the men on our train were sore for weeks. Mr. Busby gave us this.” She held up her tub of medicine. “You rub it into your muscles, and the heat actually helps.”

She opened the lid. “It smells awful, though.”

He looked down at the jelly-like substance with uncertainty. “It really works?” he asked cautiously.

“Of course. It worked for everyone.”

Alice almost chuckled as he screwed up his nose at the medicine.

“I guess I’ll try it,” he drawled. Reaching out to take it from her, he paused. “Uh...how am I supposed to do this?”

She smiled—she hoped with encouragement. “I’ll do it for you.”

His gaze flew to hers. “Are you sure about that?”

Nodding, she explained. “I helped all the men on the train. There weren’t any problems with it.” Pointing to a log, she ordered, “Sit down and take off your shirt.”

He did so with unhurried motions, eyeing her and the concoction she held in her hands. Alice had helped many people on the train, irritating Mr. Busby and making herself a leader. She’d spent many hours working the substance into the muscles of the other men.

But...none of them had looked like Sheriff Lonnigan. As soon as he’d removed his shirt, she knew she’d made a mistake. He was well-formed, tall and tan. Her mouth went dry at the sight.

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” he asked.

Again, Alice found herself floundering for actions and words. She wouldn’t dare retract her offer. He might wonder why.

“It’s no trouble at all,” she stated, trying to put some authority in her tone. What was it about him that made her lose herself?

Kneeling behind him, she paused at the sight of his shoulders. They were large and round and powerful. Her heart pounded hard within her breast. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on her task.

After scooping the liniment into her hand, she spread it over his back. Her fingers burned where she touched him. As she worked it into his muscles, her body warmed and tingled inside. Suppressing a shiver, she moved quickly, trying to get done fast.

It didn’t help. Instead, she chose to finish without putting any on his arms. The smoothness and hardness of his body became too much for her to handle.

What would people think if they knew she was having strong feelings of attraction for a man? She was a teacher. She wasn’t supposed to be doing things like...touching a man, imagining him kissing her, wanting to feel his powerful arms around her.

This was intolerable and ridiculous.

She stood. “Here. You can do your arms if you want.” She gave him the liniment, grabbed her tub of dishes then hurried to the creek.

* * * *
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CONNER GRIMACED AS Miss Parker hurried away. It hadn’t been a good idea, having her hands on his skin. He couldn’t move for fear of revealing his uncomfortable state. When she disappeared to the creek with her tub of dishes, he was grateful for the privacy.

Alice Parker was wrecking his control. Pressing the heels of his palms into his temples, he tried to think of something other than her hands on him. His skin burned where she’d caressed him.

Although he knew her intentions were innocent, he understood his body affected her. That understanding only increased his awareness and desire for her. Cursing softly, he stood. The liniment worked, but now, he found himself in a worse state.

Conner pulled his shirt back on. Distance was imperative. He would practice it from now on.

He laid out his bedroll then set out undoing the tripod. Cleaning up the supplies cooled his ardor somewhat. As he stored the kitchen staples in the wagon, he heard her return.

She dropped her tub when she saw him inside the wagon. “Gracious!” she exclaimed.

He climbed out. “Sorry,” he mumbled, embarrassed at having scared her. Stooping, he hastily picked up the spilled contents. “I’ll put these away for you.”

She said nothing and left him to complete the chore. He knew he should thank her for helping the tightness in his muscles, but reminding her of the incident would keep tension between them.

After he finished putting away the dishes, he jumped to the ground and saw her pitching her tent. He couldn’t stop himself from going to her.

“Here, let me help you.”

She paused before silently handing him the mallet.

Conner took it from her and pounded the stakes for the back corners of her tent into the ground. When he stood, he found her watching him. Her gaze unsettled him, pinning him with its directness.

“Do you feel better?” she asked.

The warmth in her tone sent tingles rushing over his skin. “Yep,” he said, trying to keep the moment light. “Good as new.”

She opened her mouth to say something, but he interrupted. “I think I’ll turn in.”

“Me, too.”

Did she have to say that? Now, he wondered if she wore her underclothes to bed or a gown. Either way, he knew what she wore would be white. Biting down on his back teeth, he strode to his bedroll and sat down to remove his boots. Vowing not to pay attention to her nightly rituals, he lay with his back to her.

Sitting beside her in the buckboard was no longer an option. Tomorrow, he’d ride his horse, and she could drive the team. She appeared to be better at it anyway, not that her capabilities bothered him.

Closing his eyes, he tried to sleep. It was impossible when something as insignificant as the hard ground caused him to want her soft body. To have her wrapped around him, keeping him warm, would be preferable to his bedroll.

He spent many hours listening to the crickets that night.

* * * *
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“WE HAVE TO STOP FOR supplies soon. Is there a town on the way?”

Sheriff Lonnigan nodded. “Cooper’s Post is only five miles away. The dry goods store is small but should have what you need.”

Alice nodded as she guided the team down the road. The sheriff rode his horse beside the wagon. She wasn’t sure if he hadn’t offered to drive because he was tired or because her ministrations last night had upset him.

Still unable to pinpoint why she was attracted to him, she understood the ease they’d cultivated since leaving Dallas had been broken. The road before her blurred, and she saw his body in her mind’s eye. Her throat went dry.

“I don’t mean to scare you, but we’ll have to be on the lookout for the Hunt Gang.”

Alice frowned and glanced in his direction.

“They’ve been causin’ trouble in these parts. Gone as far as Liberty. We’ve tried to put a stop to them, but there are a lot of men in the gang.”

Fingers of fear snaked up her spine, but she didn’t dare let it show. “I have a rifle. I can shoot, and I always hit what I aim at.”

He nodded. “Good.”

He fell back a little. When she couldn’t see him in her peripheral vision any longer, breathing became easier. Concentrating on the road ahead, Alice lost herself in the horizon.

When they rolled into Cooper’s Post, she guided the team to the dry goods store. She climbed down, Conner right behind her after tying his horse to the hitching post. He held the door for her.

Alice refused to allow his gesture make her feel warm inside. Gentlemen held doors open for her all the time. There was no reason for Sheriff Lonnigan’s show of politeness to impress her.

She browsed the aisles, gathering flour, sugar and other items. As she moved to the back of the store, she noticed a man staring at her. Choosing to ignore him, she glanced at the cast iron pots for sale.

“Where you from?” the man asked.

Alice gave him a quick glance. “Are you the owner?”

The man didn’t answer. “You look like you’re from some gypsy camp.”

She bit down hard on her back teeth. “Are you the owner here, sir? I’d like to purchase two pots, but there is only one here.”

“You come to snatch our children?” he asked, leaning forward with a sneer on his lips. “I’ll call the sheriff on you quick if’n you do.”

Her blood boiled, but to argue with the man meant she may not be able to buy supplies. This was another incident where calm would supersede want.

“That won’t be necessary,” a deep voice said from behind her. “You got your sheriff right here.”

Alice didn’t turn around. She saw the small man’s gaze narrow at Sheriff Lonnigan. “You have your eye on her, then? Looks to me like she’s a sturdy one.”

A hand gripped her elbow, pulling her back.

“I’m pretty certain she could knock your teeth out if you gave her the chance. You don’t look like much.”

The man reared back as if struck.

“Answer the lady’s question,” Sheriff Lonnigan ordered the man.

With his cheeks tinged red, the squatty man grumbled, “I gots more pots in the back.” He shuffled off to get the item Alice needed.

With his hand still at her elbow, Sheriff Lonnigan turned her to face him. He looked at her, probably trying to gauge how upset she was.

At the moment, Alice didn’t know how she felt. Usually she preferred to handle her own problems, but having this man come to her aid was...well, too nice not to enjoy. She couldn’t help but smile at him. “Thank you,” she murmured.

He nodded. “You aren’t gonna let that small-minded fool bother you, are you?”

“If I wasn’t adept at ignoring comments like that, I’d still be holed up in my wardrobe.” Alice lost her smile. Why had she mentioned that?

He frowned at her, but before he could speak, she moved out of his grasp and hurried to the front counter. The store owner waited for her, his cheeks still red, and his eyes still conveying distrust.

How ridiculous. Sheriff Lonnigan had loosened her tongue too much. She hoped he would forget her words and not venture into asking her what she meant. However, she feared she might tell him without provocation.

* * * *
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HOLED UP IN HER WARDROBE. Gypsy camp.

The phrases ran though Conner’s mind constantly as he and Miss Parker continued their journey. She’d mentioned home wasn’t safe. Had her mother been some kind of taskmaster? Had her mother forced Miss Parker be independent and smart?

Images also flashed before his eyes of her being abused, neglected or ostracized. The anger pooling inside his gut only served to increase his need to protect her.

Who was her mother? Conner recalled the articles in The Women’s Herald and hadn’t read one by anyone named Parker other than Alice Parker. The only other authors were Jody Carrington and Dr. Palmer.

Had Miss Parker’s mother been ashamed of her child and not given her the same last name? Anger simmered in his gut. What Mother could be ashamed of someone like Alice? She was bright, strong...beautiful.

But Conner understood what fear and shame could do to a human being. He lived everyday with proof that society needed a good kick to the head. His own mother could stand a little dose of whatever Miss Parker had in her veins.

Shannon Lonnigan, his sweet mother, had her share of problems. Conner couldn’t combat them, define them or even understand them. He’d tried for the last two years to help her, but he was losing the battle. Considering bringing his brothers home showed Conner’s selfishness.

He needed them. But...were they ready? Would it be fair to show them what their mother had become since their father’s death?

Unwilling to continue thinking about it when he should be watching the horizon for trouble, Conner shook his head and galloped forward. “We should make camp soon,” he told Miss Parker when he came abreast of her.

She didn’t need his command, but he had to get his mind off his troubles and hers.

“I thought we might drive a few more miles,” she replied.

“That’s fine. Just keep your eyes open.”

She nodded. He continued to ride alongside her, unable to ignore the far away look in her eyes. “Are you feelin’ all right?” he asked.

Shrugging, she kept her gaze on the road. “I suppose. I’m used to the miles of driving.”

That wasn’t what he’d meant, but if she didn’t want to talk about this afternoon, that was fine by him. “That idiot probably doesn’t know his horse from his mule.”

He bit the inside of his cheek, silently berating himself for doing exactly what he’d told himself not to. Her laughter surprised him.

“Not knowing that might cause a man some trouble,” she commented.

“I bet he’s the champion of fools in Cooper’s Post. Wouldn’t surprise me if people gave him a wide berth.”

The smile she threw in his direction caused his heart to stop beating. Her beauty put a Texas sunset to shame.

“I’m sure his smell has something to do with that,” she said. “I was glad when you pulled me backward.”

He remembered pulling her lean body up against his. Damn if she wouldn’t wrap around him nicely. “I’m powerful hungry,” he told her. “Are you sure we can’t stop now?”

She sighed. “Are men always driven by their stomachs?”

No, he thought. There was one other body part driving him at the moment, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. “Yep,” he responded quickly. “What else is there besides the next meal?”

Miss Parker shook her head but pulled over the team, making him wonder if this proud woman didn’t mind the occasional command...if it came from him.

* * * *
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SHERIFF LONNIGAN WATERED his horse beside her as she did the dishes. He hadn’t wanted her to venture to the creek alone.

Alice didn’t argue as, for some reason, his presence made her feel safe. She leaned down to wash her new pots, using the sand as an abrasive tool to remove the grease. He kept up a steady stream of conversation beside her.

“I can’t say bein’ the sheriff isn’t hard, but most of the town’s troubles come from two people. Vincent, our resident drunk, and Mrs. Beulah Taylor, our resident busybody, spend their time in my office regularly.”

“Does Mrs. Taylor have children?”

“Yep, two. But one of them is grown and gone.”

Alice sat one pot on the towel she’d laid out. “I suppose her younger child will be in school.”

“Yeah, but you’ll get on with her just fine. Keep away from Mrs. Taylor, if you can, though. She’s an explosion waitin’ to happen.”

“Does Mrs. Taylor assume responsibility for the town’s respectability?”

Sheriff Lonnigan chuckled. “And then some. She thinks her husband is gonna be the first mayor. Campaigns for it all the time.”

Alice paused. “It was a Mr. Taylor who sent a request to hire me.”

He turned his head from scrubbing the plates. “That would be her husband. He’s the president of the school board.”

Foreboding crept into her blood. “Are you on the school board?”

“Nope.”

If the board took one look at her and decided she was unfit, there wouldn’t be anyone to help her. Sheriff Lonnigan was the only person she knew in Pike’s Run. Who would stand up for her should the board dispute her ability based on her appearance?

Alice pushed the worry from her mind. She would cross that bridge when she came to it. As her mother had always told her, take problems as they come and deal with them with dignity and efficiency. Leaning over, she scrubbed hard at the oils left behind by the fish Sheriff Lonnigan had caught that evening.

“Vincent doesn’t have any children. I can’t think of a woman in her right mind who’d take up with him.”

“Does Pike’s Run have a saloon?” Alice asked.

The sheriff chuckled again. “Nope. Beulah Taylor wouldn’t allow that
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