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      March 1841

      Bright Star, Texas

      

      Six-year-old Faye Miller took off through the cool shadows of the early morning mists. She knew that if her mother caught her running around again, she’d be in trouble. She loved the discussions that were held privately for some of the parishioners and wished that the younger children got to hear the fanciful tales as well.

      Today was no different. She’d overheard her mother discussing the story of Noah with her father. It was to be the focus of their meeting after service today. His tale seemed larger than life; majestic, humbling. To believe that you were selected for something more, something monumental, seemed amazing. It was through such dedication and drive, belief that it would all pay off in the end, that astounded her. Noah had blindly toiled away, even while mocked, in order to find his place and to serve.

      She wanted to be selected, to be chosen.

      Carefully, she lay down on her stomach on the mossy bank of the creek underneath the branches of the bushes. The sticks poked her, and the tips of her shoes were in the mud, but she didn’t care. This was the best spot, the closest spot, she could access without being seen. Last time they’d been discussing the angel Gabriel. Their version of the angel was terrifying. Wrathful, domineering, punishing as people failed to do God’s bidding. That wasn’t what she’d learned of him from their stories. She learned that perception was key to how things were received by others.

      For her, Gabriel had loved the people and felt sadness, like a parent with a child. He wanted more from the people and felt he had to teach them. She’d dreamt of how inspiring it would be to be visited by an angel; a loving, nurturing, gentle angel that cared for her and motivated her to do more. Oh yes, she loved the story of Gabriel.

      Staring ahead, she watched the people take their seats. Ladies, including her mother, tucked their skirts around them modestly as they sat on blankets under the trees. Pulling out their books, they began to smile and chat with each other in earnest. Today was the women’s group meeting. Her pa was across the clearing enjoying a pipe with a few other men. Faye heard a snap and whipped around, guiltily expecting punishment for not listening as directed. She was supposed to be with the other children in bible study.

      “Shhh.”

      A young boy edged up close to her under the bushes. His dark golden-brown hair and slate gray eyes had her mesmerized. She’d never seen anything of the sort before. He smiled, revealing a dimple in his right cheek as she stared at him.

      “Are you hiding, little fairy?”

      “Yes, but I’m no fairy. Do be quiet or they’ll spot us.”

      “You look like a fairy to me,” he countered, his grin widening. “A beautiful muddy little fairy.”

      Faye put her finger to her lips, indicating that he should be silent as the ladies began reading from their bibles. Faint, delicate, feminine voices carried in the morning breeze, setting her imagination wild. She could picture the massive ark and the animals lumbering by as they boarded. Sighing happily, she glanced over to see that the boy was staring at her with an unfathomable look on his face.

      “You are magical,” he whispered in awe. “You remind me of some fairy princesses in the stories my Da tells us around the fire. What’s your name?”

      “Faye. What’s yours?”

      “Faye, just like the magical folk in my Da’s tales, the fae. I’m Gabriel.”

      “Are you an angel?” she asked quietly, suddenly afraid that she’d truly been well and caught by someone from above. No one ever said how old Gabriel the Angel was in the stories. Could he have been a grey eyed, mischief making young boy?

      “No, my Da would say quite the opposite,” he countered with a wry grin. “But you? Your name is quite fitting with all those inky curls around your face. How old are you Miss Faye?”

      “I’m six. I’ll be seven soon. How old are you?”

      “I’m eleven and old enough to know you are supposed to be with the others.”

      “Are you going to tell on me?”

      “No, Miss Faye. I won’t breathe a word. Why are you here and hiding?”

      “My mother says that I’m too young to comprehend my actions and that I act childish. I think their fantastic stories that they weave are so much better than Pastor Smith’s tales. What about you?”

      “I saw you climb under the bushes and was curious to know more.”

      “Well now you know,” she countered as she saw her mother’s eyebrow suddenly raise in alarm. The woman had an uncanny ability to sniff out her escapades if she stayed away from the whiskey. Her mother had always hidden away her drinking from others, including her father, but for Faye? She was the recipient of her frustrations and anger. She blamed Faye for driving her to drink, making her feel incredibly guilty.

      “You look frightened.”

      “I am more concerned that your talking will get me caught.”

      “Hiding for a moment’s peace and to dream away the world we know?”

      She glanced at him startled. He seemed to be a kindred soul and understood exactly what was tumbling through her deepest shadows of her mind. It was wrong to be so wary, so frightened and feel so alone. She might be extremely young, but she felt so very old. This boy lying in the muck near her understood her like no other.

      “Miss Faye, I know it seems quite silly to say so, but I think we were meant to meet,” he said suddenly, surprising her. Gabriel reached down and snapped off a long frond, splitting it, weaving it and knotting it. He smiled warmly at her, holding out his hand.

      “Someday, I want to create a story for just us. One that makes you smile and crawl in the mud with happiness. I think us meeting today was destiny.” Faye’s eyes grew wide as she listened to his words, staring at him in surprise. Her chubby, childlike hand had mud under the fingernails from where she’d crawled up under the bushes. She put her hand in his and noticed that he also had debris underneath his nails. His young hands had done a significant amount of hard labor and was callused as any grown man.

      Gabriel slipped the woven frond ring on her middle finger gallantly. “Miss Faye, will you be my fairy bride? We’ll make our own adventure together.” he asked with a happy, playful grin. His large grey eyes crinkled at the edges as he winked at her. Nodding eagerly, her curls bobbed around her face as she stared at the woven ring made of iris fronds from the water’s edge.

      “I want to give you something too,” she said quickly, digging around in the pocket of her dress, her muddy hand emerging with a piece of quartz. She pressed it in his hand. “I found this heart shaped rock last week and it’s my favorite rock of all. See how shiny it is?”

      “It’s perfect. Thank you.”

      “Does this mean we are betrothed like real grown-ups?”

      “Yes, I think so. You’ve my ring and I’ve your heart.”

      “Then yes, I’ll marry you.”

      Feeling a hand clamp down around her ankle, Faye’s eyes widened in alarm and suddenly matched Gabriel’s suddenly pallid expression as both were yanked from beneath the bushes together. Faye was held aloft by her father. Her eyes were almost at eye-level of her mother’s disapproving stare as she struggled to keep her bloomers from showing. Glancing over at Gabriel, she flinched and began to cry as a large man began to strike him not far from where she was dangling in the air.

      “You philander rapscallion! How dare you bring that child to ruination before her very parents? Don’t you realize that you represent the family?”

      “Your young man was behaving most inappropriately!”

      “Aye! As well as your daughter too – both should be kept away and hopefully this goes no farther than from us. I can’t have your slovenly daughter claiming a stake on my boy. He’s destined for better!”

      Her mother swelled up and became red-faced as her temper was unleashed. “Your boy shouldn’t be manhandling young innocent girls who don’t know any better! If you ask me, that is a learned behavior. You should be ashamed of yourself and of how he has acted on your behalf.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” Gabriel’s father drawled out, pointedly looking at her mother to her. “A learned behavior, I see.”

      “Now see here!” Faye’s father stepped forward, seeing her mother prepare to take issue with his words. Words she didn’t understand then, the implication, but understood them now.

      They had argued for several moments as her father put her on the ground indelicately. She watched as Gabriel stood their unwavering in the brunt of their anger. They’d believed that he’d led her astray, whereas she wholly believed that her path in life had just been revealed to her. She stared at his young stoic face and caught a sad smile, just before being yanked away by his father. He looked over his shoulder at her; those grey eyes would haunt her for many years to come. He mouthed the very words that touched her heart, burning into her soul:

      I’ll return for you.
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      “Now class,” Faye reminded them again as the twenty bright faces stared eagerly at her, her hand perched just above the bell at the corner of her desk that would release them for the day. “As a reminder- We were supposed to have a new student join us today. I am sincerely hoping she will be able to attend tomorrow. I would like to have her ensconced into our little story group and invite you all to come up with a word to be used tomorrow. The more challenging, the better. Class dismissed.”

      Giving the bell a quick flick of the wrist, she watched happily as the whispering commenced between a few students. Story time had always been her favorite and she loved that she could pass that along to others without fear of reprimand or reprisal. Absently, she touched the tiny filigree chain that was hidden from sight. On it was a delicate, tiny cross that had been her mother’s as well as the braided frond she’d kept for the past twenty years.

      When her mother had passed, she’d cried in such guilt and relief that the drunken tirades were finally over, or so she had thought. Her father had taken up the bottle, blaming her for putting her in an early grave. When he’d passed, she’d inherited everything including the blessing of freedom. The tiny orchard, the small cabin and its contents, as well as her mother’s necklace. It had made her quite the catch for several men wanting to marry, yet she had no interest in any. Instead, she took up the mantle as teacher in order to satisfy the hollowness she’d felt for so long.

      Gabriel had disappeared that very day she remembered so well. She didn’t even know his last name, only those smiling grey eyes and the way he’d referred to her as a fairy princess. It was foolishness, she knew. In the very depth of her heart, she hoped and prayed she’d meet him again someday. She’d held onto the ring and slept with it every night, dreaming of her angel with the gray eyes. The one with the dirt under his fingernails, who accepted her for who she was and felt a kinship with.

      “Miss Miller?” she heard a faint voice ring out, and glancing up, she stared at the young red-headed girl that entered. A mass of red curls danced on her shoulders as she stepped inside, closing the door behind her. “I am sorry that I’m late. I got lost along the way.”

      “Are you Titania Reardon?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Well, Titania, welcome to our class. Am I pronouncing it correctly? Titania, like the fairy queen from Shakespeare?” At her nod, Faye smiled. She’d once been called a fairy princess and thought the moniker was quite fitting for this young lady. Bouncing red hair, grey eyes and pale freckled skin made her look positively magical. If she’d grow iridescent wings it would seem quite fitting.

      “We’ve just adjourned for the day, but you’ll have the opportunity to meet everyone tomorrow. Tonight, for homework, I want you to come up with a single word to use in a story the class develops together. Make it something intriguing as to keep inspiration flowing. We’ll use this as an intro for your welcoming since you’ve got quite the namesake to live up to. We shall start bright and early at eight in the morning. Don’t be late,” she coached with a warm smile at the girl’s frightened face.  “Story day is my favorite of all and I hope you enjoy it as well.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Faye watched the young girl head out, shaking her head. That was some name! Her parents were either quite educated or quite fanciful. Perhaps she’d have a chance to meet them on Sunday at the service. Cleaning the room, she wiped down the desks and filled the lamps. The classroom was just off the wing of the church and was quite often used for other events when class was not in session.

      She’d bring another scuttle of coal tomorrow and fetch a clean pail of water in the morning. There was no sense in doing so tonight since it was a long walk and the coal had a tendency to disappear. She never said a word simply because if warmth was needed, she wanted to provide. There were several pieces still in the bin and it would hold over for the night if needed. It was the least she could do as part of her Christian duties, since when she needed something to fill her days- she was given the chance to teach others.

      As she was finishing up, she noticed that the day was slipping away from her as the sun was beginning its decent in the sky. Great streaks of orange and copper made her heart burst with contentment as she admired His work. As she was getting ready to step out, she heard a noise behind her and slowly glanced over her shoulder. One of her students had returned, but instead of being at his desk… He was near the coal bin. Her culprit had been spotted red-handed and froze guiltily. Not saying a word, she whistled a slight tune and pulled the door closed behind her. If Jacob’s family needed the heat tonight, he was welcome to it. He’d lost his father a few years ago and brought his sisters in each day to class instead of having them work the farm with him. He only attended a day or two a week, just enough to struggle through his lessons.

      Hurrying home, she found herself practically running the last few steps. Now that the days were getting shorter, she would have to quickly make her way home. There were so many rules that were required of teachers. Being out after dark could be construed as unseemly since she wasn’t escorted. There was no reason to chance it. The town had been good enough to give her a chance and she didn’t want them to have reason to regret it.

      Shutting the door behind her, she put her teakettle on the fire and cut a slice of cornbread from the large iron skillet that was sitting on the table with a cloth draped along the top to keep it fresh. Looking around, she sighed contentedly. Her childhood home had not changed much except for a few modernizations. New lamps, a new pump for fresh water nearby and glass for the sash windows that had gotten broken over the years. The glass had been a tremendous expense but one that had made such a change. She remembered the yelling and arguing that resulted in something being thrown through the window panes. She’d always felt she was in the way, an annoyance. Now, she just longed for a sense of purpose. Teaching helped, but she felt like she was always on the precipice…waiting for something.

      Pouring her hot water into a chipped, delicate porcelain cup her mother had once told her was from England, she dreamed and imagined a full set on a glamourous table instead of the single lovely teacup. She had nothing that was simply hers. Everything had memories tagged to it, some good and some bad. Dipping the teabag, she watched the infusion seep into the water and dreamed of belonging somewhere that felt like she was wanted. A chance to make memories.

      Early the next morning, Faye awoke with a sense of anticipation. Today was her favorite day of the week. Not only did it finish out the week, giving her a bit of time to herself, but they would finish out the day with laughter and applause. Story day always went off the rails ending the school week on a silly note. It had been like this for the last several years and was almost an expectation of the class. Walking on her way in, she saw that her newest student was walking along the same lane not far from her house. At the end of her walkway, she waited for her with a smile. Perhaps she would like to walk into town together? As she approached, she saw that the young girl had been crying.

      “Good morning, Titania. How are you?”

      “Fine,” the young girl whispered with a massive sigh that shook her frame. Faye almost smiled at the drama evoked from her, but the telltale wobble to her lower lip gave the indication that it wasn’t an act. She was truly upset.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Are you nervous about today? Everyone will love you.”

      “No.”

      “Then what is wrong? You don’t seem very happy this morning.”

      “Nothing.”

      “If you don’t want to talk, I understand. But if you ever want to, I will be happy to listen.” Her red curls bobbed as she nodded her head abruptly in acknowledgement. They walked together the remainder of the way into town. Faye filled the silence with stories of how she became a teacher and why she enjoyed it.

      She then found herself talking about that day so long ago. About her ‘angel’ with the grey eyes that made her feel special so long ago. She’d wondered what had happened to him long ago and made the mistake of asking the wrong person: her mother. She’d raged about her daughter’s lack of morals in chasing a young man. “Not even a grown lady and she is tramping around behind bushes like a soiled dove!” she’d railed at her before cuffing her across the face.

      Faye had never spoken of Gabriel again, yet prayed for his safety every night. No one deserved treatment like she’d received when she asked about him, and it broke her heart to see him beaten that afternoon. Oh yes, she prayed for him still, his young face etched in her mind.

      “I haven’t mentioned my friend to anyone in a long time,” she muttered embarrassed, tucking an inky curl behind her ear nervously. The thought of those memories still made her feel on edge to this day.

      “What happened to him?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t see him again.”

      “Do you wish that you could have?”

      “Oh yes. There is something very sweet about being called a fairy princess.”

      “My daddy calls me that sometimes.”

      “That is because of your name and I’m sure you are his little princess. My father always called me…,” Faye hesitated. He had actually called her a troublemaker, the very cause of her mother’s death, worthless and once upon a time?

      “He called me sweetheart,” she finished flatly, the lie tasting so foul in her mouth.
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      Gabriel tipped back his worn leather hat and stared at the horizon. For October, it was certainly warm in the sun. He’d had worse, many times over, and had learned not to complain a long time ago. He waited for any sign of the rustlers that had been reported in the area. He’d not seen any indication of scuffles or thefts so far, but when the opportunity came to return home? He’d jumped at the chance. His family home had sat vacant for over a year now and it was beyond time to take possession of it.

      Plus, he had Titania to think of.

      The girl needed friends and a family. Not his family though. Oh no! He’d never put a child through what he lived during his younger years. It had been his dying wife’s last words as she slipped away from influenza.

      “Take her home.”

      He knew she’d meant her own home back in South Carolina but from what he could tell she’d not grown up with the best influences either. He’d met Anna while in the army. His father had enlisted him at the young age, lying to the officer and slipping him several coins. His cold words haunted him.

      “Make something of yourself, boy,” he ordered, standing tall and straightening his jacket. “Be someone to be proud of and stop shaming your family name! It’s not normal to have such lofty ideas and fanciful notions. You need someone to toughen you up and the Corporal here will see to it.”

      Toughen up, he’d said. Gabriel often wondered if his father knew that he exchanged one unbearable existence for another at times. He’d found himself wondering year after year when the next bullet or arrow would end him. Would he go gratefully? Would he regret dying? He’d been in a dark place when out of nowhere, he’d seen a beautiful woman trailing behind the army as they marched towards Monterrey, Nuevo Leon. She’d been stunning. Glaringly brassy red hair combined with a winning smile, she’d seemed like a fresh drink of water. Looking back now, he knew she’d been a loose woman. To his desperate, young heart? She’d been heaven. He’d married her that day, much to everyone’s delight.

      “You don’t marry her, boy!”

      “She’ll scratch that itch without your good name!”

      They’d been married for barely two months when she found out that she was pregnant. There had been so many changes in his life. Marrying Anna and joining the Rangers instead of being a career army man. He’d met Jack Hays and very nearly choked on the confidence and pride shining from him. I want that type of confidence! That pride in myself, he thought idly as he stared at the men riding by. Hays was quite cultured and suave. His suit fit his shoulders just right, where Gabriel’s was snug and threadbare. His thick southern accent rolled off his tongue making his own words seem coarse.

      When Hays spoke, people listened.

      Gabriel was all ears too.

      He’d joined the Rangers that afternoon and left the Army behind. Anna had been quite angry that she was being forced to leave her home she’d set up in their paltry tent, but the army life wasn’t right for her nor a baby. She needed a home and security. This he could provide and give her the peace she craved since she was always telling him to go away.

      He’d built a one room cabin for Anna and when Titania was born? He was glad of it. Anna didn’t take well to motherhood. Impatient and extremely moody, she would cry for no reason, at times leaving him to help with their newborn. She was a wonderful child. So bright and intelligent with his distinct grey eyes. The men would tease him that the child would arrive looking like one of them, but no, she was the spitting image of him.

      His Titania, his fairy princess, was breathtaking. A splash of freckles on her nose, surrounded by a halo of red curls. She’d been such a happy baby and loving child until Anna died. Now, she was somber. He fondly thought back on how he would tell her stories every night or read to her by lamplight. She’d smiled and asked questions. Now? It was as if the light had been snuffed from her. She needed others and to find her laughter again. To do so, she would need friends and a sense of security.

      He couldn’t give her that on the road, nor could he leave his young daughter alone unattended. When Anna had passed, he’d attempted to resign from the Rangers. He’d grown close to his fellow Rangers, as their lives depended on each other, but felt drawn by his need to take care of his family. Distraction was dangerous in his line of work and worrying about how to give his daughter the stability she needed ate at him.

      Instead of feeling dreaded guilt when he told them he was leaving… His team had practically ambushed him, informing him that he was needed back in his home town of Bright Star. He felt hope burning through him. His path and life would change again, detouring once more. Their understanding touched him. He swore then that he would do everything possible to help them however he could, when he was able once again.  He’d felt as if a weight had been lifted off his chest and that finally something had gone right. He was going home and would be able to give Titania the home she deserved as well as maintain some sort of normality for himself in his chaotic world.

      Returning home had brought back a flood of memories, some good and bad. It also brought opportunity for he and his daughter to reconnect. Being gone for days at a time when needed had been tough on the young family. Titania had always been upset when he’d left but she had developed some sort of anchor in her mother. Now that she was gone, he understood feeling alone or lost. He’d felt the same so many years ago when his father had left him to join the Army.

      Remembering back, he thought of how his parents had argued and how much he’d disappointed them. He never understood why they couldn’t feel pride in their only son. When he looked at his daughter, his chest burned with intense love for his child. A father’s love. He recalled the sermons at the church near the edge of town, the few he’d attended, that talked of honoring thy mother and father. He struggled then and simply couldn’t now. He would do anything for his child including laying down his life, yet his father had abandoned him. He would never abandon Titania.

      As a boy, he’d dreamt of gallant battles between knights, damsels in distress, dragons and fairies. Looking over the swath of hills, he smiled to himself grateful that there were no monstrous dragons to fight and while the knights were gone… Replaced by cowboys, outlaws, and Indians – he always wondered what became of the young girl he’d met long ago. He could have sworn that he’d been blessed to find a fairy hidden amongst the bramble. Her dark hair nearly glowed in the bright sun giving it almost an inky shine. She looked so out of place, so wary at being found, he’d been instantly enchanted.

      Shaking his head and smiling to himself as he reminisced, he realized now that fairies didn’t have angry parents in reaction to her being alone with him. He’d have never harmed her, rather he wanted to talk to her. He’d been infatuated by the idea of her being magical and looking back now after all he’d been through. He knew now that fairies weren’t real nor was he blessed or watched by an angel from above. He’d lost his faith long ago when he’d been abandoned.

      Afraid, scared and alone, he’d found strength inside of himself because prayers at night never went answered, it seemed. If he cried, he was harassed endlessly by other men that called him a sissy boy. He was just a boy! A boy that needed direction, love, faith and stability in his life. To have that taken from him, stripped from him? It made him hard, cold and unwavering in his dedication to his daughter. She would never, ever suffer like he had.

      He'd swear his life on it.
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      Word had spread among the students of her class of Titania’s mother’s death. Faye’s heart nearly broke as she watched the young, silent girl through newfound eyes. Before she had just thought she was nervous about being new in town or perhaps maybe she was having trouble ciphering. A few of the children still struggled with their lettering and she spent extra time with them often. Now, she realized it was so much more. The young girl was hurting in ways she couldn’t express or didn’t know how.

      Sunday she’d not seen her at church nor did she spend time playing with the other boys and girls much when they did have free time together. She often sat alone, lost in her own thoughts. This would need to come to an end if she was ever to heal or move forward. Faye knew only too well that dwelling on what hurt you, hindered you. She’d found such relief in feeling that she wasn’t alone anymore. That she could trust in her faith and reach out to others if needed. This sweet girl needed to know this too.

      “Titania, would you see me after we adjourn class today? The rest of you may go and don’t forget to do your tables tonight. We’ll be having a quiz tomorrow to see how you are progressing. Dismissed.” The loud groans of disappointment at her reminder would have normally made Faye smile in remembrance of her own reaction to hearing an assignment given out. Today, she tuned them out and watched them exit the building quickly, staring at the quiet red-haired young girl that remained in her seat dutifully.

      Her crestfallen look told Faye that she anticipated that she’d done something wrong or was in trouble. This wasn’t the case and made her wonder if things were all right at home with her father or whomever she was living with. Her downcast yes and silent nod made her wish she’d have pulled her aside privately instead of mentioning it around the others. She had no intention to make her feel badly.

      “I’m glad you stayed, Titania,” she began happily, hoping that she might respond to an energetic, friendly ambiance. “I could use your help and advice, if you’ve got time to hear me out?” Again, came the silent nod.

      “Wonderful! I am planning on bringing cookies or a few pies to church on Sunday and could really use an extra set of hands preparing them. My friends are busy with their children and preparing their own goods to bring to our church social and my mother passed away a long time ago, so I’ve no one.” Faye nearly smiled at the surprised grey eyes that suddenly glanced up at her in reaction.

      “Mine did too,” she admitted quietly.

      “Then we shall be a pair of motherless hens together and rely on each other! Does that sound good? When I need something, I will reach out to you - and if you need something, you can always know I will happily lend a hand. Now, shall we make cookies or pies?”

      “Both?” Faye couldn’t resist a chuckle at her wistful smile and hopeful wide-eyed gaze. She patted her hand happily.

      “A girl after my own heart! I’ve got quite a sweet tooth as well, little lady.”

      “I have to check with my father.”

      “Of course! I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she countered happily. “I don’t want to take you from chores or duties, nor do I want your lessons to falter if we spend a little time baking together. Just tell your father that we’ll send home goodies for him to try and you are both welcome at the social on Sunday. See if he approves and perhaps we’ll spend Saturday cooking together.”

      “Yes, Miss Miller.”

      “I look forward to it,” Faye told her with a warm smile. “Now, if you’d like to help me tidy up perhaps we’ll walk together from school as well since your path very nearly mirrors mine. Is your home much farther down the road?”

      “Some ways, but it’s alright.”

      “Well a young lady shouldn’t be walking alone after dark, so we’ll just need to hurry upon our way. Two hands are better than one, don’t you agree?” Faye was tempted to walk her all the way home; however, she must obey strict rules set down by the town on her behavior. Walking from a widower’s house by herself after dark would certainly be unseemly, regardless of the reason. They rushed through the small chores and Faye refilled the coal, knowing that she would need to bring more in the coming winter. Perhaps she’d bring firewood as well. Her hands were quite ruined from having to do some of the hard labor at her own home, but easily hidden with delicate gloves worn by the ladies to functions.

      As they exited the school, she was relieved to see that Titania seemed to be responding to the offer of friendship. Maybe she’d felt a kinship with her after admitting that her own mother had died. It was a shame that she’d not missed her as much as Titania obviously did, but there was so much unspoken dramatics and tension in the home her parents provided. She dealt with guilt, not sorrow. Walking together, she found it was easy to befriend the young girl. She was extremely bright once coaxed out of her shell. By the time they got to where they’d part on the road, she was skipping and swinging her lunch pail happily.

      “Remember, go over your numbers tonight for tomorrow. See if your father can help you with them and if not? I’ll be at the school early preparing for class.”

      “Yes ma’am!” Faye was surprised to see her continue skipping down the lane as she expected to see the solemn crestfallen look again. No, the child needed to feel that she had a friend and honestly? She could use one as well. Watching her until she was just out of sight, she finally turned and walked the remainder of the way to her home off in the distance. Shutting the door behind her, she pulled the pin from her hair and shook it loose down her back. Maybe she would make some bread and bring in extra to share with her tomorrow. The idea would keep her up for a while, giving her time to prepare her lessons, but it would also give the opportunity to cement the fact that she could be counted upon if needed.

      Quickly mixing the dough, she stoked the fire inside of the small potbelly stove that warmed her house. Placing the large ceramic bowl atop, she covered it with a slightly damp cloth to keep it moist and warm to make the fragrant yeast rise. As the temperature rose inside, she opened a window to allow in some of the cooling evening air.

      Wistfully, she heard the birds calling and an occasional scuttling of some creature in the woods off in the distance. There were plentiful deer and rabbits in the area because her home bordered that same creek that ran through most of town. The same one where she’d met her grey eyed friend so long ago. Feeling impulsive, she threw a shawl over her head and disobediently headed out the door into the darkening sky. Faye could hear the mayor’s voice now in her mind.

      “Miss Miller, we expect our teachers to be of the highest decorum. We do not expect you to be unseemly, nor spend your idle time fancifully. If you’re unsure how to apply yourself, read your bible. Teachers don’t smoke, nor do they ride in a buggy with another man.”

      The strict list of rules went on and on, rolling through her mind. The mayor would dismiss her in a heartbeat if he caught her strolling through the woods in the dark, but how could she not when the land seemed to be almost mystical? Calling to her?

      Glancing back at her home, she continued forward rebelliously. She’d always been headstrong according to her mother, but now she’d found most times that she could refrain from her inclinations. The full moon rising in the distance was too beautiful to pass up an evening stroll. As she walked, she found herself following a rabbit that led her down towards the creek. She loved this part of the creek as a young girl. The water cascaded over several mossy rocks. Large weeping willows dangled their branches over a deep pool that she’d jumped in several times as a girl during the summers. Her mother had hated it, making it that much more appealing. She still was tempted to relax in the cool waters during the summers but now that she’d grown into a woman, she dared not do so.

      Standing there, she shut her eyes happily and just breathed in the calm around her. She felt comforted, treasured to be among God’s handiwork and… watched? She felt goosebumps rise on her arms that had nothing to do with the cool temperatures. Opening her eyes, she glanced around and saw a riderless horse on the opposite side of the creek not far from her. Silently, she stared and began to back away.

      “Wait!” she heard a deep voice calling out quietly, almost hesitatingly. Faye turned and ran blindly into the deepening darkness of the night. She could not be caught out here by anyone! If it got back to the mayor, she’d lose her position and her chance to make a difference. She heard the man call out again, this time farther away. He was not following her. She’d not seen him, where he was hiding, nor who it was. She didn’t recognize the voice either. She darted into her house and barred the door.

      “Please God, don’t take this from me just when I feel like I’ve found my place,” she breathed fearfully. She always knew that things happened for a reason and it wasn’t for her to understand, but this time? She would beg and plead for someone to be on her side, to comprehend her needs. “If this is not my path, then please give me the strength to understand and recognize it when the time comes.”

      Breathing heavily, she leaned back against the door and found her hand laying over her frantic heart that thumped in her chest anxiously. Without knowing who it was that had spotted her, she was certain that her days as a teacher there in Bright Star were numbered.
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      Awakening early, Faye was most certain that she would be visited at some point during the day to be told that she was being reprimanded or replaced as a teacher. The town was very strict regarding decorum and didn’t fool around giving chance after chance. She had felt a pull, a calling, last night and could not resist the small walk all alone in the night air. How was she to have known that she would have been spotted?

      In all her stories, in all her lessons that she’d sat through as a young child, the one thing she’d surmised is that when you felt a calling for some unknown reason, you answered. You might be called upon by the Lord for another path, you never knew. Now, Faye knew that she wasn’t Noah, Jonah, or Joseph… but according to the bible that she’d read over and over again during the years, if you were selected for having faith and being strong of character, you had to be willing to step up and answer the call. She wanted to be chosen and tried to be a truly good person!

      She wholly believed that things happened in life to lead you down a pathway that He created for you. She was given inner strength at a young age dealing with alcoholism, unselfishness and caring for others, and most of all? Absolute patience. She filled her time, her days, with tending to the children and waiting foolishly for something she knew in her heart was beyond her wildest dreams. Gabriel’s young face that day at the creek, his sad eyes and vow to return had changed her life. The frond ring he’d given her years ago was brittle, but she still held fast to the promise that he’d return as promised to take her to wife.

      It was stupid and childish to believe a kid’s game. She’d seen other children pretend to get married in the field beside the schoolhouse. They held mock weddings and dabbled at being a parent, ordering their classmates to clean up after themselves. She watched these events with sadness and longing. Gabriel’s solemn eyes had been so sure, so firm in his resolve that she’d instantly believed him. Now, twenty years later she was past marrying age, nearly a spinster, yet still waiting for him. Faye had offers of marriage but had declined them all.

      Shaking her head at the rush of mixed emotions thinking of that day brought on, she smiled at the students as they entered the one room building. That was one thing she was guilty of and had been caught quite often doing: daydreaming. She was glad that she’d stayed up late trying to keep busy to prevent her from worrying herself to death. She’d baked several sets of rolls instead of loaves of bread, giving her the opportunity to share with the children that arrived early, including Titania. The young girl had touched her heart and she felt a keen kinship with her.

      As the day wore on, Faye realized that perhaps she’d worried over nothing since no one showed up or arrived to discuss her evening walk. Dismissing class, she wrapped a few rolls in a cloth and tucked them in Titania’s empty lunch pail.

      “What’s that for?”

      “I thought perhaps you and your father might like one with your supper.”

      “I’m not sure if he will be home or not.”

      “What do you mean?” Faye asked, trying to keep any surprise or reproach from her voice. Judge not, lest ye be judged, rang in her mind. She didn’t know the circumstances of the young girl’s home life but found it a bitter pill to swallow, imagining the bright child all alone for hours on end.

      “He’s a ranger and we were sent here to help with rustlers in the area.”

      Ahhhh yes, she thought. That made sense. There had been reports of cattle missing from several farms in the area. She had none of her own, so she’d dismissed the issue. The farm owners had been in quite an uproar about a month ago after church. It made sense that they would send off for assistance. No one could ever afford to lose income, much less the amount of money they were getting for cattle and steers nowadays at the market. The small town of Bright Star was growing by leaps and bounds. Having a ranger in town to help aide the sheriff as well was simply a plus, reassuring all of their safety.

      “Well, I’m certain that your father is a very busy man if he is hunting down those men. We are all very thankful he’s come. You should be very proud of him.”

      “I am, but I just miss him sometimes.”

      “Well, if you ever get scared or need something, you know I’m not too far from you.” She’d remembered what it was like to have no one to turn to, to go to for kinship. She didn’t want that loneliness for Titania.

      “Thank you for that,” the young girl said politely in a very formal tone. The sound of the mature words coming from her diminutive size was almost comical, making the corner of Faye’s lip upturn in amusement.

      “Of course! Did you get a chance to talk to him about helping me cook the pies?”

      “Yes. He was fine with it and seemed pretty happy honestly. It was funny because he said that he was glad I had my smile back.”

      “Maybe he felt like you were sad about your mother and was relieved to see something perk you up?”

      “I guess so. But I smile every day.”

      “Well, sometimes when we smile it doesn’t reach our eyes, our windows to the soul. When you smile, you should do so with your whole heart. Otherwise, you are just baring your teeth like a stray mutt,” Faye teased, holding up her hands and pretending to growl, making Titania giggle.

      “I see what you mean.”

      “I usually have a good idea here or there,” she shrugged nonchalantly, causing another round of laughter. “One per month is my limit however. I should write this date down in order to be sure I don’t surpass my limits. What do you think?”

      “You’re supposed to have good ideas, Miss Miller! You’re the grown up and the teacher,” Titania gaped in surprise. Faye was struggling to keep a straight face. Teasing the young girl was so easy. Had she ever been that naïve or tender?

      “That doesn’t mean that I know everything. We are always learning, even when we get old and wrinkly. I promise you, that never changes.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes ma’am,” Faye said firmly, giving a red braid a quick tug. “Come now, we should head out soon.” They gathered up their things and she was happy to see that they were falling into a routine. Titania seemed to be more carefree the last few days and developing a bond with her. She cared for all her students, but this one… This girl was special to her. As they got to the split in the road, she was surprised to have the young girl suddenly throw her arms around her waist in a hug. Poor, sweet child, she thought, patting her gently on the back.

      “I will see you tomorrow,” Titania told her happily.

      “I’m glad of it too.” Faye watched the young girl take off again down the road until the red braids disappeared from sight. Sighing, she turned and made her way down to her own home yet again knowing that as soon as she was alone, her thoughts would run rampant. Maybe she should have married long ago so she could fill her home with her own children instead of living alone. Perhaps she’d do some more baking or reading tonight to fill her time again.

      Busying herself, she started a stew to simmer and found herself picking up a piece of needlework she’d started long ago. Stitching carefully, she tried to find peace in the rhythm it created. Needle in, twist the string, pull it out and set it in place again. It was repetitive and eventually would finish the scene. Right now, all that was on the linen was simply a tree. She had no plans on what else to put there as of yet; it was something to fill her time.

      “Ow!” Faye exclaimed and quickly shoved her index finger in her mouth. Now she remembered why she’d put the piece away. Stabbing herself always got her temper in a snit and ruined her efforts at staying calm. Tossing it down, she felt almost annoyed by her attempts to keep her calm demeanor. She’d enjoyed her walk yesterday evening and felt the yearning again, the rebelliousness she’d tucked deep down inside years ago, springing forth. She’d not been turned in, so what if she went out again? Eagerly, she leapt from the chair and set the needlework back in the basket where it had been hidden before.

      It should be easy to remain hidden this evening. No one should have ever been on her property anyhow, but with her dark hair and sedate brown dress. She’d be nearly invisible unless she stood in the moonlight. Grinning, she darted out the front door without a second thought and sighed happily as the cool air hit her face. She loved being outdoors. There was something so visceral about being surrounded by nature, even if she had to hide in order to remain proper.

      Walking along, Faye found herself at nearly the same spot where she’d been interrupted the night before. It was almost magnetic, the pull to the location. The moonbeams shone down through the canopy of trees, illuminating the water. The bubbling brook that fed the pool was almost musical, making her feel such peace.

      “Little fairy? Is that you?”

      Faye heard a warm dark voice rush over her and whirled around in shock. She’d not heard anyone around her as she listened to the sounds around her. No one had ever called her that, not since…

      “Gabriel?” she whispered, staring up at the man in the darkness. Neither were children anymore, and so much time had passed. How had he guessed it was her? Could it actually be him? As if it was a sign from above, a bit of light illuminated him as a cloud moved across the night sky. She saw him remove his hat slowly and saw those graphite eyes in the bright moonlight, those same eyes from so long ago. “It is you,” she breathed in shock.

      “I told you I’d come back someday,” he said almost apologetically. “It’s been quite a while, little fairy. Faye, right?”

      “Yes, Faye Miller. It’s been a long time actually,” she said softly, staring at him. Gone was the boyish charm and in its place was a solemn man’s eyes that looked weary down to the soul. “I wondered what had happened to you that day.”

      “I thought about you as well,” he replied, the tension leaving his face. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I could ask you the very same question. This is my land.”

      “I’m looking for rustlers, but I think I am going to have to continue my searching tomorrow, my pretty fairy Faye,” he said gently, reaching out to cup her face. His warm hand felt perfect against her skin and she could feel herself melting towards him. Suddenly, things clicked into place in her mind and she froze.

      “Your Titania’s father? I thought I recognized the eyes,” she blurted out quickly as she realized the events that had to have transpired. Instantly she felt awash with betrayal for a child’s dream. Regret burned through her. She’d passed on her own opportunities for marriage and a family waiting for him.

      “I waited for you,” she whispered painfully, staring at him. “You asked me to wait and said you’d come.”

      “Faye,” he began and dropped his hand instantly, guilt and shame washing over him. “So much happened to take me away from here. I was a boy and you were a young girl. I’ve made mistakes and done things I’m not proud of.”

      “Same here, but I was steadfast because you said you’d return. I believed you.”

      “And I did.”

      “With a family, a beautiful daughter. This meant you…” Faye couldn’t even say the words aloud, her stomach turned, and she felt incredibly foolish. She knew how children were made and the fact that he’d pledged himself to another. Those words had meant nothing to him and to her childish heart they had been everything. This was just another example of how her mother had called her foolish and immature years ago. She was right, and it galled her to admit it. “Never mind.”

      “Faye, please don’t do this. Not when I’ve just come home.”

      “Of course,” she agreed coldly, feeling herself wall off any emotions. She was stunned and felt pain in her heart, holding on to a dream that was quickly turning into her worst nightmare. The boy she’d waited for had turned into a handsome man that had not given her two thoughts over the years. He’d grown, married and had children with someone else. “Welcome home, Ranger… ah, Reardon?”

      “Don’t shut me out. I came back.”

      “You don’t owe me a thing, Mr. Reardon.”

      “Call me Gabriel like you did when we lay by the creek. I never thought I’d see you again.”

      “That much seems to be obvious.”

      “Faye…”

      “It’s Miss Miller,” she interrupted quickly.

      “Titania’s teacher,” he nodded sadly. “I’m glad she likes you.”

      “She’s a wonderful girl.”

      “She reminds me of you,” he admitted softly, clutching his hat nervously as if he knew he was botching his opportunity with her. She could see it in his expression. He looked to be a mix of guilt, pride, stubbornness and hope. The stubborn jut to his chin told her that he’d be set in his ways once he’d made his mind up on something. While she practiced tolerance, something in his stance told her he was hot headed and stubborn.

      “How is that?” Faye gaped at his words, stunned and taken aback. “I am obviously not a parent to her. Her mother died, leaving her heartbroken. Her father is gone quite a bit, those were Titania’s own words. She’s lonely and needs someone.”

      “She is spirited, bold and so very smart. Yes, and lonely too. Just like you, I’m assuming.”

      “You assume much, sir. I think I should leave now.”

      “See me again tomorrow?” Gabriel requested quickly, grabbing her arm as Faye turned to leave. “Let’s meet under the moonlight again.”

      “I think not. Release me.”

      “I will for now but promise me you’ll meet me again. Don’t make me beg for a chance to explain. I want to know you, the real you, not my memory of that afternoon,” he asked pointedly. “Does it hurt anything to talk to me?”

      “Mr. Reardon, it would be unseemly,” Faye started and was shocked when he suddenly pulled her into his arms. His lips landed on hers almost desperately, as if he knew things were fragile and brittle between them. He was a stranger. Stunned, she knew she should protest, but the feeling of warmth and intimacy the kiss brought had her ensnared. She’d stiffened at the initial contact of his mouth, then softened as she melted against him, feeling a wave of desire for the very first time coursing through her. She’d never been kissed, only held out hope that he’d return. Now that he had, she discovered that he’d not waited for her but broke faith and married another woman. He’d returned as a widower. There was more to be said, more to know.

      “Meet me tomorrow so we can talk,” Gabriel whispered against her cheek before releasing her. Faye’s hands trembled as she steadied herself against a nearby tree. She needed time to think, process and honestly? She needed to know more about him before she could move on or forgive.

      “Alright,” she whispered, her voice thick with confusion and emotion. “I will meet you tomorrow night.”

      “Good,” he nodded, satisfied. “I will see you then.”

      Faye watched as he slapped his hat back on his head in the moonlight, hiding those expressive grey eyes from her. He’d changed from a gangly boy to a gorgeous man. His face had sharpened, losing the childishness to it. He was lean, hard and cold, indicating that he’d had a rough life up until now. Truly, she had too. Both had been shaped and molded into different people, but she owed it to herself to hear what he had to say. If nothing else, to close the door and do away with any regrets she might have had. The first step forward was the hardest, or so the saying went. She had yearned for him to return and had gotten her wish; now it was up to her to deal with it.
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      For Faye, the next day seemed to fly by. She was distracted and nervous all day long. A few of the children caught onto it and whispered among themselves. Today was story day and she could not focus. They’d bested her today, which meant no homework.

      She was going to meet with Gabriel, something she’d ached for so very long, before she discovered that he’d moved on. She felt stupid at waiting but knew in her heart that if she had to do it over again? She’d have done the same.

      In her mind, over the years, she’d built up this boy to become the man she always wanted and dreamed of. Now, when faced with reality - It was clear that while he was incredibly handsome, he wasn’t what she’d fantasized about. He was a different man and they were taking the first steps to get to know each other. She’d almost sent word with Titania that she needed to cancel their clandestine meeting, but the girl’s innocent face told her that he’d not confided in her.

      She’d not said a word either. Her job and future hung in the balance. She’d already had a scare at being caught by someone from town, but now knew that it had been him, or she assumed so. Instead, she would give in to curiosity and impulsiveness and meet him under the cover of night. Women teachers were not supposed to mingle with men or marry. Male teachers were given the opportunity to go courting twice a week. While it didn’t make sense, she wasn’t one to argue with the town that employed her.

      Instead, she found herself beside the creek yet again for the third rebellious night in a row. The air was crisp tonight and she had brought a heavy shawl, wrapped tightly around herself. It would provide warmth and gave her the impression that she could hide behind a shell. This wasn’t true, but it was there none the less. As she stepped forward, she started in surprise to see a blanket on the ground.

      “What’s this?” she asked curiously.

      “Well, I thought it might be obvious if I left the house carrying a chair and I wanted you to be comfortable, so we’ve got plenty of time to talk. I also brought a canteen of hot tea, if you’d like a cup to keep warm.”

      “Yes please,” Faye was touched. The man was awfully considerate, and it wasn’t something she’d expected at all. Taking her seat on the blanket, she tucked her legs underneath her properly and adjusted her skirt to make sure her ankles didn’t show. She stared at him as he poured the contents into a tin mug and handed it to her with a slight frown.

      “It was hot when I left the house, but it’s barely warm now. I’m sorry about that.”

      “It’s fine, thank you again.” She watched him nod abruptly as if he was nervous and took a sip. He was right, it was barely tepid, but having the cup in her hands kept them from shaking like a leaf. This seemed beyond unreal to finally see him again.

      “I used to drink hot tea in the army for warmth and comfort,” he began and sat down opposite of her, removing his hat and laying it on the blanket. “That day that we met,” he started and cleared his throat nervously, pulling at his collar. “My pa dropped me off with the army and never looked back. I’m sorry it took so long for me to come back.”

      “He dropped you off? You were eleven, if I remember right?” she bit out, trying not to choke on the sip she’d just taken. They’d been so very little then! He’d cast off his son for a simple error in judgement?

      “Yes, and you were six – almost seven,” he quipped with a faint laugh. “I had thought it was so sassy of you to proclaim how old you were while hiding.”

      “I was an awful child,” she admitted embarrassedly.

      “I’m sure you weren’t.”

      “Oh yes, my mother had fits that day and boxed my ears quite thoroughly when I asked about you,” she confided. “I’d barely had a chance to talk to you and suddenly you were gone. I had such curiosity about how you’d found my spot where I spied on the adults. I pretended to be so smart back then.”

      “So, satisfy your curiosity now. Ask anything you want. No one’s here to yank you up by the ankles or tan my hide.”

      “How did you find my spot?” she asked softly, thinking back on that fateful afternoon.

      “That is the first thing you want to know?” he laughed suddenly, a warm, rich, timber to his voice. “Well, I was getting ready to run off and go fishing instead of attending church when I saw a pair of shoes stuck toe-first into the muddy banks. When they wriggled, I realized they were attached and crawled right in the mud to see who was hiding there.”

      “Ahhh, I see.”

      “No big secrets,” he teased. “Your feet simply stuck out too far and could be seen easily.”

      “Yours most certainly did then too.”

      “Definitely,” he agreed with a smile. Faye sat there for a moment watching him and looked away, unsure. There was an awkward silence between them that she wasn’t sure how to bridge.

      “Tell me about the army. What did you see? When did you become a ranger?”

      “Ah yes, from the very beginning, eh?” Gabriel nodded, and his smile disappeared. She realized then that it wasn’t going to be a pleasant memory for him.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me.”

      “No, it’s not that. The army was tough. I was young, a dreamer. I do believe they broke me,” he confided. “In fact, I know they did. I spent many a night wishing for more of the necessities: blankets, better clothing, companionship. The men there were so much older than me and didn’t want a kid hanging around. It wasn’t until I was much older that I was able to hold my own in a fight or stand tall enough to keep out of trouble.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Me too. It changes a person. It makes them desperate for normalcy and comfort. I’ve wanted a family and peace in my life for so long, that I jumped at the chance for it - or what I thought the definition of what family was.”

      “I can understand that. People crave what they are missing. I’m no stranger to that.”

      “That is how I ended up married,” he finished quietly, looking away, and then glanced back at her. Faye tried to keep from asking about his dead wife. Did she really want to know about her?

      “What do you crave? What’s missing for you?” he asked her suddenly, changing the conversation to her.

      “To belong somewhere,” she replied honestly. “To be cherished. To be chosen for more.”

      “A fair request, to be sure.”

      “Tell me about her,” she said suddenly as it got quiet again, putting it back on him. She was curious to know more of him during the years that had passed. She’d been enamored with a dream and was now meeting the reality of who he’d grown to become. Father like son? She prayed not if he’d been abandoned.

      “Faye, let me begin by saying that I’ll never regret my daughter…”

      “I’d think less of you if you did!” she interrupted hotly. She knew only too well what that was like to have someone that was supposed to love and care for you, despise you instead. She’d never been treasured by her family that she recalled. Instead, she felt almost as alone as poor Gabriel that had been left behind.

      “I married Anna because she seemed so full of life, so pretty, and it was like the sun was shining on me.”

      “You loved her.”

      “I never said that.”

      “You didn’t have to, and it’s alright. She was Titania’s mother.”

      “She was her mother, but I never loved her,” he told her. “I should have. I wanted to, but I think I was more in love with the idea of trying to have a normal life and home of my own instead of an army tent. Then I removed her from where she thrived, and she fizzled away.”

      “Titania said she died from the flu.”

      “She was gone long before that,” his voice soft, broken almost. “She hated being married to me and disliked the constant care that an infant took. I kept getting in trouble with my commanding officer because I couldn’t show up for patrols. Someone had to take care of the baby, my baby girl, and when I left them alone for the day- I wasn’t certain it would happen. Anna had been a lady of the night that followed the army. I thought I was rescuing her, but instead I took her from what she wanted and needed. I know now that was selfish and uncaring of what she wanted or needed. Titania came first and always will. That is why I left the army and joined the Rangers. To be able to take care of her and quite honestly, myself as well.”

      Swallowing hard, she felt a pang of wistfulness wishing that her own family had felt like that: to want to put their child first. “As you should,” she agreed thickly.

      “I should have never married her and…”

      “And what?”

      “I should have returned as I’d promised once to a young girl years ago. But if I had, then I wouldn’t have had my daughter.”

      “She’s truly wonderful. I’m glad she has you in her life. Besides, I’m sure it was a childish promise made in jest all those years ago between us,” she told him softly, giving him an out, giving herself a chance to pull back unscathed if she needed to protect her childish dreams.

      “I meant it, every word I said,” Gabriel said firmly, pulling something tiny out of his shirt pocket. Her heart hammered in her chest as she realized it was the little heart shaped rock she’d pressed in his hand as they’d hidden away. “I’ve kept this on me hidden away since you gave it to me. It was your promise to me and I’ve never forgotten.”

      “You kept it?”

      “I’d never let it go.”

      Faye felt herself crumbling as she saw the resolution in his eyes. He meant it, every word of it. He’d not forgotten her but simply lost his way. This was the reason she’d waited for him. This was the boy she remembered with the devotion so crisp and intense in his eyes.

      She reached in the top of her buttoned collar and carefully removed her tiny chain that held the frond ring. Several pieces were starting to break off the fragile, dried out piece of leaf, and yet she wore it every day. She kept it safe against her heart and prayed that it would hang on until he returned. Holding it up, she didn’t say a word. She couldn’t. Her throat was so tight with unshed tears.

      “You kept it,” he whispered, swallowing hard and staring at her.

      “It’s falling apart, but yes. It meant the world to me and got me through the bad times, feeling like I had someone on my side.”

      “Same here.”

      “I’m glad you returned so we could have this talk.”

      “I’m glad to be back, but not just to talk. I am keeping my promise to you all those years ago. I meant it Faye. We’ll write our own story and start our life together.”

      “I’m not that same person,” she admitted sadly. “While I’d like to pick up where we left off, so much has happened. You have your daughter and your career. I have my teaching. If it’s meant to be, then God put you in my path for a reason.”

      “I’m here now and He sure didn’t watch over me when I was younger.”

      “Are you sure of it?”

      “I can’t begin to describe how terrible it was.”

      “But it shaped you to be who you are today.”

      “Shaped? Do you mean broken, tortured, or abandoned me? Whatever you want to call it. The only solid good thing in my life was Titania and meeting you.”

      “I never said any of this was easy, I just said that we were brought together for a reason. I don’t want to make a mistake, but rather keep faith knowing that if this is meant to be between us? Then it will happen as it should. I’m in no hurry to have you go through another upheaval in your life, or Titania’s – are you?” She knew it was a low blow, but the idea of suddenly jumping into a betrothal with a man she didn’t know, simply didn’t sit right. No matter how attracted she was to him!

      “I will be patient, for us, but I am never leaving again. I meant it that day and I will have my little fairy bride to wife.”

      “Someday,” she hedged.

      “Someday,” he agreed firmly.
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      The next morning Faye awoke groggily to a knock at her front door. She’d stayed out for quite some time simply talking with Gabriel about their past and about how she’d found strength in her time at church. She’d gone as far as to invite him to sit in the pew with her, but only if he acted like they’d just met. This brought on an entirely different conversation. She explained to him the strict guidelines that she lived under as a teacher, which had him frowning a few times. She liked that he seemed to be quite receptive to how she was treated and portrayed.

      The knock at the door became a bit more insistent, driving her out of bed. Throwing a wrapper around her and belting it at the waist, she removed the latch. Jerking the door open a few inches, she saw Titania’s smiling face. She’d forgotten about the pies and cookies!

      “Good morning Miss Miller,” she cried out in a sing song voice. “We are here to make the stuff for the social.”

      “We?”

      “My daddy came too, but he said that it wasn’t proper for him to come in, so he’d stay and chop firewood for you. Is that true? You can’t let him in?”

      “I’m not supposed to,” she said, peering out the front door and holding her wrapper tightly at the throat to hide any exposed skin. This qualified as unseemly, she mentally kicked herself. “Where is he at?”

      “He took off behind the house with his axe. Daddy is good at splitting rails. You’ll be happy about it,” she announced firmly. “Can I come in? It’s chilly this morning.”

      “Oh yes, yes,” Faye quickly rushed the young girl in. “Let me put a kettle on and get changed.”

      “What kind of pies do we want to make today?”

      “Pecan pie and maybe a cider cake?”

      “Ohhh I’ve never had cider cake before. Can we make it first?”

      “Did you not eat breakfast?” Faye asked, hearing her tummy grumble.  She shook her head yes, making her laugh. “Let me get dressed and I will get us started.”

      Stepping into her room, she firmly shut the door and dressed behind the three-panel separation she had in the corner. Instead of wearing her hair up in a bun, she simply braided it and let it fall down her back. If she had to run into town, then she’d pin it up. This was certainly more comfortable and matched Titania’s single braid.

      Hearing the kettle, she rushed out of her room to remove it from the heat. Titania had made herself at home, sitting at the small table swinging her legs while she cracked pecans. Half made it into the bowl that she’d gotten off the shelf and half went into her mouth. Smiling, Faye just shook her head and smothered a laugh. The sweet little imp!

      “I’m going to take your father a cup of coffee while you finish eating all the pecans that were supposed to be for the pie, young lady.”

      “Oh,” she said and put the nutcracker down.

      “No, keep going. I’m only teasing you, but we do need to make sure that we have at least four cups of pecans or we’ll need to make fewer pies. Do you know how much is in a cup?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ok good. Eat to your heart’s content as long as we have enough for the pies,” she said happily. “I’ll be right back.” Wrapping a thick shawl around her, she filled a large tin cup with the steaming coffee. Holding it carefully, she walked slowly around the house to make sure she didn’t spill any. She heard chopping off in the distance. As she walked forward, he appeared in her line of sight. He’d taken off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, hard at work in the cool morning air.

      “Good morning,” she called out, not wanting to have him miss a swing with the large axe. She watched as he swung it and left it imbedded in the log of wood he was working on splitting. He dusted off his hands and walked over to where she stood. Goodness, he looked wonderful in the light of day. His grey eyes sparkled with happiness and she saw that he still had the same dimple on his cheek when he grinned. The golden-brown hair had darkened as he’d grown older, giving a devastating contrast to his tan skin.

      “I could get used to this,” he teased her blatantly, accepting the cup of coffee. “Thank you.”

      “Titania is a little excited about cooking, isn’t she?”

      “When I got home last night, she’d gotten back up and told me about how she was going to make both pies and cookies with you today. A little excited is putting it mildly.”

      “I bet you were tired when you got home.”

      “I’m sure you were too,” he whispered intimately. “I really liked being able to talk to you and seeing those beautiful blue eyes in the light of day. It reminds me again how you are going to be mine someday.”

      “You shouldn’t say things like that. What if she hears you?”

      “What if she saw me kiss you good morning?” He whispered, leaning in towards her. Faye found herself standing still, waiting for the kiss instead of turning away or running. His lips gently pressed against hers. A tender, loving kiss that seemed to linger. He pressed his forehead to hers and sat there for a moment. She breathed in his scent, her hand on his chest. She could have sworn that she could feel his heart thumping under her palm. Her own heart matched the beat in intensity.

      “Good morning,” he repeated as he backed away regretfully. His hand cupped her face longingly.  He’d asked to kiss her goodnight last night and she’d declined. The temptation was too great and yet this morning- He didn’t ask but took – and she loved it.

      “I’d better return inside before she eats all the pecans. Will you…“ Faye stopped suddenly, knowing that she shouldn’t ask. She’d broken so many rules already, that she was sure to be caught sooner or later. Maybe inviting him to have lunch with them wouldn’t be too terribly bad? She could say that it was a meeting with a parent about his daughter; after all, they were meeting all together – weren’t they?

      “Will I what? Kiss you again? Most definitely.”

      “No, no. Will you have lunch with us?”

      “That might be frowned upon if someone was to come by,” he chided, but his eyes burned with an intensity that warmed her soul. “Instead, do you mind if she stays with you for the day? I will get some riding done and see if I can tell where these rustlers are hiding out at.”

      “She’s always welcome.”

      “But am I?” he said openly; the innocent question had her look at him with surprise. He seemed so confident, could it be that he wasn’t? Instead of saying the words, she put her hand on his cheek and nodded. Her eyes locked with his. His dark head leaned down yet again, kissing her. “I like being able to actually kiss you instead of wondering if I will ever see you again.”

      “It’s been a long time coming, hasn’t it?”

      “Yes, and I don’t plan on waiting another twenty years. I want to take advantage of every moment and make up for any lost time that we could have had together.”

      Faye headed back inside and packed him a small lunch in her own lunch pail that she carried to the school. Something small he could take with him while he was out on horseback.

      Titania was thrilled to be spending the day with her. She chatted amicably the entire afternoon and enjoyed making the cookies more than Faye could have ever realized. The young girl was practically elbow deep in the large bowl and rolled the cookies, carefully pushing her thumb into the top of each one. When she realized that if she put two thumb prints and angled them, it made a heart. Each cookie from there on had a heart imbedded on it.

      “Isn’t it cute?”

      “It’s perfect. You are doing fantastic with all of these; it will be quite a treat at the social.”

      “Are we supposed to bring something?” she said suddenly, freezing in place. “I don’t have anything for tomorrow.”

      “You most certainly do!” Faye countered. “You have a whole bushel of cookies that you are bringing.”

      “But I am just helping you make them.”

      “Well, young lady, I don’t know if you’ve noticed but I haven’t made one cookie yet. I’ve been working on the pies. So how about the cookies are yours to bring and I will say that I made the pies. So now, we both have something to bring. Sounds good?”

      She nodded happily and went back to pushing her thumb in each round ball of dough. Faye watched her happily. This felt so warm between them, so right. To think she could have had a young girl like this of her own, made her yearn for her own child something fierce. But then again, she had twenty children that she took care of daily at the school. Titania was just wonderfully special and it was hard not to fall in love with her bright disposition and glowing reddish hair.

      She rolled out the crust carefully and draped it over the two pie tins, praying that this crust did not crumble like the last one had. As she smoothed it, she smiled happily noting that it looked perfect. Pouring in the mixture, she set the pies to bake in the small stove. Washing her hands, she walked back in to see that Titania was now making butterflies in each cookie with four thumbprints. Chuckling, she set a small pot of stew to boil for dinner later this evening. She had no idea how long Gabriel would be and wanted to be prepared to feed the three of them, just in case.

      Time passed ever so slowly for her. The cookies were made, the pies were cooling, and the cider cake had been attacked by Titania. She promptly declared it was her favorite cake ever, inspiring Faye to whip up another. She’d send the first cake home with the young girl as a thank you for all her help today and deliver the other to the social tomorrow.

      They had their stew together near the hearth and braided each other’s hair again. This time into twin braids curled around the crown of their heads. Holding up a small mirror, she watched Titania’s face as a bevy of emotions crossed her expression.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I guess I never realized just how much I look like my daddy. I thought I always looked like my mother.”

      “I’m guessing that you’ve your mother’s lovely red hair and your daddy’s pretty eyes. A perfect combination of both of them.”

      “Your eyes are blue. I like them. We look really different, don’t we?”

      “A bit. Everyone is unique and special in their own way. Even if you had siblings, none would look just like you. They might be similar, but you are special and always will be.”

      “I will never have a brother or sister.”

      “Don’t say that,” Faye chided, suddenly uncomfortable where the conversation was going. “You don’t know what the future holds, no one does. Shall we put some flowers in your hair, oh great Queen Titania of the fairies?”

      “Have you heard the story?”

      “Part of it, come. Let’s play pretend,” she invited and grabbed a small dried sprig of herbs and baby’s breath that she had tied together with ribbon hanging from a nail. Plucking off several of the dried flowers, she tucked them in the braid that circled her forehead, making it look like a crown. Titania gazed in the mirror and watched.

      “Can I fix yours?”

      “Of course, I think there is enough for both of us.”

      Titania made her sit on the small rocking chair by the fireplace so she could reach her forehead easily. Faye found that her crown of flowers nearly mimicked Titania’s. At her large yawn, she glanced up. She saw that it was now dark outside and began to worry where Gabriel had ridden off to.

      “Your daddy said he would be late,” Faye announced suddenly, hating the small fib. She assumed he was alright, just late. She hated to tell the girl that she was concerned about where he was but would make do and get her tucked into bed until he returned.

      “How about we pretend that you are camping out here for the night? You can sleep in the bedroom and I will wait up for him. When he gets here, I promise I will wake you up and let you know he’s back.”

      Nodding sleepily, Faye brought her into her room. It was strange tucking someone into bed in her own bed. Was this what it was like to be a mother? To have a family? As she lay down dressed in her bed, she pulled a coverlet up over the young girl, smoothing her cheek.

      “Relax and go to sleep,” she coached softly. Tiptoeing back to her rocker near the hearth, she wrapped a shawl around her and banked the fireplace for the night. Checking the latch on the front door, she set the bar into place securing it for the night in case Gabriel did not return for some reason. Taking a seat in her rocking chair, she found herself nodding off as well, exhausted from the day.

      Hours passed, and a loud rapping noise came from the front door. Leaping to her feet, she quickly undid the latch and opened it to find Gabriel standing there looking beyond exhausted. He stepped inside without a word, pulling her into his arms. His cool lips trembled against hers as she realized that he was chilled. She broke the kiss and lay her warm hands on both of his cheeks in an effort to warm him up.

      “Gabriel! Are you all right?”

      “Yes, just a bit nippy outside,” he admitted, shivering. “Been out at the Harris place on the ridge for a while watching. I think I finally saw where the rustlers are holed up at.” Faye pulled him inside and pushed him towards the fireplace, stoking it with a poker.

      “I should go, but I thought I would come by and pick up Titania.”

      “She’s fine. She’s fast asleep in my room.”

      “Thank you for caring for her. I never intended to be gone this long but I knew she was safe with you.” He handed her the empty lunch pail she’d packed for him. “Thank you again.”

      “Of course!” she said nervously, realizing just how alone they were in the small house. With Titania in the other room fast asleep, Gabriel’s presence was overwhelming and incredibly intimate in the dim firelight.

      “I’m so glad I came back,” he admitted, kneeling down and sticking his hands closer to the fireplace.

      “Me too. It’s been wonderful getting to know you.”

      “Faye,” he said gently, getting to his feet again and looking at her. “I won’t press because I’m exhausted, but the last few days the thought of seeing you has made me feel alive again. Today, seeing you here with my daughter? Standing there at the door waiting for me when I returned? I know now the life we could have together. I am more certain that we’ll marry just as we promised each other years ago.”

      “Gabriel, we shouldn’t talk of this now. It’s late.”

      “Do you not want to become my wife?”

      “I can’t answer that yet. Yes? No? I don’t know, but we are still getting to know each other.”

      “I know in my heart that this is right between us. I spent a lot of time thinking today as I waited up on that ridge. The only thing that kept burning in my mind was that I needed to be the right man for you, for both of you. I don’t know if I am or not, but I am completely sure that you are the right woman for me. That I was meant to come back to you.”

      “That is faith,” she said gently. “You have to be sure and comfortable, look blindly and know that it’s going to be alright.”

      “I lost that feeling long ago, when I was afraid. But I look at you, at what we are? This feeling I get when I look in your eyes. I felt it then and I feel it now. This, we, are meant to be- from the very beginning. Maybe you were right that things shape us, mold us into who we are supposed to be. I know that if I had been lucky enough to stay that day long ago, to get to know the ‘six, almost seven’ year old Faye? That I might not realize what a treasure you are to me now.”

      Nodding thickly, she understood what he was trying to say. She’d changed and grown so much over the years as well. There was no way she’d have been content to blindly go into a marriage with someone that she didn’t feel deep respect for. The way this man loved his child and how he struggled along the way impressed her to no end. He fought for everything he loved in his life and was now fighting for her, trying to sway her reluctance in getting married quickly.

      “Sit with me tomorrow at the service,” she invited with a quiet, shy smile. It was a big hurdle for her because she wasn’t supposed to ride with men or fraternize with them. She was declaring her interest as boldly as she was currently able to. It terrified her, yet in her heart she knew it was right.

      “You couldn’t keep me away.”

      “I have no doubt of that,” she said laughing softly. “Are you warming up?”

      “My heart is warm,” he admitted softly with a smile, “I’m fine. Let me get Titania and we’ll go.”

      “Why don’t you just let her sleep here and rest? I can walk with her in the morning to church and she can carry her cookies she baked.”

      “Thank you then, Faye. I will head out and meet you both at the church.” Faye blushed and felt a pang of guilt at sending him out into the night yet again. It was cold, and he was obviously fatigued, but staying was simply not an option.

      “Please be safe.”

      “I will,” he promised, walking towards the door. “Bolt it after me and kiss me goodnight.” Faye happily complied. She was growing so comfortable in the way he looked at her, the way he kissed her. It was like they’d been made to be together.
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      Faye and Titania walked into town together the next morning. The young girl carefully carried the trays of cookies, her face alit with a pride that was unmistakable. Faye loved that she had given her that confidence, this happiness that she had found since arriving into town. There was nothing like dealing with the loss of a parent and she couldn’t imagine losing a beloved one at that. When her own parents had passed, Faye had to deal with the guilt that came flooding into her soul. She had felt relief, not the crushing sadness that had been in Titania’s eyes.

      Now, it was evident that the young girl was finding her footing, her place, in town. She was attending school and developing relationships slowly with others over the last few days. Attending church would give her an inner strength, a confidence in knowing there is more love to be had. Frankly, it would help her to be able to grow closer to her father, so he could be the parent she needed.

      The two of them set their donations along the large tables that had been arranged near the church. The picnics brought out everyone in the town. This was how they came together as a community, as a people. They were given the chance to meet, talk, worship and commune with each other in an open, friendly environment. Faye smiled widely to several people near her, introducing her newest student to the community. Looking over their shoulder, she met Gabriel’s strong gray eyes full of fierce pride.

      She cleared her throat and shook her head ever so slightly hoping he would get the idea she was trying to send to him. The pastor and mayor were not far away from where she stood. They had been the ones to approve her position and they could electively have her removed if she was seen as a poor example for the children. Waving, smiling, and carrying on with a man to whom she wasn’t married or engaged to was beyond the pale. While she might consider in her heart that Gabriel was the one for her, in the town it had yet to be announced or posted.

      His face dropped, and she knew he understood but didn’t like it. He stood back, his arms crossed on his chest as he watched from the sidelines. No one said a word or disturbed him. It was obvious they thought the ranger was there to protect them all from the rustlers. Faye knew he was there for her and Titania.

      A bell mounted on a wooden pole nearby was rung, indicating service was to begin. Faye ushered the young girl inside and coached her on how to behave. It almost made her laugh as she saw Titania’s neatly folded hands in her lap, mimicking her own exactly. Their braided hair complete with the baby’s breath was still in place, only Faye’s was hidden underneath a lace cap she’d donned under her sun bonnet. It would not do to have an extensive amount of questioning on why the two females both had flowers in their hair. That would only lead to the explanation that she’d spent the night at her home, which would then lead to questions about Gabriel.

      “Miss Miller, a pleasure to meet you once again. Last time, we were children. Were we not?” she heard Gabriel’s voice announce loudly and formally. He was making sure that it looked to be the first time they’d met; however, he was also telling others that they’d met once before. Faye felt her face pale as she stared up at him, her face the epitome of politeness.

      “Of course, Mr. Reardon. At least twenty years or so, I believe.”

      “May my daughter and I join you for the service?”

      “Everyone is welcome in God’s house, is that not correct?”

      Gabriel took his seat beside Titania, putting her directly between them. Faye glanced over out of the corner of her eyes to see that he was watching her as well. The upturned side of his mouth betrayed the solemn expression on his face, revealing that slight dimple she remembered from when they were children. Silently, he lay his hand over his heart and gave a slight pat. Faye stared at him for just a moment and then blushed fiercely, unable to resist smiling. That was where he had the heart shaped rock hidden on him today.

      As the sermon starts, Faye is enraptured by the pastor’s words. He is talking about integrity and love. His story is from the passage of Mark and the oil anointed on the Lord, speaking of these beautiful things done out of love.

      “You do what you can,” the pastor invoked emphatically, “because you are called upon to show your love. That pure, impulsive love. When you feel it, it takes you by surprise- maybe your child does the chores for you, so you don’t have to? Or perhaps, your spouse brings you home a few chickens, not because you don’t have enough to do! But perhaps because you’ve needed a new pillow for some time now and that was the only way he could get the feathers that were needed. He thought of you, he gave to you.”

      “Maybe it was just a leaf or a rock,” Gabriel whispered aloud staring straight ahead, his hand over his heart.

      “I don’t understand,” Titania whispered confused, tugging on the arm of his jacket. “What rock?”

      “It’s nothing, my sweet, lovely girl,” he breathed, kissing the top of her red head. Faye struggled to keep her eyes glued to the pulpit as Gabriel’s words burned in her head. She swallowed hard, her emotions railing wildly under her calm exterior. She wanted to touch him, kiss him again and spend hours talking with him.

      As if he read her mind, he lay his palm on Titania’s gloved hands. His hand was so close to her own! Faye gingerly and slowly walked her hand down her own leg closer to their hands. Her fingers crawling ever so slightly, until her extended pinky touched his hand just barely. Glancing at him just under her eyelashes, she saw him smile widely and felt his hand take hold of hers, laying it on Titania’s and covering the two hands with his own. Faye glanced down at Titania, only to see the girl’s warm eyes smiling up at her. This was right, this was love. The three sat there the rest of the time, holding hands secretly.

      Once the service was ending and everyone got to their feet to sing the final hymn, she noticed that Titania resisted letting go of her hand. Instead, she grasped it tightly and smiled ever so sweetly at her. How could she resist the imploring look the young girl gave her? Faye held her hand, knowing that would be accepted, but holding Gabriel’s hand in public would not be.

      Filing out of the church, Faye walked sedately behind the others. She did not want to draw attention to herself or the fact that Titania had not released her hand yet. Gabriel was very close by and that could be played off as the church being crowded. As she stepped out into the blinding sunlight, she squinted and pulled her bonnet as far forward as possible to keep the glare from the Texas sun off her face. Faye turned towards the sound of a rider entering town. That was odd. Almost everyone was gathered at the picnic and certainly didn’t ride at breakneck speed through the streets. Gabriel darted forward with recognition on his face.

      “Sam! What is it?”

      The other man jumped down off his horse and talked to Gabriel in a very hushed voice. Faye noticed that the man had a small badge on his vest, pitted and scratched, but the implication was clear. He was a lawman and Gabriel knew him.

      “We’ll go now,” she heard Gabriel’s voice say firmly. “This is our chance and I thank you for bringing me the information, Sam.”

      “Of course. We are brothers at arms and that is what we do. We take care of our family.”  She could see that Gabriel was touched by Sam’s words and it near broke her heart. Knowing what she knew now, she realized that he truly believed no one would aide him and that he had no family but Titania. Did he think himself unworthy of love or belonging with others? She could see why after being abandoned and outcast all his life. Faye believed that is what made him all the more special, how driven he was to find love and hang onto it.

      Gabriel turned and spoke directly with the mayor and several other men. The rustlers had managed to take several head of steer from a nearby settlement and were certain to return to their hideout in the area. Sam had brought word of their sightings and wanted to end this once and for all, but with rumor of there being so many rustlers? Sam said that he wanted to help Gabriel capture, not send him to do an impossible task.

      “He’s more than capable of taking in several men by himself, but if ambushed? Or any get away? That paints a target on my brother,” Sam spoke up suddenly, “as well as on your town. We’ll get them.”

      “We’ll find them all together and return the missing steers.” Gabriel reiterated fiercely. “I’m glad you’ve come, Sam. I’ll need a best man for my wedding.”

      Appalled, Faye heard his words spoken aloud and saw Gabriel turn and walk directly to where she and Titania stood together. This cannot be happening, she thought wretchedly. Her heart surged in happiness as her mind screamed in denial that she could lose her teaching position. Male teachers could be married, female teachers could not be.

      “Miss Miller,” Gabriel began politely and smiled. “Faye, will you take care of Titania until I return? When I return safely, I want to become a family. I want you for my wife.  I’ll not wait another twenty years for my betrothed or let things tear us apart again.”

      His tender gaze told her that he cared for her. She looked down to see Titania beaming in happiness at the idea of them being married. Glancing over Gabriel’s shoulder, she saw several frowns of reproach on the townspeople’s faces. She was supposed to be a pillar, a role model, and here she was carrying on with a man who wanted to marry her.

      In public.

      “We’ll talk when you return safely,” she said politely.

      “Yes, we will. Faye, I’ll have my fairy bride to wife,” he told her, his dark head nodding and his steely gray eyes locked on hers. She didn’t want him to feel pushed away or unwanted! The timing and delivery of his message was so public, so open. It scared her for good reason.

      “Gabriel,” she breathed fearfully as she stared up at him. She wanted to tell him why she was frightened and how she felt about him. She cared for him more than she wanted to admit. She felt whole around him.

      “Please be careful,” Faye told him instead, with a tight nod of encouragement. She held up Titania’s hand firmly in her own. “I will take care of her until you return.”

      Gabriel turned away, slapping his hat onto his head, and prepared to rejoin Sam. They would be heading out on horseback immediately. Sam was there with his own horse ready and Gabriel’s own horse was nearby and saddled at the hitching post. Without warning, Faye saw Gabriel turn abruptly back towards her like he’d forgotten something.

      “Did you forget…“ Faye began only to have her words cut off. His mouth harshly descended onto hers, almost as if rushed or fearful of rejection. His hands latched onto her upper arms, pulling her towards him and holding her. His once tender lips claimed her publicly for all to see, many voices gasping in the background in shock at the public display of affection. Faye felt herself melt into his arms as he kissed her thoroughly, weakening her resolve.

      “I needed that for good luck,” he whispered against her lips, “and because I love you. I’ll be back as soon as I can for you both.”

      “We’ll be here waiting,” she replied softly, stunned by the kiss and admission. “Be safe.”

      The silence around Faye was deafening as she stared at Gabriel’s back, watching him get on the horse and ride out of town. She didn’t want to look at their faces and see the condemnation or outrage at her outlandish behavior. She knew it broke one of their rules and that it was wrong of her to carry on with a man like that. Shutting her eyes for a brief moment to compose herself, she said a prayer for guidance and for Gabriel’s safety.

      “Miss Miller? I do believe we need to talk,” she heard the Mayor’s voice cut into her attempt at peace and tranquility. Everything else around her was a dull roar in the background. She heard them, heard their words and their confusion. It didn’t matter what she said now, she knew that she’d broken faith with them by misbehaving publicly. The memory of Gabriel’s kiss would have to keep her strong, because she wouldn’t change it for the world.
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      Gabriel and Sam rode out right away. The afternoon dragged by, leaving Faye in numb shock and Titania trying to comfort her. She’d been relieved of her position almost immediately upon Gabriel’s departure. The mayor had been candid regarding her dismissal, wasting no time in making the announcement to the town since the majority was there at the church picnic. It was cold yet not unexpected. She’d been asked to remove her things from the school house upon leaving the picnic.

      “Congratulations on your betrothal, Miss Miller. Since this is a church social and we are a good Christian town - I’d prefer it if you stayed and made a good show of it. You understand, don’t you?” the mayor inquired and then continued about his business, mingling among the people and trying to settle down the gossip running rampant about them now.

      Faye nodded silently, blinking back hot tears. Her life would be changing again, and a new path was being laid before her. It was simply having faith that got her through last time, it would carry her along again. She was confident that He was guiding her yet again and she’d not fail this test.

      “Sometimes the first step is the scariest, my dear,” Mrs. Nelson said gently, patting her on the shoulder. The old widow’s wrinkled face seemed to morph into a sun-kissed smile, revealing several discolored teeth from age. “My George liked to do that; he liked to boldly lay claim to things all the time. It used to irk me something fierce! But I found that usually when a man boasts a lot or makes a scene it’s because they are insecure. I bet your young man is a tender soul, isn’t he?”

      “My daddy has a good heart and always takes care of people,” Titania agreed loudly, nodding. Her bright red hair was glowing in the sunlight. The curls were still bound tightly in the coronet braided about her head.

      “All the best ones do, child,” Mrs. Nelson agreed. “Come, sit with me and make your plate up girls. You might be the center of attention right now, but it will fade, and they’ll come to their senses. These old gossips thrive on fodder.” Her cackling laughter rang out, making Faye grimace.

      “Chin up, Miss Miller. Don’t let them get the best of you.”

      Faye followed Mrs. Nelson and walked slowly down the side of the table, picking up items here and there. She had no appetite; rather she listened to the people around her whispering.

      

      When did they get betrothed?

      How dare she take up as a teacher when she had a marriage in her future?

      Simply scandalous to see them carrying on like that!

      I bet he doesn’t marry her.

      I wonder if she is with child?

      

      Shocked, Faye turned in dismay to the woman who had uttered those words. Their hateful words burned in her, scaring her. She could not hide the pain it brought her to be judged, criticized, and tossed to the side so casually. Gabriel loved her, was that so wrong?

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I am not with child,” Faye started hotly, feeling her cheeks flush with mortification and anger at the woman’s gossip. “The only children I have ever had or cared for have been your very own. This town’s children have been taught, cared for and loved as if they were my very own. I hope and pray that someday I will be blessed with a child, so I can teach them how a good Christian should behave,” she said with finality and turned away.

      “Well, I never!”

      “And you probably won’t again,” Faye blurted out casually over her shoulder. “You won’t have to worry about me any longer. I assure you that I will be keeping my thoughts to myself now as a lady should. Please forgive my outburst, I would never want it said that I was rude, malicious or catty like others might be.” Faye smiled ever so sweetly at the jab and set her plate down on the table because she was afraid she’d drop it. Her hands were trembling in anger and she’d never been so upset in her life.

      “Now then, Mrs. Parrish? I will be finishing my lunch among friends and then gathering my things from the school, unless you’ve something else that you’d like to ask me to my face instead of behind my back?”  Faye asked innocently. You could have heard a pin drop around her. The woman’s heavy breathing as she struggled to keep her temper in check was the only sound heard.

      “See here, is that applesauce cake?” Faye heard called out from far away, breaking the silence. Curtseying, she picked up her plate once again and made her way from the others towards the tree line. She had no idea which blanket belonged to Mrs. Nelson, nor where they were supposed to sit. Her eyes filled with tears, nearly making her blind. She wasn’t sure if it was tears of anger, sadness, or worry for Gabriel’s safety. It was simply a surge of emotion at the day’s events that was a bit overwhelming and she wouldn’t let anyone see her break down. This, she would do in the privacy of her own home.

      “Bravo, my girl,” Faye heard Mrs. Nelson’s gentle voice break through the fog around her scattered mind. She put her hand on Faye’s elbow and guided her to a small quilt lying under the pecan trees nearby. “Don’t ever let them get the better of you. Dry your eyes and save your tears for later. Keep your faith and pray for your young man. You’ve an example to teach a certain red haired young lady who is watching you right now.”

      Sure enough, Titania was nearby and watching Faye with a look of admiration on her face. Several others already seated on the picnic blankets stared at her in curiosity and surprise. Some smiled in appreciation. Oh yes, she would lead by example!

      “Come Titania, let us enjoy our afternoon in the shade,” Faye invited loudly. “Mrs. Nelson has been gracious enough to keep our company since your father had to depart in order to rid the town of the rustlers. Let us pray for his safety and quick return.”
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        * * *

      

      It was nearly two weeks before Gabriel returned.

      Faye had been shelling peas with Titania on the front porch of her small home. The two had developed quite a bond and she’d been so happy that the girl was with her. That first night after Gabriel had revealed their engagement and she’d lost her teaching position had been the hardest. While unbraiding Titania’s hair, she’d found herself weeping silently and didn’t even realize it. The young girl had turned around while kneeling on the floor, in order to wind her arms around Faye’s waist.

      “Please don’t cry and don’t hate us, Miss Miller,” Titania had whispered aloud in the silence. The popping in the fireplace from the wood echoed as Faye cradled the girl to her.

      “I could never hate you or your father. I don’t like that they’ve taken my teaching from me, but there are more important things in life.”

      “Like me?” Titania asked nervously. She could tell the girl feared being rejected just like her father did and it made her burn with resentment for the years that Anna got to spend with them as his wife. She’d tossed both of them aside instead of treasuring them. They had such tender hearts and wanted to fit in, just like Faye wanted to when she was a girl.

      “Just like you,” Faye agreed tenderly and brushed a tear from Titania’s freckled cheeks. “Now, if your daddy is discussing marrying me? Miss Miller is so very formal, isn’t it? How about you call me Faye like he does?” Her hair bounced as she nodded vehemently, hugging her again. Since then, the two had been inseparable. Faye expected some sort of challenge against her joining their family, yet that had not happened. She would never take Titania’s mother’s place, instead paving her own way to grow to care for her.

      As they shelled peas, they chatted about what it was like growing up. She listened to Titania for a while, marveling at the spark and energy in her. She would be an incredible woman someday with a strong constitution and amazing ability to love, just like Gabriel. Smiling to herself, she spoke of that day so long ago.

      “You know, your daddy gave me a ring when I was about your age?”

      “He did?”

      “Oh yes,” she admitted. “I have it and wear it every day but its falling apart. Time has taken its toll on it and its grown brittle. I probably should have put it away for safe keeping a long time ago, but it’s special.”

      “When things are special you keep them close to your heart, right?”

      “That’s right. How’d you know that?”

      “I have a small locket with daddy’s hair and my mother’s hair in it that I am never supposed to open, lest I lose it. I don’t take it off, ever.”

      “That’s a smart girl.”

      “And my daddy has a heart shaped rock he keeps in his pocket for good luck.”

      “I know,” Faye admitted. “I gave it to him when I was six.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes. I met him once and was smitten right away.”

      “Just like I was. Lost my heart to my muddy fairy princess long ago.”

      Faye heard Gabriel’s tired voice ring out in the distance. She jumped to her feet, nearly knocking the bowl of peas from her lap. She quickly set the bowl down as Titania had already launched herself towards where Gabriel and Sam rode their horses slowly. Both of the men looked fatigued and worn out.

      Titania’s laughter rang out as Gabriel leaned down and swooped her up into the air. He put her before him on the horse for just the briefest of moments before whispering something to her and letting her back down onto the ground. He and Sam both dismounted their horses, leading them towards her home where she stood frozen on the porch. The love in Gabriel’s eyes was intoxicating. How could she have ever doubted or wondered at her path? It was right there shining in his eyes for anyone to see. Her future was with that strong, brave, sweet man.

      “Welcome back,” she whispered shyly.

      “It’s good to be back,” he admitted, stepping up on the wooden porch, his boots making a hollow sound. His grey eyes looked down on her lovingly as he smiled; his hand smoothed back her dark hair from her face. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Same for me as well.”

      Without a care for who was nearby, Gabriel leaned down to kiss her. The tenderness in his lips made her heart ache with so much love and emotion. This is what life and love was supposed to be like: to feel needed, cherished, chosen.

      Faye broke the kiss and turned her cheek shyly at Titania’s giggle of delight nearby. She’d forgotten that the young girl was nearby. She’d only had eyes for her handsome Ranger.

      “Tell me of your adventures,” she invited quickly and stepped back, looking around suddenly as if she realized they were alone. “We both want to know what happened. Where are the steer? Did you catch the men?”

      “It took a while and did quite a bit of tracking, but the leads were correct. We found a few men with about thirty heads of cattle. They were actually in the process of changing the brands with a running iron. Several had already been modified, a few ears cut, but we caught them before they tried to separate the calves from the mothers. I hate it when a child is damaged to the point of leaving the parent, whether it’s a calf or a person.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Rustlers are a cold lot. Calves tend to head back to their mothers instinctively. Rustlers know this and try to prevent it. If they get an unmarked calf, it’s a lot easier to hide or sell than rebranding…so they go for the calves, but in order to prevent them from straying, they hurt them. They burn the hooves, so they can’t walk back, or split their tongue so they can’t suckle. Some will kill the mother, so the calves don’t leave. I hate their methods.  It’s brutal and cruel beyond measure.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “The calves have been returned home. We could read the branding still, so we knew where to take them. The men? They are gone.”

      “They shot at a lawkeeper, so I put them down.” Sam’s disapproving voice rang out. She glanced at him and back at Gabriel uncomprehending. She stared at Sam’s cold face and then Gabriel’s chagrinned one.

      “What? Shot?” she exclaimed with comprehension. “Are you injured?”

      “Faye, I’m fine. My leg was grazed before I took cover, that’s all. You don’t want to hear the gory details of my job nor do I want to share them. Just know that I am fine, and they will not bother anyone again.”

      “Come inside and sit down,” she ordered quickly. “The stew should be ready soon and you’ll both be joining us for dinner.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. I no longer have to follow the restrictions set up. I teach for the town no more.” His face took a disapproving look, his brow creased.

      “They let you go because I admitted we were betrothed?”

      “I told you before that I had to follow specific rules,” she reminded him softly.

      “Why are you not angry with me for saying something? I never meant to hurt you, Faye.”

      “I know that,” she told him with a knowing smile. She set the hulled peas down on the table and pointed at the chair near the fireplace. “Men, if you’ll have a seat there, I will get you something to drink.”

      Gabriel didn’t move. Sam took his seat near the fireplace and Titania pulled up a small stool to sit near her father’s empty chair. He stood near Faye unmoving.

      “Go sit down,” she urged.

      “Faye, I’m sorry,” he whispered quietly, touching her arm. She looked up at him to see the pain and hurt in his eyes. He was concerned that he’d damaged their fragile, budding relationship and she could see it written all over his face.

      “Gabriel, I’m okay,” she admitted softly for his ears alone. “I was hurt at first, but things happen for a reason and I am ready for my next adventure in life.”

      “I love you and never meant to hurt you.”

      “I know that. I feel the same for you.” Her face flushed with embarrassment at saying the words aloud, knowing that Sam and Titania were within earshot. “I wouldn’t change a thing and look forward to us eventually being a family.”

      “Marry me.”

      “Of course.”

      “No, I mean now. We don’t have to wait for a preacher or constable. Sam can do it. I’ve been witness before on other occasions for him.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes. I want you to have my heart and my name.”

      “How about I ride down the street and get a witness for us, while you three talk it out,” Sam interrupted with a grin. “I’ll come back shortly.”

      “Thank you, Sam, for everything.”

      Gabriel turned to Titania as soon as the door closed. “Do you think Miss Miller should become my wife? Would you be okay with it?”

      “Can I still call her Faye or should I call her Mother?”

      “It would be whatever you chose and felt comfortable with,” Faye jumped in before Gabriel could answer. “I am never going to take your real mother’s place, but I would be the best stepmother and friend you could wish for.”

      “Does that mean you’ll marry me?”

      “I’ve waited a long time for this and my patience does have its limits, Mr. Reardon.” she teased. “In fact, my little grass ring has completely dissolved into dust from age.”

      “Then perhaps it’s time to replace it,” he told her, pulling out a small ring from his pocket. Three small ropelike golden bands were braided together, almost mimicking her leaf ring he’d made so long ago under the bushes where they’d hidden as children one afternoon.

      “You made this?”

      “About a month ago when I saw you under the moonlight by the creek. I called out to you because I was certain that I was dreaming, but you ran away.”

      “That was you?”

      “I thought it was my mind playing tricks on me. That’s why I came back the next night, to see if it was my imagination or a ghost haunting me. I couldn’t believe that God would bless me to find you twice in my life. Once to get me through it all and the second time to love you as long as I can.”

      “I told you to have faith and be patient.”

      “And I told you that I’m not very good at it, but I’m learning.”

      “Gabriel,” she breathed softly, touched by his words. “I don’t know what to say. I’m so touched, so overwhelmed…”

      “Just tell me you love me again.”

      “I do. I love everything about you from the very first moment I saw you.”

      “It was the same for me, my fairy bride.”

      “Daddy, would you just kiss her now and quit talking?”

      Sam returned shortly thereafter, with two couples in tow. When they saw her, they stopped and did a double-take at being invited to witness their wedding vows. Mrs. Parrish was one of the people who attended.

      Instead of crowding into the little house, Gabriel suggested they speak their vows under the heavens since he felt that she’d been led to him. Faye was so touched and agreed wholeheartedly. Standing outside, she took his hand in hers and encouraged Titania to join them.

      “We’ll be a family, so I’m not just marrying your father. I am committing myself to be your new stepmother as well. I will give my vows to Gabriel and to you,” Faye pledged to the young girl who teared up at being included. Gabriel wiped his own eyes as he saw the need in Titania’s face. Their vows were simple. Faye swore to love, honor and cherish both of them. Gabriel pledged very nearly the same.

      “I will love you, protect you and honor you for all the days you live. You have been my inspiration and my light since the first time I met you as a child hiding away. I cannot believe that you were strong enough to wait for me all these years and I vow before God that I will never make you regret a day of it. You are a blessing to us, my lovely Faye,” he admitted thickly, swallowing hard with emotion as he slipped the small ring on her finger.
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      At Sunday service, Faye couldn’t help but feel antsy at returning to church. She and Titania had avoided attending after she was dismissed. She did not want to leave the house for several reasons. First off, she didn’t want to miss Gabriel’s return and secondly, she didn’t want to see the condemnation in their faces at the perceived notions. She’d been replaced as a teacher; there was no reason to rub salt in the wound. She could worship and praise God in her own way.

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “Yes. You have no reason to hide my beloved. They do not know you like I do, because if they did? They’d realize how lucky they were to have such a beautiful soul teaching their children.”

      “I love you.”

      Gabriel smiled as they took their seat in the pew. As the service started, she breathed and felt the warm welcoming calmness wash over her that had been her haven after her parents had passed away. She loved the peace that it brought and wished that she could have relived that day over again a few weeks ago, wished that she’d not been dismissed.

      “Mr. Reardon has asked to say a few words today.”

      Faye glanced at Gabriel in surprise. He patted her hand and kissed her cheek before getting to his feet. Titania sat beside her, fidgeting with excitement and happiness.

      “What’s he doing?”

      “You’ll see, Mother,” she whispered happily. Faye felt tears spring to her eyes, kissed her on the forehead, and marveled in awe as she looked upon Gabriel’s proud visage. That was the first time that Titania had ever called her mother and it was due to this man joining her in life and love.

      “I wanted to say a few words and introduce my wife to you all. One day, about twenty years ago, a young miscreant was acting up and skipping out on much needed bible studies,” he admitted aloud, winking at the pastor. Several members laughed aloud at his open admission.

      “I was quite swept away by a beautiful young soul that I found hidden away that day. It was like staring at the sun to see such blind faith, honor and love shining in innocent eyes that I was taken aback. I could have sworn she was magical, but no. She was a simple girl that was destined to be my wife. I asked that young girl to marry me, not knowing that life had a way of preparing me to be the husband she needed. It took twenty long years to grow up and be worthy for her.”

      “Now, I hope that we didn’t cause too much trouble in me taking forever to return to my betrothed. She loved teaching your children and took pride in knowing that she was shaping their future while she waited patiently on me to grow up. I hope that her dismissal was not laid upon her kind shoulders, but on mine,” Gabriel invoked passionately, looking directly at where she sat. Faye could feel the tears brimming in her eyes as he gave his impassioned speech, praising her to the entire community.

      “Miss Faye Miller is a pillar of womanhood. She waited steadfastly on a promise and vow that was given that day long ago. Faith and honor is the very nature of her soul, a beautiful soul that I have finally been given a chance to marry. Mrs. Reardon, thank you for welcoming me back and teaching me what faith and love is. I hope that you all will continue to treat her as warmly now as you did when she served this community faithfully as a teacher. Now that she no longer teaches, we’ll have to find her another way to be of service to this town and community.”

      Gabriel stepped down from the pulpit to return to her side. Faye got up and held out her hand proudly, welcoming him to her side yet again. He took her hand and kissed it, bowing like a gentleman as several hands began to clap slowly. Glancing around, Faye stood stunned as she saw it was her students getting to their feet, applauding her. Their parents then stood and began to clap as well, making Faye choke on emotion as she looked around the room.

      “We want Mrs. Reardon back at the school! She cares for us and is the best teacher around by far,” a boy cried out, causing Faye to glance over quickly. She saw it was Jacob, the boy that had taken the coal. She’d never wanted him to feel ashamed, only to feel accepted and loved.

      “Miss Mill-I mean, Mrs. Reardon, should be the one teaching us! We want her back.”

      “Mrs. Reardon is a fantastic loving person and we want her at the school,” Titania chimed in, along with several others.

      “We want Mrs. Reardon! We want Mrs. Reardon!”

      “Did you do this? Did you plan this?” she whispered to Gabriel in shock.

      “No, love,” he admitted softly with a smile. “This is because you love everyone around you and we all recognize it. You are truly a miracle, my fairy bride.”

      “Order! Order!” the pastor called out, quickly trying to settle down the small roar that had developed inside of the church. “Apparently, we have a request for Mrs. Reardon to return to the school as a teacher. This shall be brought before the mayor and will be discuss-“ The mayor sat at the front pew near his wife. He had gotten to his feet and turned to look at where Faye stood.

      “Actually, I think she should return immediately,” he said aloud, clearing his throat and sticking his nose in the air while tugging his waistcoat downwards. “Perhaps, she can help us draft an updated set of guidelines and rules for the school. I can’t think of a better person to teach my son nor any others here. Mrs. Reardon, are you up to the challenge of taking on the responsibility for our children’s education?”

      “I’ve never once shirked from it, sir.”

      “Then it is settled.”

      When the service was over, Faye made a beeline for the mayor with Gabriel and Titania in tow. She saw the mayor practically turn tail, before taking a deep breath and standing tall.

      “What exactly is going on?”

      “My son refused to attend unless you were teaching it and frankly, anyone that can tell off my mother-in-law politely in public, without being drawn and quartered, is a good person for my son to learn from.”

      “Your mother in law? Who is that?”

      “Mrs. Norah Parrish.”

      “ME!”

      Faye felt a sinking sensation in her stomach at the scathing retort from nearby. She slowly turned to face the woman that had gossiped about her not long ago. Faye had dressed her down publicly and was certain that she was about to receive the same in return. Her frozen expression and flat eyes told Faye to beware of retribution. Instead, she got a single nod of acknowledgement.

      “You’ll be a fine fit and I told my son-in-law as much. You’ve got gumption girl and if you can teach the boys to stand up for themselves like you did that day? Then my grandson might make something of himself eventually. He sure won’t learn to have a spine from his mealy-mouthed mother nor his slimy politician of a father,” she announced harshly and slapped her cane directly into the mayor’s knee, causing him to stumble.

      “Silence, Frank. You’ve done enough damage already by dismissing her. I will fix your mess, yet again. Now, as I was instructing Frank at dinner last night, you’ll need to rewrite the charter of rules for teachers. Be quick and thorough about it, young lady, and get back to work. I expect to see you at the school house in the morning bright and early.”

      “It would be my pleasure,” she admitted softly in complete shock, glancing over her head at Gabriel’s proud expression and Titania’s ecstatic face. Perhaps she could have the best of both worlds at once? Her path hadn’t been easy, but it was so very worth it in the end. She’d been given a glimpse of her future long ago and marveled at the strength and love she’d found in his eyes. Thank you, God, for everything you’ve given me. I’m beyond grateful, she prayed silently, her heart bursting with joy and love.

      “Mine too.”
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Betrothed. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders . Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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      Penelope Brown had been tossed to the curb, a victim of the times. The start of the Great Depression had forced her lifestyle to change significantly from what she’d grown accustomed to. She’s now working as a waitress in a small diner instead of seeing picture shows with friends, listening to the radio and living frivolously.

      

      Sheriff William Clarke was tired of the riffraff happening in town. Dallas was a bustling city full of motor cars, hidden speakeasies, and burgeoning outlaws. The world was changing, and it was his job to maintain order. In a struggle to keep the peace, he found himself shutting off his emotions to protect his heart and soul. What he needed now was a sweet, gentle woman in his life to crack through the shell built around him.

      

      When libation, recklessness and wild abandon whirl around all around Penelope, can the promise of excitement and carelessness be even more tempting than her very own handsome Lawkeeper? Will she hold fast to her faith and morals, finding that love can be just as thrilling with fewer consequences? Can she choose to be true to herself and not fall victim to the pressures of the world around her?
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      Melissa Miller is tired of being alone. Angry, bitter and jaded, she is fully aware that her marriage prospects are horribly slim after the war. With the threat of outlaws raiding towns nearby, her very safety, as well as her mother’s, is at risk. She cannot afford to have her chance at happiness whisked away. But just when she thought she couldn’t take much more and had lost her faith, he walked into her world. Gideon is full of laughter, an inner light and a buoyant personality that she craves… but he is harboring a secret.

      

      Gideon Ashton waltzed into the small north Texas town on a wing and a prayer. A request for help to protect the citizens had been passed to him and it felt like divine guidance when he met Melissa. He happened upon the lonely young woman one afternoon, causing a flutter in his stomach and a rush of feelings that had been locked away. She’s everything that he felt was missing in his life and more, causing a fierce yearning for a future he’d never considered before.

      

      Melissa had clutched at the bitterness, solitude and anger inside of her for so long. Hope, love and the possibility of living happily ever after one day is suddenly squashed when she realizes that Gideon’s past and the dangers of life in the saddle could take him from her at any moment. Can they find love, a renewed faith, and acceptance in each other when the need arises?
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      Emily and Elias Jessup left their home in southern Texas, tired of living a life of poverty. They soon find out that life is no better alone on their own. With not a penny to their name and no job prospects, the siblings turn to stealing from the rich to survive. Constantly on the run from the law, the two know their days are numbered before the law catches up to them.

      

      Cade Singleton heard stories of the Jessup siblings preying on the rich. When the bounty is increased high enough to entice him into pursuing them, he wants nothing better than to make them see justice.

      

      When he finally catches up to them in a rural area just south of Dallas, Cade captures Emily and decides to use her for bait to apprehend her brother. Can this bounty hunter find it in his heart to see past Emily's lawless ways and be able to see the kind-hearted woman that lies beneath? Can Emily start over and be freed from her past through loving Cade? And will the Jessup siblings finally find redemption?
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