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Chapter One

Texas, 1855

Lord, how do I always seem to get myself into these situations? Hetty Jones wondered silently.

“Shouldn’t I be granted an opportunity to defend myself before judgment is passed on me?” she asked aloud.

Her words were met by silence. Then, a gray-haired man waved his hand for her to go ahead. He had placed himself as the self-proclaimed leader of the town council and the other members appeared more than willing to fall in line with him without protest.

Hetty swallowed, trying to dislodge the lump that had formed in her throat as she stood before the group of stern-faced, disapproving men. She buried her hands in the folds of her navy wool skirt, her fingers nervously pleating the material.

Somehow, she always found herself in the worst place at the worst possible time, though it was never her intention. It just seemed to happen to her. Again and again.

First, her parents had been taken by illness, leaving her an orphan at the age of twenty. It had been a struggle to survive on her own over the past two years, but after she’d been hired as a schoolteacher in the town of Pinon Springs she’d thought that the worst of her troubles were over.

At least until just a few days ago, when the small farmhouse she had inherited from parents burned to the ground after an errant spark from the fireplace set a rag rug on fire while she was out in the barn milking the cow.

Since it was the dead of winter and rebuilding would likely have to wait until spring, she’d needed another place to stay. But the only option open to her had been a room on the second floor of the saloon, surrounded by women of ill repute. Hetty was grateful that she had not been expected to earn her keep in that way.

She tried not to think about the fact that the saloon often was rowdy, and she feared for her safety while staying there. She hadn’t been in a position to refuse the offer of shelter.

She wasn’t in a position to refuse it even now, when the town council was threatening to find another teacher to replace her because she’d taken up residence at the saloon.

Hetty straightened her spine as she faced the five men who held her fate in their hands. The only man among them who was looking at her with even a small speck of sympathy in his eyes was the young sheriff, Joseph Parker.

He was just a few years older than Hetty and had only been the sheriff in the rough frontier town for a short time. He shifted in his chair, causing the wood to creak beneath his tall frame. His red hair brushed the collar of his olive-green woolen shirt, and his freckled skin still retained a hint of tan from the hours he’d spend outdoors during the summer months. Gold-tipped lashes framed his hazel eyes.

There was no denying that he was an exceptionally handsome man, but now was hardly the time to dwell on such a thing.

“Well? What do you have to say for yourself?” the gray-haired man prompted, when she didn’t immediately speak.

Hetty cleared her throat, giving herself just a few more moments to try to think of the words to convince these men not to take away her meaning of support. Then, she would not only be homeless, but jobless as well.

She couldn’t allow that the happen...but how could she prevent it? Lord, I could use just a little help right now.

There was no answer to her silent plea.

It looked as though she’d have to find a way to get herself out of this pickle on her own. Somehow.

“I had nowhere else to go after I lost my home to a fire,” she started.

The town council claimed that it wasn’t proper for a woman who associated with soiled doves to have the responsibility of teaching impressionable young children, but those women had been the only ones who had shown Hetty even a small measure of kindness in her time of need.

She could not look down on them for what they had been forced to do to survive. If not for them agreeing to take her in without expecting anything in return, Hetty might have found herself in equally dire straights as those unfortunate women must have faced when circumstances forced their hand, leaving them with no other recourse but to work in the saloon. Hetty feared that she might yet find herself in that very situation, if the town council refused to see their way to letting her stay on as the Pinon Springs’ schoolteacher.

She pushed that terrifying thought from her mind, determined that she would not allow it to come to that. “Even the owner of the boarding house here in town refused to rent a room to me,” she defended her decision to take shelter in the one place where she had been welcomed.

Hetty didn’t know why, but wherever she went, calamities often followed in her wake. Truly, it was never her fault, just a series of misfortunes.  One right after the other...with no seeming end. Maybe it was to be expected that the “good” townspeople had become convinced she was bad luck, and none had been willing to offer her refuge, doubtlessly fearing for their own homes and livelihoods.

“The way I see it,” the sheriff spoke up for the first time. “The people of Pinon Springs left her no other choice. You included, Mr. Steiner,” he directed the last part to the gray-haired self-appointed leader of the town council. “Miss Jones wouldn’t have needed to seek shelter at the saloon if anyone else had been willing to take her in.”

Restless shifting and silence met his words, while Hetty stood motionless in stunned surprise.

* * *
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Joseph Parker watched as Hetty Jones’s blue eyes widened in astonishment at his defense of her.

Although she faced a group of men who looked on her with censure and condemnation, she stood before them without flinching, and Joseph couldn’t help admiring her courage and grit. Still, it was obvious she needed someone in her corner, and something outside of himself had compelled Joseph to be that man.

Before today, he’d never paid much attention to the quiet schoolteacher who lived on a farm a short distance outside of town. Her appearance was rather ordinary, with nothing that immediately caught a man’s eye and refused to let go. She was of average height, with light brown hair pulled back into a knot at her nape. But obviously there was much more beneath the surface than her meek outward appearance would suggest.

Now that he was looking more closely at her, he noticed that her high-necked dark blue wool dress made her blue eyes seem even brighter. And the slight flush in her cheeks matched her pink lips. She was actually very pretty, he realized suddenly, feeling mild shock that he’d failed to notice it before.

Chair legs scraping across the wood floor brought Joseph out of his musings.

“You denounce others, Joseph, but I don’t see you offering to take her in,” Miles Steiner said, pushing to his feet, his lined face reddening with anger.

Joseph met the older man’s heated gaze squarely, keeping a tight rein on his own temper. “Since I’m unmarried, as is Miss Jones, it wouldn’t be proper for her to stay alone with me in the small house behind the jail, and I’m sure the town council would object to that, as well.” He paused, but no one contradicted him. “However, if I had a wife, I wouldn’t have hesitated to open my home to a woman in need,” he added in a pointed tone.

Every other council member—all married men—lowered their eyes, refusing to meet Joseph’s hard gaze. Plainly, they were ashamed of their inaction, yet none of them opened their mouths to volunteer even now. And no one offered Hetty any words of regret for turning their backs on her.

Joseph had found that the members of the town council tried their best to be good and decent men, but they were often swayed by a strong personality. They had been following Miles Steiner’s lead since the council had been formed less than a year ago in a bid to civilize the town. Joseph was determined to prove himself a match to the older man now that he had a seat at the table.

Miles made a sound of disdain and lowered himself back into his chair. “I think we’ve heard enough to render a decision in this matter. All those in favor of finding another schoolteacher to replace Miss Jones, raise your hand.”

Chapter Two

Joseph’s hand was the only one that didn’t immediately shoot upward once Miles’ hand was in the air. Joseph interlocked his fingers together in his lap.

If the other men were waiting for him to join them, they would be waiting for a very long time. Unfortunately, they didn’t need his vote to take away Hetty’s livelihood.

But he wasn’t ready to admit defeat yet.

“I don’t think we should be so hasty. If Miss Jones were to find suitable lodgings elsewhere, would you still vote the same way?” His gaze settled on each man in turn. A few hands went down.

Miles didn’t hesitate to take back control of the proceedings. “Well, as no one has offered Miss Jones an acceptable alternative, the point is moot. The council has made a decision and this matter is closed.”

Hetty’s face fell at the pronouncement, and Joseph’s heart went out to her. Surely, there must be something more he could do to help her. But what?

Before he could figure it out, Hetty turned and departed. He didn’t think it was his imagination that her blue eyes had appeared to shimmer with tears. But no one else seemed affected by that small sign of distress. Or maybe they had just blinded themselves to the effect their decision would have on her, and the untenable position they’d placed her in because no one had been willing to put themselves out to come to her aid.

The council members stood and prepared to take their leave, the flurry of sudden movement and accompanying sounds breaking into Joseph’s dark thoughts.

“Mr. Steiner, might I have a moment of your time,” Joseph called out before the older man could go about his business, placing this matter firmly from his mind without a single moment of regret.

Miles pulled up short, an impatient expression suffusing his face. “What is it, Joseph? I need to return to the mercantile before my worthless son-in-law runs the place into the ground.”

Joseph doubted there was any danger of that happening in the space of one afternoon, but it wouldn’t be to his benefit to antagonize the older man by pointing that out. “I think we should give Miss Jones a chance to find other accommodations before we begin looking for another schoolteacher.”

Miles’ mouth pursed in annoyance. “She said herself that she has nowhere else to go.”

“There might be an option she hasn’t considered yet,” Joseph argued.

The older man sighed, sounding much put upon at being asked to show even a small bit of mercy and compassion for a woman in a difficult situation. “If she can find somewhere else to stay before the end of the week, then I suppose I might see my way to allowing the members of town council to put this matter to another vote. However, whatever decision the council comes to at that time shall stand, and we’ll hear no more about the matter afterward. Is that clear?”

Joseph nodded his head once and moved to step around the older man.

But Miles held up a hand, stopping Joseph in his tracks. “I have to say that you’re on thin ice yourself, Joseph. I’ve made no secret of the fact that I wanted an older, more experience man to replace the corrupt former sheriff. And your unmarried state is a mark against you, as well. I don’t know that you’re not as wild and rowdy as the ruffians you’re meant to protect the townspeople against. And the other council members are in agreement with me. You were hired to clean up this town—yet you would allow a woman living in the saloon to teach our children? My grandchildren among them.”

Joseph shook his head, though not necessarily in denial of the other man’s words. There were extenuating circumstances in this case. “Miss Jones’s current situation is through no fault of her own. I would think that Christian charity would compel you to show some kindness toward a woman who has fallen on hard times.”

“I’ve already agreed to allow the council to vote again on this matter if Miss Jones’s situation changes. But that’s all I’m prepared to do.” The older man departed then, without speaking another word.

Clearly, Miles Steiner wouldn’t be opening up his own home to Hetty Jones. Joseph only wished that he could invite her to stay with him without scandalizing the town council and the handful of respectable women living in Pinon Springs.

If only he was married, neither he nor Hetty would have a problem. Or rather, the rest of the town council wouldn’t have an issue with Joseph in that regard, and he and his wife could have offered Hetty an alternative to living above the saloon.

A sudden solution to his current predicament came to him just then. And it had the added benefit of potentially helping Hetty, too.

He hurried down the wooden boardwalk to catch up with her before she returned to the saloon.

* * *
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“Miss Jones!” a voice called out behind Hetty as boot heels thudded on the wooden planks fronting the buildings along the dusty main road through town.

She paused and turned to see Joseph heading in her direction. His long strides rapidly closed the space between them. The tin star pinned to his shirtfront winked at her in the weak winter sunlight.

“Sheriff Parker,” she greeted him as he came to a stop beside her. “Thank you for taking my part during the meeting with the town council.”

She only wished it had done even a little bit of good.

Still, it had given her a warm feeling that someone had been willing to defend her. Making her feel not so alone for a few short, precious moments. That feeling of loneliness had persisted ever since her parents had died two years ago. But in the past few days, it had only gotten worse.

Even surrounded by people, she’d felt isolated.

There was a large lawless element in the area, which Hetty didn’t wish to associate with. But it was difficult to avoid the rough men who came into the saloon when she was living right next to the rooms where they spend all hours of the night doing things she shuddered to think about, even though she only had a very vague understanding of what happened behind those closed doors.

Joseph had been trying to change the town’s overwhelming lawlessness ever since he’d become the sheriff, but it was slow going. And the handful of decent folks who resided in town had always tended to steer clear of Hetty because of her regrettable knack for attracting misfortune. Or perhaps it only seemed that way to her. But now her knew it wasn’t her imagination that they treated her like a pariah since she’d been forced to stay in a room above the saloon. She’d thought that had been rock bottom. But this afternoon had proven her wrong.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do now that the town council has decided I won’t be allowed to continue teaching the children.”

Joseph cleared his throat, drawing her attention back to him. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Miss Jones. Maybe we can help each other.”

“What do you mean?”

Chapter Three

Joseph contemplated what to say next that might help him convince Hetty to agree to his proposition.

He had been considering for a while the need to take a wife. Miles’ earlier words had come as no surprise to Joseph. He knew that the town council viewed him as little better than the rough element he was trying to eliminate from the town. Simply because he was younger than all of the other council members by at least a decade, and he wasn’t married and settled.

Without a preacher or church in Pinon Springs, Joseph couldn’t attend Sunday services, which might have served to ease their concerns somewhat about what manner of man he truly was. His church-going wouldn’t have been merely for show, however. He read the Bible and talked with the Lord daily. But he wasn’t one to boast about his deeds, especially something that should rightly be between him and the Lord alone.

Despite the fact that he had argued for the construction of a church come spring, the town council still persisted in judging him unjustly. He supposed he couldn’t blame them after the troubles they’d had with the previous sheriff, who had let outlaws run wild through town as long as they’d made it worth his while in the form of gold. And he hadn’t much cared whether it was stolen or not. Or who might be the rightful owner of the ill-gotten gains.

All the town council members had suffered in one way or another due to the former sheriff’s greed.

Joseph had been the one to finally run the other man out of town because he’d refused to back down as everyone else had before him. That was what had tipped the scales enough in his favor that the town hired him as the new sheriff. But apparently that act had not been enough to remove all their doubts about him.

Well, he intended to change that. Hopefully, sooner rather than later. And for that, he needed Hetty’s help.

“I think I have a solution that will solve both of our problems,” he said.

Hetty’s eyebrows knit together in confusion. “What’s your problem?”

“Getting the townspeople to view me as a solid, steady man who’s well able to bring order to this wild frontier town.”

She cocked her head to the side. “How do you aim to change their opinion?”

“By taking a wife.”

* * *
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Hetty didn’t see how Joseph’s decision to marry would affect her one way or the other. Unless... “You said you had a solution that would help both of us. Are you intending to offer me a place to stay once you’ve taken a wife?” She didn’t give him a chance to answer before she voiced the one thought that suddenly filled her head. “I doubt your new bride will welcome me in your
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