
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Taming

the Wild Wind

by

Donita Kathleen Paul



    
        
          Taming the Wild Wind

        

        
        
          Donita Kathleen Paul

        

        
          Published by Donita Kathleen Paul, 2011.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      TAMING THE WILD WIND

    

    
      First edition. August 29, 2011.

      Copyright © 2011 Donita Kathleen Paul.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1452420042

    

    
    
      Written by Donita Kathleen Paul.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


www.donitakpaul.com

Copyright © 2011 Donita Kathleen Paul

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or 

distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission.

Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted material

in violation of the author’s rights. 

Purchase only authorized editions.

This is a book of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either

are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictiously,

and any resemblance to any person, living or dead,

businesses, companies, events, or locales

is entirely coincidental.

The author does not have

control over and does not assume responsibility

for third-party websites or their content.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication
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To my mother, Elnora Evelyn Foster Paul

.

As a child, my mom played in the woods along the banks of the Wabash River in Indiana. Her favorite “make-believe” was that she was an Indian princess. Years later, as an adult, she discovered her Cherokee Indian heritage.
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Chapter One
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“That house is haunted.”

Ida Meade nodded wearily at the pronouncement. She’d heard it a dozen times since checking into the hotel a week before. Her response remained the same, “I don’t believe in ghosts.” 

“Haunted,” the brawny man grunted as he hoisted a burlap bag of rice to his shoulder. “That’s what I said.” He carried his load to the waiting buggy.

Watching Lucas plod back and forth from the storeroom door to the surrey, Ida recalled some of the others in town who’d nervously couched their warnings with snickers. 

“I don’t believe it myself,” the clerk at the front desk of the Granger Hotel had said. He tapped a stubby pencil on the polished check-in desk. He looked cautiously around the lobby before leaning closer to whisper, “But there’s been people seen things. Things that aren’t natural.”

A day later, Ida interviewed a woman for the housekeeper position at the mission. Her lone applicant was more interested in talking about the haunted house than the job offered. After repeating a fresh bit of ghost gossip, the job applicant quickly assured Ida she didn’t believe half of the rumors. 

“Especially don’t put no faith in O’Reilly’s story,” she confided. “He claimed he nearly galloped right o’er a ghost on the Burnside road.” 

The woman made a noise of disgust. Ida thought for a minute she was going to expectorate in the hotel lobby spittoon, and breathed a sigh of relief when the woman didn’t spit out anything but words. 

“It were night,” continued the woman, “and he mostly drunk, I think. As for me, don’t mind a-going there come the day, but you ain’t gonna get me to sleep there a-coming no night.”

And then, there had been the livery owner who hitched the buggy for Ida. “I figger I can handle a rattler, a bear, or coyotes," he claimed. "But little girl ghosts, . . .” The man shuddered dramatically and left Ida standing beside the bedraggled surrey. He’d walked off muttering, spit a stream of tobacco at a can by the large wooden door, and shook his head. Ida thought she heard him say, “Fool woman.”

Is he referring to me? Ida clutched her reticule and scowled at the man’s back. Well, he doesn’t know me. I’m anything but a fool. She let out a sigh. At least, I didn’t think I was a fool until I ended up here. 

Every person Ida encountered had an opinion, a bit of wisdom or nonsense, to impart. She listened attentively and sifted the chaff from the grains of common sense. Having lived all her nineteen years in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, she wasn’t prepared for prairie life. She knew it and consciously beat down her pride to take instruction. Nothing would deter her from the Lord’s purpose. He had opened doors, prepared the way, circumvented all obstacles. She would establish the Indian school. She would teach the littler ones in that ramshackle farmhouse. The younger children would get their education without being shipped off to boarding schools. 

Ida Meade refused to let the various horrifying ghost stories be the straw that broke her camel’s back. These references to haunting were merely more inconveniences in a long list of inconveniences that began long before she left her parents’ home in Pittsburgh. That list had seemed to multiply since her arrival by train to Elder Creek, a small town in the Northeast Oklahoma Territory. 

Her sponsor had neglected to meet her and introduce her to the people, the house, and the job. Nor had he delegated anyone to pick up that responsibility. 

Jeremiah Griggs, Indian agent and contact person assigned to her by the Mission, had gone away on urgent business the day before her scheduled arrival. It must have been complicated as well as urgent since the man had not shown his face in the seven days Ida had waded through trivialities, arranged for help, and begun the process of making the old farmhouse decent enough to live in.

It’s all right, she told herself a hundred times a day. “Greater is He that is in you, than he that is in the world.” She backed it up with, “I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.” Then she’d plunged into work to forget how uneasy the whole situation made her.

She overheard Lucas mumble “dead little girl ghosts.” Suppressing a growl of impatience, Ida studied the sweat-soaked back of this giant man who spouted off about ghosts. He’s been nothing but courteous and helpful. She should be more tolerant.

“There aren’t really any ghosts,” Ida said with conviction to Lucas as he set a bolt of material in the back of the buggy.

“Horses’ll tell ya’,” he said in the slow, deliberate speech of someone who struggled with mental tasks. “Dogs, too. Animals don’t like spooks.”

“I’ve been out to the Burnside place every day this week, and there is nothing but dust and cobwebs.” Ida made an attempt to reason with him. “I’m not afraid of ghost stories. The Bible doesn’t say a thing about unhappy spirits being unable to move on. It’s nonsense.”

“Ain’t been thar at night,” observed Lucas.​

Ida’s patience with all these references to ghosts and haunted houses suddenly came to an end. Words scoffing at ignorance and superstition rose up in her throat, but before they tumbled off her lips, a harsh voice cut off Ida’s reply.

“Lucas, quit jawin’ at the lady and come get this bucket of nails,” his boss called from the doorway, and then ducked back inside.

“Thank you, Lord,” Ida whispered as she realized she’d been rescued from her own temper. 

Lucas shuffled to the side door of Turner’s General Store. The sun went behind a cloud, and the alley fell into shadow. Spring didn’t have a firm grip on Oklahoma yet, and a chilly zephyr swirled in the dust, lifting the hem of the new missionary schoolteacher’s long skirt in a playful gesture. Ida gathered the stiff gabardine material in her fist to keep the wind from exposing her petticoat. With the other hand, she pulled her knitted gray shawl closer around her shoulders. A shiver went down her spine.

“Dear Lord,” she whispered, “don’t let this fool talk turn me from Your purpose.”

A soft voice interrupted. “Miss Meade.” 

Ida turned to the little woman who came bustling into the alley. Mrs. Turner’s hair bore more white than its mousy brown color. Caught up in what must have been a proper chignon this morning, the fine flyaway strands escaped in every direction possible. The little shopkeeper’s wife looked as if she were fraying like an old piece of cloth. 

“Come in to tea,” she called with a cheery chirp. “We live right here behind the store. You’ve got time for a cup of tea and a little gossip while Lucas finishes loading your supplies.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Turner.” Ida smiled with genuine appreciation, but shook her head. At the sight of the older woman’s nest of escaping white curls, Ida subconsciously patted her own neatly braided auburn tresses. Would all her Pittsburgh polish blow away with the wind? 

Amelia Turner had been the first woman to offer friendship. The sociable lady offered her hand to the newcomer when the preacher introduced Miss Ida Meade, missionary, at church service. 

In the crowd of unknown faces, Mrs. Turner had beamed at Ida and patted her arm with grandmotherly affection. “I’m so glad you’ve come to teach the children. They’ll love your pretty smile. And your flaming red hair will be a hit as well. You have a lovely complexion, my dear. Be sure to protect it from our hot prairie sun.”

Ida found it hard to be offended by the familiar behavior. It was oddly comforting. She refused to admit how alone she felt. If only John, . . . She refused that thought as well. 

Things are as they are, and God is in control, Ida reminded herself.

“I can’t accept today, Mrs. Turner. I’m eager to finish moving into the house.”

“You’re really going to live out there? Starting tonight?” Amelia added a tsk-tsk, clearly indicating what she thought of the matter. 

Her round little figure quivered with apprehension. She turned kind, faded blue eyes to Ida, and Ida felt a flash of annoyance. 

Why couldn’t people just let her be? Why couldn’t they keep their concerns to themselves? Every time someone voiced opposition, Ida had to fight to regain her confidence. 

You stand on slippery ground, Ida Meade, she scolded herself. You’re not so sure you’ll make a good missionary. That’s why their well-intended words bother you. Be strong and of good courage, Ida. Be strong.

Mrs. Turner fluttered her hands with dithering anxiety. This time when she reached to pat the young girl’s arm, Ida stiffened. 

“I can’t approve, Miss Meade. It’s too isolated. I certainly wouldn’t live out there all alone, right on the edge of Indian land. No telling what’ll happen.”

“Nothing bad is going to happen, and I won’t be alone.” Ida took a deep breath, gathering her confidence. “First, God is with me. And I’m picking up three old friends at the railroad station. They will offer me some protection.”

“Four women alone?” Mrs. Turner fretted. “It was only five years ago that the Burnside family was massacred in that very house. Well, not all exactly. Jacob and Sonja were killed, but the little girls were never found. Poor little dears, just two and three years old. Carried off. Never seen again unless you count those claiming to see their ghosts.”

“Yes, I’ve heard the story,” Ida answered quickly, lest she have to hear it again. “My friends aren’t women.”

Amelia Turner drew a breath in sharply and cast a disbelieving glance at the new missionary.

Ida chuckled, having received just the reaction she’d expected. Ah, but that was another reason she doubted she would ever really fit this life of a missionary. She had a lamentable tendency towards levity.

“They’re not men, either, Mrs. Turner,” she explained.

“Landsakes, Child! What are they?”

“Emily, Abe, and Oscar,” Ida answered. She tried to keep a sober face, but knew her dimple gave away the lurking smile. She’d never been able to suppress what her mother called a wicked grin, nor the impudent twinkle in her eye. “Dogs,” she answered Mrs. Turner’s question and allowed her smile to grow. 

“Dogs? Well, I never . . .” Amelia Turner shook her head in disapproval, but Ida’s grin was infectious. Mrs. Turner relented enough to smile with her, but continued to scold good-naturedly. “I still don’t like it, Miss Impertinent. But you’re a grown woman. And you’ll do what you think best despite the warnings of someone older and wiser. Just you remember, you can change your mind. That isn’t a sin. You could stay in town and travel out daily.”

“Thank you for your concern, Mrs. Turner.” Ida reverted to her formal demeanor. “Five miles is more than I care to travel after a day of hard work.”

Mr. Turner came out of the store with a receipt for Ida to sign. It was a relief to finally climb into the buggy, gather the reins, and urge the old horse forward. Now she only had to pick up the dogs, and she’d be on her way.

She’d done pretty well without the absent Jeremiah Griggs’ assistance. John would be proud of her. In fact, while she waited for the train at the depot, she intended to finish the letter to him she'd tucked away in a basket. John was the real missionary. He’d be eager to hear how she was doing, fulfilling their obligation alone until he could join her in three weeks.

***
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Her reunion with the three dogs bolstered Ida’s spirits. As she walked across the wooden platform toward the unloaded freight, the dogs began to bark an ecstatic greeting from inside the shipping crates. The frantic barks changed timbre, expressing joy as Ida released the pins on the barred doors and let them out. 

The three hairy beasts bounced around her with absolute exuberance. Their eagerness knocked her off her feet, and she sat with a thud on the wooden planks of the platform. Enthusiastic pink tongues covered her face with dog kisses. Ida laughed and hugged each one, running her fingers through their coats. Tears welled in her eyes, and she blinked to quell them. 

Leaving Emily, Abe, and Oscar in Pittsburgh had been harder than saying farewell to her three older sisters, brother, and parents. However much it had wrenched her heart to say good-bye to her fiancé, she wouldn’t have dreamed of bursting into tears in front of him. But the night before she boarded her train, after everyone else in the house slept, she quietly let herself out the servants’ entrance and walked to the summerhouse. She did her best thinking there. Of course, her three faithful companions joined her to listen to the outpouring of her heart. 

John had been called to the mission field, yet John wouldn’t be by her side. John sought and found a ministry where they could be used as a couple. But her fiancé was unavoidably detained, the marriage had been postponed, and Ida was to go forth on her own. On that chilly night, as she tried to gather her courage, she buried her face in her old friends’ fur and cried until the tears no longer cleansed her troubled soul. Frustration, fear, and disappointment flowed to the surface and poured out. When the secret emotions ebbed, then she prayed. 

Out of this turmoil and the peace that followed, she came up with a new plan.

In the morning she requested her father send the dogs to her after a week, giving her a chance to get settled in. Since no other member of the family had any affection toward the mutts, her plan met no opposition.

Now with Emily, the smallest, in the buggy beside her, Ida traveled the dusty road out to the Burnside farmhouse. Oscar and Abe ran alongside, easily keeping pace with plodding old Bags, the horse Mr. Evans at the livery rented to her along with the shabby surrey. The dogs darted into the brush in quick exploration of this new world, and trotted back with tongues hanging out of their grinning mouths.

Ida’s thoughts drifted to plans for the new Mission school. She would have to change the name of the building. Referred to as the Burnside place, it always brought up the memory of the tragedy five years before. The name reminded people of the two little girls supposedly haunting the area.

The first time Ida heard the story, she thought perhaps the little girls had hidden from the renegade raiders and somehow survived, living in a cave or something nearby. Reluctantly, she dismissed that easy explanation. It wasn’t realistic. Toddlers, two and three, could never fend for themselves. No, they had probably been carried away.

Ida explained away the families who tried living at the homestead during the years that followed. None had stayed more than a few months. Obviously, they succumbed to the tales of haunting. Building on the stories that circulated, they probably let their imaginations attribute odd occurrences to the presence of ghosts. 

I’ve no intention of letting such inventions of the mind get a hold on me. Ida mustered the conviction to succeed no matter what the odds. Bouncing along in the creaking old buggy, this bravado of determination threatened to desert her. The territory was vast, and she was alone.

She squared her shoulders. 

I can do this. Ghosts are the least of my problems. There are no ghosts!

She forded the stream with anticipation. Only a mile further and she would be at the house. Several branches lay across the ragged buggy path, and she guided Bags around them with an expert touch of the reins. She chuckled, remembering the fine race surrey that she and Geena had driven around the O’Malley home track. This worn trail through the grass with all the debris from the storm was a different challenge. The wind that had howled around the clapboard hotel the night before must have torn at the old trees out here in the country.

Ida called Abe and Oscar back from their wanderings as she crested the small rise above her new home. She pulled on the reins and stopped at the highest point overlooking the farmhouse. The shade of an old tree felt good. Coming home felt good. Soon John would join her and they would start their married life with a handful of Indian children. It would be a home blessed with laughter and music.

A broad covered porch ran along the east and south sides of the two-story structure. Bushes abundant with yellow blossoms hugged one other side. She knew from her previous trips to the house that a large stoop jutted out the back. 

The sound of wood slapping against wood caught her attention. She strained to see what could be making such a racket. The front door swung loosely, banging against its frame. She’d carefully set the latch the day before. 

Could the wind have jarred the door loose? 

Ida scanned the outside of the house. Nothing really unusual. A tattered old curtain flapped out of an upstairs window and then disappeared inside. The wind rustled leaves above her, and the curtain waved once more. Every window on both the first and second floors gaped wide open to the elements. 

Of course, Ida hadn’t been so careless. She left them closed, and the door, too!

“Mischief.” Ida set her mouth in a grim frown. “Not ghosts, but humans, set upon doing mischief.”

“Lord, I’m angry, and I’m more determined than ever to do Your will. They can’t frighten me away with such a trick. I won’t let it happen.”

The realization that she had no idea who “they” might be took some of the stiffness out of her spine. She leaned back against the worn leather seat of the buggy, her hands holding the reins loosely in her lap. She had no one to help her, not John, not Mr. Jeremiah Griggs. Whatever lurked in the shadows, wishing her harm, she had to face alone. 

“I can do this,” she whispered. “I can through Christ who strengthens me. I can.”

She straightened.

“But, oh Lord, I’m counting on You to protect us all as we go forth.”

She slapped the reins on the horse’s rump and started down the hill.
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Chapter Two
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The two male dogs tore into the house before Ida even hitched old Bags to the fence rail. Emily hopped down from the buggy and stood uncertain at her mistress’s feet.

“It’s all right,” Ida patted the soft furry head. “You can go check out your new home.”

Emily bounced up the steps and joined the other dogs. Ida heard the chorus of barks as they charged from room to room, climbed the stairs, and issued their warnings in the second story rooms. When they thundered down the steps again, she met them at the front door.

Stroking their heads, she praised them.

“Good dogs. Have you checked it out? No intruders? No mischief-makers?” She held her hand out but the dogs danced, too excited for even a rub behind the ears.

Following the dogs, Ida entered the building to survey what damage had been done. Annoyance swelled in her breast as she looked at the havoc the wind had played in the house. All of her hard work covered with dust! She’d spent most of the first few days dragging old, broken furniture out of the house and over to the barn. Then she’d taken a broom and attacked the walls, ceilings, and floors. The kitchen and her bedroom received the most attention. Once Ida had those two rooms livable, she planned to move in. In the last week, she spent hours doing work she’d only seen servants do before. Without a doubt, she missed the maids in her parents’ house.

This morning she surveyed the rooms she had cleaned. She found that although the cobwebs had not returned, the dust lay in a thick layer over every surface.

An inconvenience, she told herself even as her chin quivered. Merely another inconvenience. She rolled up her shirtsleeves to begin her task.

***
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Early the next morning, Ida stretched under the covers of the pallet she’d made on the floor. Was she stiff and sore from yesterday’s heavy work, or from her hard bed? Emily scooted closer and rested her hairy chin on Ida’s shoulder. With an appreciative hand, Ida stroked the loveable dog’s head.

“You’re always right here for me, aren’t you, little lady?” she cooed. “The others like to explore, but you’re my constant companion.”

Ida’s head sunk into the shawl rolled in a wad and tied to make a pillow. She wasn’t ready to get up and face another day. With her eyes closed and fingers still caressing Emily’s silky ruff, Ida recounted her blessings and set her plans in order before the Lord.

Yesterday, she had spent much of the day dusting floors, shelves, counters, windows, even the walls and ceiling. This morning her arms and shoulders protested. Ida smiled remembering the first morning after she had “worked” at the farmhouse. She'd lain so stiff in the soft bed at the Granger Hotel, she thought she would have to call for help in order to get up. 

Her mother had been right in saying Ida wasn’t accustomed to the labor she would encounter on this "foolish endeavor." But Mother had been wrong in saying Ida would buckle under after one day and come home.

“I’ve made it eight days now,” she whispered. “Thank you, Lord, for Your strength.”

Her mother had also been wrong in labeling it a foolish endeavor. Ida tried to remember the verse that said something about being a fool for Christ but couldn’t bring it to mind. She nudged Emily aside and rolled over to reach for her Bible.

A stream of sunlight slanted through the parted curtains. Her Bible lay on the floor next to a snuffed candle in a crude holder. A handkerchief she kept by her bed in case she decided to indulge in a fit of tears lay crumpled, showing she had succumbed to loneliness. But sunbeams danced across the grouping as the curtain swayed in a slight breeze seeping through the loose panes of a cracked window.

Ida paused and pulled back her hand to rest on the lazy dog beside her. 

“Look at that, Emily. See the dust motes swirling up into the air, following that shaft of light as if they were being pulled out of this world and carried away. If I were a poet, I’d write something beautiful about that—the stubby candle with only its black wick to show it ever had a flame, the tear-stained hanky, the Bible connecting to eternal light.” She tilted her head and pondered the picture. “The Bible should be open. That would be a more apt image. If I were an artist, I’d paint that.”

Abrupt barks from outside interrupted her musings. Forgetting the verse she meant to find, Ida pushed back her covers and stood. The cold morning air sent her scurrying for a pair of heavy socks and her robe.

Downstairs she opened the kitchen door. Abe and Oscar pranced in from the yard, frisky and ready for some fun. Ida sat down on the bare wooden floor of the empty room. Only the cooking stove crouched in the corner. With plenty of room to romp, the dogs frolicked around Ida, making her laugh at their antics as they vied for her attention.

“We’ll have breakfast and get to work,” she told them. “Today we’ll work outside. First we’ll fix the fence around the pasture so Bags won’t have to spend all his time in the barn.”

Ida scrambled to her feet and opened the fire door of the old iron stove. She stirred the embers and pushed in kindling. When flames licked up around the small wood, she put in a heftier piece. Leaving a pot of water to heat, she went upstairs to change.

***
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With a bonnet protecting her face from the midday sun, Ida trudged along the edge of the pasture. She’d found a scythe in the barn and whacked down the tall grass around the house, but didn’t even try to tame the wild undergrowth here.

Sticky, undeveloped heads of the tall, slender grass clung to her skirt. The liveryman, Mr. Evans, had called the grass Big Bluestems, a type of Indian grass that indicated rich soil beneath. He said it sometimes grew to eight feet. Ida would wait and see on that one. It sounded suspiciously like a tale told to ignorant, gullible newcomers. Much like ghost stories—no substance.

The last of the old rail fence stretched before her, ending at the corner of the barn. On the outside of the fence a small wooded area filled with post oak, redbud, and cottonwood encroached on the farmland. The new green of spring mixed with the lush purple hues of flowering redbuds. Abe and Oscar had disappeared into the field almost as soon as Ida came out to her fence-mending chore. Emily chose to stay close, finding a new comfortable place to settle each time her mistress moved to the next broken spot in the old fence.

Ida’s technique for handling this job had improved considerably over the past three hours. She tucked the hammer under her arm, raised the fallen board to its proper position, leaned her body against it to keep it in place, dug with one hand into the canvas bag tied at her waist, and pulled out a long heavy nail. She’d also gotten better at actually hitting the nail once she got everything all lined up.

Ida whacked a nail several times, sinking it into the soft wood. Then she put both hands on the board, giving it a firm tug. It held. The first couple of boards she’d hammered in place had come off much quicker than they‘d gone on. She hooked the hammer on the top rail, leaving it dangling for the moment. Placing both hands at the small of her back, she arched her muscles, leaning gracefully backwards until her face turned up to feel the warmth of the sun. 

Breathing deeply, Ida reveled in the smell of sun-warmed grass and a faint, sweet fragrance that must have been the little white flowers scattered among the weeds. She closed her eyes and listened to the buzz of insects, the chaotic, twittering conversation of birds, and the clear caw of a crow. Opening her eyes, she caught sight of dusty brown birds in the branches of the underbrush. The thrushes she could identify, but a flash of blue flitting from one tree to another stumped her. When she had time, she wanted to learn the names of some of her flying neighbors.

Emily sprang to her feet and gave a sharp bark. Abe and Oscar tumbled out of the brush, running in earnest to reach Ida’s side. She peered into the woods, expecting something to be chasing them, but nothing appeared. The male dogs danced around her in greeting, but Emily remained on alert, watching the trees.

Ida ignored Abe and Oscar and contemplated the trees. Goosebumps sprang up on her arms, denying the warmth of the sun.

Is somebody out there? Is somebody watching me? 

Ida glanced down at Emily. The dog stood at attention, ears perked forward, wary eyes scanning the woods. With heightened awareness of her isolated situation, the pasture seemed too open, herself too exposed.

“Time for lunch,” Ida’s cheerfulness sounded false in her own ears. “Come on, up to the house.” She gathered up her skirt in tense, clenched fists and walked quickly away. As she moved along the fence, she resisted the temptation to look over her shoulder, to whirl around to see if she was being followed. Her steps quickened, and she had to force herself not to run.

Nothing's out there. Back home in Pittsburgh, Abe and Oscar growled at visitors, barked at delivery men, and raised a frightful hullabaloo when other animals trespassed on their territory. But now the two protective dogs raced back and forth through the swaying grasses with not a care in the world. Nothing could be out there. Emily trotted beside Ida, seemingly having forgotten her concern of a moment before. Everything is fine. 

All I need is some tea, some bread and cheese, and a rest. I’ll sew for a bit on the new curtains before I finish the fence. Then we’ll let Bags out to enjoy the fine, sunny afternoon. 

***
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As she sat on a stack of blankets, her back resting against the wall in the room she had decided to use for dining, Ida sipped her tea from a china cup brought from Pennsylvania. As her nerves returned to normal, she puzzled over the incident in the pasture.
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