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Save Your Heart For Me is dedicated to the memory of my mom, the former Lena Mae Phifer, and her sister, the former Elizabeth Margaret Phifer. Although my aunt was never called Beth, I wanted her included. My loving mom and her sweet sister each worked hard for her family and loved unconditionally. 
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Brazos Bride, Men of Stone Mountain, Book One 

A Night Owl Book Review, Top Pick, reviewed by Barb

I found this book to be very entertaining. I read it in one afternoon because I had to know who was trying to murder Hope, the heroine. Her interaction with Micah and their relationship was the heart of the story. I really got into the story and the characters. The mystery of just who of the many characters were the evil ones kept me reading and turning the pages (so to speak) on my Kindle. I was unable to stop reading this book until I finished it. That really says something for the author’s plot and cast of characters. I enjoy these types of books, but this one was exceptional. I will be patiently waiting for the stories of Micah’s brothers, Zach and Joel. I see the potential for some very good stories following these brothers’ lives. Good job making me want more.

Home, Sweet Texas Home

“From the start I absolutely loved this book, although the romance between Courtney and Derek remained on the sweet side when there was so much chemistry between them to be explored. The plot and dialogue were well developed with both Courtney and Derek being headstrong, yet knowing when enough was enough. What I liked so much about Courtney was her stubborn streak, and that she followed through with everything the will stipulated. And as for Derek, I adored how much help he gave Courtney, although at first he didn’t want to because she was taking what he thought should have been his. 

In conclusion, Ms. Clemmons has penned a fabulous novel in this one with some great secondary characters such as Derek’s children and Courtney’s brother that helped bring more ambience to the story. And lastly, this is a story I’d definitely recommend because it illustrates that no amount of money in the world brings happiness and that love does. The Romance Studio, 5 Hearts for Home, Sweet Texas Home
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“Ms Caroline Clemmons has written a book that was so good it was hard to put down. She had my attention from the first page.” The Romance Studio, 5 Hearts, for The Texan’s Irish Bride.
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“Just when you thought a happily ever after was just around the corner, another corner appears...I want more!” Night Owl Reviews, Top Pick for The Texan’s Irish Bride.
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“OUT OF THE BLUE is a beautifully written story. The extraordinary characters, descriptive setting and fast paced action/suspense made this a delightful, enjoyable read. The in-depth POV from the hero and heroine gave me a great insight on their emotions. This is the type of book that pulls you in and you just don't want to end, but leaves you with satisfied smile after the last page is read. A perfect mixture of witty dialogue, sensual love scenes, and the happily-ever-after ending, Caroline Clemmons pens a timeless tale that I could re-read over and over again and never tire of it!” Siren Book Reviews, 5 Siren Stones for Out Of The Blue.
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Filled with lively characters and interesting plot twists, The Most Unsuitable Wife, is a delightful tale of one woman's courage in the Old West. Drake will keep you laughing. He expects a normal marriage, with the subservient little wife. He doesn't bargain on Pearl! Pearl is one independent, bossy little lady who does not let a husband stand in her way. Judith Rippelmeyer, The Word On Romance
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Chapter One
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Central Texas, 1885

The man who ran Oslo’s Livery Stable narrowed his eyes and looked Matt Petrov up and down. He jabbed a thumb to point across the road. “That there’s the place.” 

Riding in from Austin, Matt had entered the small town of Winton Crossing from the east, but it hadn’t taken long to reach this end and the last businesses on the dusty main street. He looked across the road at the large two-story building that appeared to hover on a hill overlooking the Medina River. 

The stableman spat a stream of tobacco juice. “Miz Phifer and her daughter are mighty particular about who they rents rooms to.”

Matt knew he looked trail-dirty, but time counted and he’d ridden hard. He flipped the man the coins to pay for his horse’s care. “Thanks.”

Carrying his rifle and saddlebags, Matt strode quickly toward the house. From this angle, it resembled a giant two-story box with smaller one-story boxes at each end. Late morning sun highlighted the building’s peeling paint. In the shade of the long front porch, a child played with a yellow cat. 

On Matt’s ride by he’d missed a small sign hung near the door, Phifer’s Boarding House. He opened the squeaking gate and the boy looked up. The kid appeared to be about five and seeing him tore at old scabs in Matt’s heart. 

Cuddling the cat, the lad hopped up. “The boarders what are here are all taking a nap. You gonna rent a room?” 

“Maybe.” Matt paused on his way to the door. “You live here?”

“My grandma owns this place. Mama and I live here and help out. This here’s Tiger and my name’s Davey.” The boy stroked the purring animal’s head then looked toward the house and lowered his voice. “You better be careful, mister. Mama and Grandma been spring cleaning and they told me to stay right here out of the way until they said different.”

Matt suppressed his smile. “That so? Thanks for the warning, Davey.” 

He opened the screen door and stepped inside. The small foyer led to a large parlor. A counter at the far end blocked off another doorway. The furniture appeared well worn but every wood surface gleamed, which accounted for the smell of beeswax. Vases of freshly cut flowers brightened the room’s drab colors and contributed their own aromas of roses and honeysuckle. 

Grunts and groans came from the room behind the counter. Matt set his gear on the floor and leaned against the barrier to peer into the next area, which looked to be an office. Two women wrestled with a small floor safe. The safe appeared to be winning. 

He leaned over the counter. “Need some help?”

Both women jumped, but only one turned around. 

The frazzled older woman, the one Matt figured owned the place, appeared to be in her early fifties. Silver threaded through the brown hair piled on her head. She was dressed in gray with a long white apron smudged with dust. Her brown eyes twinkled when she smiled at him. 

“Would you? The men who delivered this thing set it in the wrong place. We decided to move it where it belongs. Land sakes, for all our struggles we’ve not made much progress.” Five feet of scratch marks on the floor showed the trail of their limited success.

He stepped around the counter into the small office. “Where you want it?”

She pointed at a place against the far wall. “There, if you can move the thing.”

The tall younger woman kept her head lowered and all he saw was her shapely backside while she tugged at the corner of her navy skirt caught under one leg of the safe.  

“Let me.” He tilted the safe to free the fabric, and then pushed the unwieldy block of metal into place.

“Oh, finally.” She shook out her skirt and bent to brush at the stain marring the hem. “Thank you—“ When she straightened and looked up at him, she fell silent and paled as if she’d seen a ghost.

Hell, he figured she had. A phantom from her past.  

“Beth? Beth Jeffers?” Of all the rotten luck, his friend Ivan would have to land himself in the same boarding house as Beth. Matt tried to mask the sensations raised by seeing her again—surprise, longing, heartache—but doubted he succeeded.  

She, on the other hand, quickly recovered her composure and turned up her nose as if she’d smelled a skunk. “What are you doing here?” 

“Honestly, Beth, I’m surprised at you.” Her mother looked from one to the other. “You two know each other?”

Beth pushed a stray golden curl from her face and raised her chin. “We met long ago.” 

She wore her blonde hair in a bun, but wisps escaped to frame her face. Time had been good to her. The years had rounded her a bit in the right places and softened her—except for her ice-cold blue eyes. 

She gave Matt a measuring glare and balled her fists at her hips as if challenging him. “Whatever you want, you won’t find it here.” 

Matt wanted to say something sharp to make her think he cared nothing for what she thought, but his mind went blank. Danged if she wasn’t prettier than when he’d known her six years ago, especially without bruises marring her ivory skin from her sonofabitch husband’s fist. 

The older woman touched Beth’s arm and delivered a firm but soft aside to her daughter. “Elizabeth Margaret Phifer Jeffers, there’s no call to be rude.” 

Ignoring Beth’s glare in his direction, the older woman brushed at the smudges on her apron. “I’m Beth’s mother, Lena Mae Phifer. Can I help you?”

“Likely.” Matt’s mind snapped back to the reason he’d come to Winton Crossing. “I’m supposed to meet Ivan Romanovich here.”

The two women exchanged worried glances. Mrs. Phifer still fussed with her apron. “Ivan’s not here.”

“Ma’am, if you know where he went, please point me in that direction."

Mrs. Phifer appeared about to cry. “H—He’s gone.”

“He died?” Surely Matt hadn’t come too late.

She shook her head.

Did he have to coax every word from her? “What then? Has he left town?” 

“That’s it.” Beth looked at her mother. “He’s away right now.” 

Didn’t make sense. Why would Ivan leave after asking Matt to join him? “You know when he’ll be back?”

The women exchanged worried glances again. 

Beth shrugged. “We don’t think he meant to stay away because all his things are here. Why do you want him?”

None of her business, but Matt fished from his pocket the wire delivered to him late yesterday. “Ladies, he sent for me to meet him here.” He unfolded the paper. “See? He named your boarding house and said he’d be waiting for me. Asked me to hurry.”  

Mrs. Phifer read the message and her lips trembled. “This makes me worry more.” She handed it to her daughter.

Beth read it and glared at him. “You could have sent this to yourself.”

Contrary woman. “Why in tarnation would I do that?” He reclaimed the piece of paper. Something was wrong and he suspected it wasn’t anything he wanted to hear. He looked from Beth to her mother. “One of you gonna tell me what’s going on?”

Mrs. Phifer took a deep breath. “Ivan left yesterday afternoon and said he’d see us for supper. Rented a horse from the livery. When he hadn’t come back by bedtime, we thought he might only be late and left the door unlocked for him. He hadn’t returned by this morning, so we reported him missing to the sheriff.”

“He wrote me he’d been injured.” Matt looked from one woman to the other.

Beth snatched the wire. “It doesn’t say that here.”

Matt exhaled with impatience and pulled the paper from her hands then folded it and stuffed it into his pocket. “Ivan wrote me several letters from here. Had one yesterday that said he’d been shot, then the wire came.”

Mrs. Phifer fussed with her collar. “We were very worried. But he wouldn’t say who shot him, just that they argued. Only started walking without his cane a couple of days ago.” She looked at Beth and then back at him. “I believe the disagreement was over something to do with a ranch he thought belonged to him.”

“That ranch is his, ma’am. He showed me the deed when he met me in Austin. The late King Rudolph of Bayergrovenia gave it to him.”

“So he said.” Beth’s sarcasm let him know she doubted Ivan’s claim—or his. From where he stood, he figured she’d learned a little too late to be distrustful of men. She should have reacted that way when she met Lionel Jeffers instead of falling for whatever fanciful pap the rat had fed her. 

Matt recalled he had no cause to talk about marrying the wrong person, not after his own sad experience. At least Beth had come to her senses and left the man before her kid suffered the same abuse she’d endured.

Mrs. Phifer twisted the corner of her apron. “Ivan wasn’t used to riding a Western saddle, but the livery didn’t have the other kind to rent. We’re afraid he’s fallen off the horse and lying seriously injured somewhere.”

Dang the luck, Ivan missing and Beth found. “Did the horse come back?”

“No.” Mrs. Phifer met Matt’s gaze. “The sheriff asked that too.”

Matt rubbed his hand against the stubble on his chin. He’d left Austin as soon as Ivan’s wire reached him and only stopped to rest himself and his horse about midnight. He’d had jerky and water, but not even a cup of coffee. 

“Let me clean up and get some grub, and then I’ll see what I can find out.”

Beth stepped forward. “We don’t have a vacancy. You can get a room over at the saloon.”

“Land sakes, Beth, what’s wrong with you?” Mrs. Phifer glared at her daughter then smiled at Matt. “We have coffee and a meal in the kitchen if you’ve a mind. I’ll show you where to wash off some of the road dust.”

Matt wondered if Beth would poison the coffee. He was almost too tired to care. “I’d be much obliged, Mrs. Phifer.”

“Now, now, you call me Lena Mae. You’re a friend of Ivan’s and I know we’ll be friends as well.” She sent a glare toward her daughter, as if daring Beth to comment.

Matt hefted his gear and followed the women into a kitchen that smelled of apples and cinnamon and kindled memories he thought he’d forgotten. His stomach rumbled like a bear. Unlike the front part of the house, paper in cheerful yellow stripes covered the kitchen’s walls and ruffled blue gingham curtains hung at the windows.  

Lena Mae gestured toward a long back porch. “You’ll find soap, water, and a towel out there. By the time you get washed up, I’ll have your meal on the table.”

Instead of the pan intended for washing up, Matt held his head under the pump at the horse trough. The surge of cold water helped revive his lagging energy. He dug out a clean shirt and his razor. By the small mirror hanging over the washstand, he shaved as best he could and slicked back his wet hair with his fingers. 

Slapping at his britches raised dust and horsehair but didn’t improve their looks much. He figured he was as clean as
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