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      Summer, Texas, 1880…

      Victor Moreland stood on the train platform, waiting patiently, or trying to. He'd been waiting for this day for over a month. He had moved to Elm Springs to help his best friend, Austin Jennings, but he liked the little town and its people and decided to buy a sawmill and start a lumber business. It was what he'd wanted to do for several years, and with Austin's help, along with Sheriff Neil Dalton, it was now open and running smoothly. Austin had donated several large trees from his ranch, to give him some opening inventory, and several farmers and ranchers in the area had trees they wanted taken down and cut into lumber to use for various projects. Between those things, his business venture was going well. Well enough, in fact, that he'd been able to build himself a house next to the sawmill, on the same property.

      He had been living with Austin and his new wife, Elsie, and although he appreciated his friend giving him free room and board, the newlyweds needed privacy. No rent had allowed him to put the money he got from the sawmill back into it, and as a result, it was now making a profit. He and Jeb Fenster, his employee, had been building the house next to the sawmill, and it was finally finished. Clem and Helen Baker, who ran the mercantile in Elm Springs, didn't keep much furniture on hand, but he'd been able to get a table and chairs, as well as a bed from a local man who made furniture. The man had been so happy to have a sawmill close by, enabling him to get his lumber easier and quicker, that he'd given him a good deal on the furniture he needed for his new home. In exchange, Vic gave him a good price on his next order of lumber.

      He'd still needed a stove for heating his house and one for cooking, and he'd wanted a sofa, so he had looked through the catalog Clem had and placed an order. Today was the day everything was to arrive on the train. Austin was bringing one of his large wagons to town after he and his ranch hands finished their morning chores, and they would take his two stoves and sofa to his new house. Once they were in place, he could move into his own house, giving Austin and Elsie the privacy every newly married couple should have.

      Vic never thought he'd have his own house and sawmill business at the age of twenty-five, but here he was, waiting for the train to arrive with the last of the things he needed to be able to move into his new home. He knew he was early, which was pretty crazy since trains were routinely late, never early, but he couldn't help himself, he was so eager.

      Richard, the man at the train station, came out from behind the counter. "Vic, why don't you go get yourself a cup of coffee? You're going to make me dizzy watching you circle around the platform while you're pacing."

      Vic laughed, nodding. "I don't think I need any more coffee right now, but maybe I will take a little stroll around town. I guess I hoped maybe getting here early would get the train here early, but that's obviously not happening."

      Richard laughed out loud. "No, that doesn't usually help, though you're not the first one to try. If you take a walk around town, you'll hear the whistle blowing before it gets here, I promise."

      "You're right, Richard. Thanks."

      Vic walked off in the direction of the sheriff's office. He'd played a role in helping him get his sawmill going, as well, so maybe he'd go thank him again. The sheriff told him they sure could use one locally, and he'd shown him several pieces of property that he felt would be a good location for the mill. Vic talked to him about it, and together, they had picked the one they felt would probably be the ideal location. Vic was able to purchase it with money he had saved, and with the promise of several large trees from Austin, the bank was willing to lend him the money to buy the saw and other tools he'd need. Austin's horses and wagons delivered the large saw from the train station to his new location, and now, here he was, waiting for the last pieces of furniture he would need for his own house.

      Vic met the sheriff as he was walking around town, and he wasn't surprised that Vic was at the train station early. He knew how much he'd been looking forward to moving into his new house and giving his best friend and his new wife a house to themselves to start their new lives together.

      "Your house is ready now, Vic," the sheriff said, "so I'd say it's about time you find a pretty little lady and settle down, like Austin. You could raise your families together and watch your kids play together."

      "That sounds just fine to me, Sheriff," Vic said with a smile. "You might have to send that pretty little lady on the next stagecoach, where Austin found his, though, because I'm not sure if you've noticed, but there aren't a lot of unmarried young ladies in Elm Springs."

      Sheriff Dalton almost roared with laughter. "I have noticed that, Vic. That's the reason I don't have a pretty little lady waiting for me at home, either."

      "And most of the other unmarried men around," Vic said, causing them both to laugh again.

      "There's no doubt Austin lucked out the day those two met," the sheriff said. "It was an absolutely horrible day for both of them, but going through it together brought them together rather nicely."

      "I've heard different parts of the story at different times, and it's hard to believe it worked out so well. I knew when he left home that morning, he was excited that it was his last day driving the coach and his route would end here in Elm Springs, where his new ranch is. I never imagined the coach would be attacked before it got here."

      "Now that I've gotten to know him, I know it was natural for him to make the lady in the coach who was traveling alone his first priority and get her someplace safe before returning to the coach to help fight the attackers. I guess that would automatically pull them together a bit. But when Elsie got here and found out the man she came here to marry had died, his protection of her didn't let up. It doesn't surprise me so much now that I know him, but at the time, when I told him he had two bounties coming to him for the two men he'd killed in the attack, I was shocked when he said he'd like one of them to go to Elsie."

      "That didn't surprise me a bit," Vic said. "That's Austin."

      The sheriff laughed again and nodded. "It certainly is. But I didn't know him then and it surprised me. I found out later that he knew she didn't have any money, which is why she'd agreed to be a mail order bride. When she found out she had no man waiting for her, she was left with no place to go and no money to pay for a hotel or food."

      "Until Austin gave her one of the bounties," Vic said. "And as it turned out, Elsie gave him much more than that bounty could have bought him."

      "That's for sure," the sheriff said with another laugh. "She is a special lady."

      "And a good cook," Vic said enthusiastically. "Austin's ranch hands hit it lucky when he married her. They're eating much better now. I'm going to miss her cooking."

      "I'm sure they'll welcome you to their table anytime, and if I were you, I'd take them up on the offer. I've eaten a few meals out there myself, and you're right, she is an excellent cook."

      "Well, I'm going to head back over to the train depot. It's time for it to get here. I know there's nothing saying it will be on time, and history shows it's not likely, but a man can hope."

      "Have a good day, Vic," the sheriff said with a chuckle as Vic headed back toward the train depot.

      Vic was surprised and happy when he heard the train whistle as he neared the depot. He felt like a kid about to walk into a candy store with a few coins in his pocket. He waited and watched while a few people got off the train. He was still new enough in town that he didn't recognize everyone in Elm Springs, so he wasn't sure if some of those people were residents, or visitors coming to visit residents, but the people getting off the train all seemed to be meeting someone. He liked seeing the joyous reunions.

      As people were gathering their bags and leaving the platform, he saw one lady standing alone, looking lost. He looked around, thinking he'd find someone running towards her, maybe running late, but no such person was around. He started over toward her to see if he could help, though being new here himself, he wasn't sure how much help he could be. He could at least lead her to Richard, the man behind the counter inside. He might be able to help.

      As he took his first couple steps in her direction, though, he saw two men approach her, so he relaxed. They must be the party she was meeting and were just running late. He turned to go talk to the man who had helped everyone off the train, to see where his much-anticipated items were and how he could get them. As he did, he had a bad feeling in his gut and turned back toward the young lady. Sure enough, the two men were on either side of her, each holding one of her arms as they were leading her away. She didn't look happy.

      Vic took several quick steps in her direction, using long strides to catch up with them rather quickly. "Good morning, ma'am. I don't believe I recognize you. Are you here visiting someone in Elm Springs?"

      She looked relieved to see him, but before she could say a word, one of the men spoke up. "Yes, she's here to visit us. We're taking her home now."

      "I don't believe I've seen you two here in town, either," Vic said, becoming alarmed, but trying not to let it show. "Do you live outside town?"

      "Yes, we do," the other man said. "Now, if you'll excuse us, Ma is waiting for us to bring her home."

      The lady had a terrified look on her face that Vic couldn't ignore. "Ma'am, are you all right?"

      She looked from one man to the other and shook her head ever so slightly, as if she was afraid to do any more. Vic was pretty sure she didn't know the men, but he wasn't real sure what to do about it. Vic wasn't a small man, but neither were these two, and there was only one of him. He wondered where Austin was and sure wished he would get here. A little help would sure be appreciated right now. He knew he had to do something. "Gentlemen, the young lady looks to be exhausted from her trip. I was just about to go get a cup of coffee. Why don't you let me treat all of you to some pie and coffee? It will give her a chance to get her feet back underneath her after the trip."

      "We don't need no pie and coffee," one man said, "and I'd appreciate if you'd just mind your own business."

      "Yeah," the other man said. "Our cousin here just needs to get to our house. She can rest there." He had a look of pure evil on his face now, which really worried Vic.

      Vic didn't like the way she looked. "Why don't you at least let her sit down and rest a few minutes? She's as pale as a ghost."

      The evil-looking man kept a solid hold on the lady, but he took a small step toward Vic. "My brother asked you nice to leave us alone, and now I'm tellin' ya. Leave us alone or you'll wish you woulda."

      "That may very well be the case, but I can't just let this pretty little lady be hauled off by two men she obviously doesn't want to go with," Vic said as he took a step closer to the man. "Ma'am, do you know these men?"

      "No," she said in a terrified whisper. She lifted her foot and stomped it down on the foot of the man standing the farthest from Vic.

      "I didn't think so." Vic ducked as the man in front of him swung at him, then he punched him in the stomach, making the man double over. He ducked to the side quickly as the second man, who swore when the young lady stomped on his foot, swung and missed, knocking himself off balance. While he was stumbling, Vic tripped him with his foot and saw him falling flat on his face as the first man stood up with his fists raised.

      Vic quickly moved the young lady back as he readied for the first man's swing. He was worrying about the second man and what he might do when he heard a familiar voice yell out, "Hold it right there. I wouldn't do that." He quickly moved to the side to avoid the swing of the first man and saw Austin holding his gun aimed at the second man, who was on the ground, reaching for his gun.

      Just then, the sheriff came running over, with his gun pointed, too. "What's going on here?"

      The man with the evil look spoke first. "We was just taking our cousin here home for a visit, when this man tried to stop us." He nodded toward Vic.

      "Sheriff, I don't know who these two men are," Vic said, "and I'm not sure if this young lady does, either, but she doesn't want to go with them."

      "Is that right, miss?"

      "Yes, Sheriff," she said with a trembling voice. "I don't know who they are. This man saved me."

      The sheriff looked next to Austin, who put his gun away and shrugged his shoulders. "The only thing I know is I came to help Vic get his stoves from the train, and when I got here, he was in a fight with these two men. It's not at all like him to fight, so I knew something was wrong. I came to try to break it up, but this man was pulling his gun, so I stepped in."

      Deputy Clarence Black had arrived on the scene by now, and he put handcuffs on the man with the evil look in his eyes. Sheriff Dalton pulled the other man up off the ground and handcuffed him. "Austin, Vic, we're going to take these two to jail," the sheriff said. "Would you two mind making sure the young lady is all right, then bringing her by my office so we can get this all sorted out?"

      "Sure, Sheriff," Vic said, going to the young lady, who looked like she was about to pass out. He took her by her arm and led her to a nearby bench. "Are you okay, miss?"

      "I am now, I think, or will be," she added with an attempt at a small smile. "Thank you. I've never been so scared in my life."

      "I didn't think you knew them. Are you staying here in Elm Springs, or did you just get off to stretch your legs and will be getting back on the train?"

      "I was planning on staying here, but now, I'm not sure I want to."

      Austin and Vic looked at each other, their eyebrows raised. "I'm Victor Moreland. Do you have family here you were coming to visit?"

      "No, I was hired to be the schoolteacher here in town. I thought I would be met here by the mayor or sheriff, but since they weren't here, maybe they've changed their minds and decided not to hire me after all. Oh, I'm Callista Newman, but please call me Callie. Thank you, Mr. Moreland. I don't know what I would have done without you."

      "Thank you for stomping on the one man's foot," he said with a grin. "It slowed him down just enough to allow my friend to come help. This is Austin Jennings, by the way."

      "Nice to meet you, Mr. Jennings, and thank you for helping."

      "My pleasure. Are you sure you're all right?"

      "I'm just shaken up. I'll be fine."

      "You said the mayor or sheriff were supposed to meet you at the train?" Vic asked.

      "That's what the letter I got said."

      "It's not like either of them to not show up. The sheriff was just here taking those two men away. Something isn't right. Let's go to his office, so you can give him a statement about those two men, and we'll ask why he wasn't there to meet you."

      "I'm rather inclined to get back on the train and go back home, but I guess I should give him a chance to answer for his failure to show."

      Austin and Vic shared a quick glance before Vic spoke. "I'm sure there is an explanation. Besides, he'll need a statement from you so he can arrest those two."

      "Then, by all means, we'd best go see him. I'm not sure where those two were planning to drag me off to, but I'm sure they didn't have my best interests in mind."

      "No, I'm quite sure they didn't," Vic said while trying to hide a bit of a grin. He wasn't sure this young lady knew how much danger she would have been in had he not shown up, and he certainly wasn't going to tell her. No need to get her scared now. Instead, he offered her his arm and the three of them made their way to the sheriff's office.

      When they were about there, Vic remembered the items he was to get from the train. "Oh, my stoves and sofa," he said as he stopped.

      "I'll go talk to Richard," Austin said. "You go on and tell the sheriff I'll be there shortly. You have more to tell him than I do. We'll get your things off the train, and they should be fine on the platform until we're done with the sheriff."

      "Thank you, Austin."

      A few minutes later, Vic opened the door for Miss Newman, then followed her inside. "Sheriff, this lady is a little confused and is hoping you can help her out."

      "I'll certainly try. What's the problem?" he asked, looking at her.

      Vic spoke up before she had a chance. "Sheriff Dalton, this is Miss Callista Newman."

      Before he could go on, the sheriff's eyes widened. "You're our new teacher?"

      "Yes, sir," she said, "or I thought I was. I was told you or the mayor would be at the train to meet me. May I ask why no one showed up?"

      Vic's eyebrows shot up and he coughed to hide his chuckle. This pretty little lady was feisty. She was quite small, at barely over five feet tall, but the feisty little redhead certainly wasn't letting anyone walk over her, not even the sheriff.

      While he was watching the interaction between the sassy little lady and the sheriff, who was fidgeting nervously, he took the time to look at her a bit closer, and he liked what he saw. Like most ladies, she wore a bonnet that covered most of her hair, but he could see it was red, with curls that looked like they'd escaped a bun. They were hanging down and framing her pretty face. While she had the smoothest complexion he'd ever seen on a lady, it was also quite pale. That wasn't too unusual for redheads, he remembered, nor were the pretty green eyes. She certainly was a petite lady, at barely over five feet tall, but she certainly wasn't timid. She was giving the sheriff the what for, telling him she didn't appreciate no one being there to greet her, and if that's how people in Elm Springs did things, maybe she should turn around and return home now. Again, he had to use restraint to keep from laughing. This pretty little lady sure could stand up for herself, like she had when she'd stomped on the man's foot earlier.

      Sheriff Dalton was trying to speak, but she wasn't giving him much of a chance. Finally, he held up his hand. "Miss Newman, please give me a chance to explain. First, let me apologize. That is not how people do things here in Elm Springs. I got a letter saying you would be arriving on the train next week. You can see I have it noted on my calendar," he said, pointing to the day he had a notation of her arrival. "I certainly was planning on being there to meet you."

      The pretty little lady who had puffed her chest up as she was speaking to him seemed to deflate just a bit. "I was scheduled to arrive next week," she admitted in a quieter voice, "but the gentleman at the train station stopped by to tell me they had a cancellation on the train coming here that was leaving a week earlier. It was for a single ticket, so he asked if I would like to exchange my ticket. I said yes, and I wrote you a letter and posted it that same day, telling you I would be arriving a week earlier, on today's date."

      "I'm sorry, Miss Newman. I never got your letter."

      "The man at the train station said he would send a telegram to Elm Springs, also, to alert you of the change."

      "I never got a telegram from him, either. Milt, our telegraph operator, is very good at making sure I get all my telegrams. We can check with him and see if he ever got the telegram if you'd like."

      "We can, though I don't suppose it will make much difference now, anyway," she said. "If you didn't get notice of my earlier arrival, I'm afraid I owe you an apology. I was rather upset and tired, but that wasn't any fault of yours. I do apologize."

      "No apology needed," the sheriff said with a smile. "I'm sorry we had a mix-up, but I do hope you'll stay and at least give Elm Springs a chance to prove we're a better town than that. I think you'll find the people here quite friendly and helpful." He saw her glance at the two men in the cells and had to chuckle a bit. "These two are not residents of our town. I've never seen them before. I take it you haven't, either?"

      "No, I haven't. I can't imagine what they wanted with me."

      "Nothing good, I can assure you," the sheriff said. "Do you feel up to telling me what happened now? Then I'll take you to the hotel and get you settled in, or would you rather go see your room and have a chance to rest a bit and freshen up, before talking to me about this?"

      "I'll be staying at a hotel? I thought I would have a room at a boarding house."

      "You will, but Mrs. Thomas is expecting you next week as well. She has a lady that will be leaving in a few days when she gets married, and she has reserved the room for you. I'm sure Marv will have a room at the hotel until then, and of course, Elm Springs will pay for it. I hope that will be acceptable to you?"

      She thought a moment before responding. "Yes, of course, that will be fine. As far as telling you what happened, let's do it now. Then I can go to my room and rest a bit before I find someplace to get some dinner."

      They spent the next twenty minutes talking about what had happened. The sheriff wrote down statements from Miss Newman, Vic, and Austin, once he joined them. They all signed the statements and the sheriff thanked them. "All right, Miss Newman," the sheriff said, "let's get you checked in at the hotel."

      They stood, but before he could say anything further, a man ran into his office. "Sheriff, come quick. Leroy got drunk and is threatening men at the saloon. The dern fool's going to get himself hurt."

      "Deputy Black, we have to have someone here all the time if we have anyone in jail, so you stay here. I'll run down to the saloon and get Leroy back home where he can sleep it off. Miss Newman, I'm sorry, but as soon as I get back, I'll take you over to the hotel and get you checked in."

      "Sheriff, I'll take her over and talk to Marv," Vic said. "I'll get her trunk over to her, too. I'll tell Marv you'll stop over and talk to him when you get done with Leroy."

      "That would be helpful, Vic. Thank you. Tell Marv the town will be paying for her to stay until Mrs. Thomas has a room for her, which should be four or five days, and I'll be over to talk to him as soon as I can."

      Vic nodded and turned to Austin. "Did you and Richard get my things off the train? Will they be all right while I take her over to Marv's?"

      "Yes, go ahead. While you take her over to the hotel, I'll go get her trunk and take it over. If Richard doesn't have time to help, I'll get his son to help me. Then we'll get your things loaded up."

      "Thanks, Austin." He turned to the pretty little lady and offered his arm. "Are you ready to go to the hotel?" She smiled and looped her arm through his elbow. He led her down the boardwalk and across the road. "Do you have more than one trunk?"

      "No, just the one."

      "I'm sure Austin will get it over here for you soon. I know ladies are often eager to get a bath and put clean clothes on after traveling."

      "That's exactly what I was thinking," she said as she smiled up at him. "Both of you have been awfully kind to me, but especially you. I've been thinking about what happened, and I am ever so grateful to you. You could have gotten hurt."

      "But I didn't," he said quickly. "You stomping on that man's foot helped with that, so thank you for that."

      She chuckled a bit. "I had to do something when I saw it was two against one. I was thinking about jumping on his back, when your friend came along."

      Vic's head swiveled down to meet her eyes. "You were going to jump on his back? You could have gotten hurt."

      "You could have gotten hurt, too, but you jumped in there. I'm not sure I could have stopped him by jumping on him, but I thought it would at least slow him down some."

      "I don't know many ladies who would have even thought of something like that."

      "I've been told I'm not like most ladies," she said simply as they reached the hotel.

      He stopped, but instead of opening the door, he looked down at her, and it was easy to see the mischief in her eyes. "I'll bet you're not," he said with a smile. "I'd sure like to get to know you better, Miss Newman. Would you allow me to escort you to supper tonight? Lucy has a good restaurant here at the hotel, so if you'd like to rest up a little, why don't you get some dinner here, then I'll come by and show you around town a little bit, and take you to Bertha's Diner for supper. Then you'll know where both restaurants are for the next few days while you'll be staying here."

      She looked up at him and seemed to consider his offer for a few moments. "I think I'd like that, Mr. Moreland."

      "Please, call me Vic."

      "All right, Vic, I'll see you this evening. And people call me Callie."

      "That's a pretty name for a pretty lady. Let's go get you checked in." He took her inside and introduced her to Marv. After explaining the situation, Marv nodded. "No problem. Let's put you in Room 3. We're not real busy right now, and that's a room ladies like."

      "Marv, Miss Newman would like to clean up and rest after her trip, but she's rather hungry, as well."

      "Of course. I'll have a bath brought up, and we can bring some dinner up for you. Would you rather eat first, or take a bath first?"

      Carrie's eyes opened wide as she smiled. "You would bring a meal up to my room? That would be wonderful. The food on the train wasn't very good and I am famished. I would love to take a bath so I don't feel so dirty and dusty, then have a bite to eat and take a nap."

      "I'll put water on to heat up while you get settled in a bit. Then I'll have a bath brought up to you. While you get cleaned up, I'll have my wife fix you some lunch. She will give you time to relax, then bring it up for you."

      "That would be lovely. Thank you so much. I'll be sure to return the dishes to the kitchen."

      Richard's son and Austin walked through the door with her trunk. They set it down and the young boy ran out the door and toward the mercantile after Austin gave him a couple pennies. "Marv, why don't you show Miss Newman her room, and Vic and I will follow behind with her trunk?"

      "Thank you, boys. I can get someone to help me get it up there, but if you don't mind⁠—"

      "Not a bit. Lead the way," Vic said.

      Marv led the way and opened the door to the same room Elsie had stayed in when she first got to town. Austin smiled when he saw which room he was giving her. It brought back pleasant memories. Marv showed her a couple things, gave her the key and left, promising to bring a bath up soon.

      Austin and Vic set the trunk down in an empty spot for her, and Austin turned toward the door.

      "I'll be right down, Austin," Vic said. "I want to talk to Miss Newman a moment first."

      "All right." Austin went to the steps, where he couldn't hear the two of them talking, but he was glad Vic had left the door open. You never know when someone might walk out of one of the doors and see Vic leaving her room. Rumors travel fast in small towns, and he didn't want Vic causing any unwarranted rumors. He knew Vic was a gentleman, but that wouldn't necessarily stop nasty rumors. He stopped at the top of the stairs and retied his shoes. If Marv looked up, he would see him and assume Vic was standing right behind him, ready to go down.

      As soon as Austin left the room, Vic turned to Callie. "What time would you like me to come get you this evening, Callie?"

      "Whenever is convenient for you."

      "I know you plan on resting after you eat and take a bath. It's almost noon now. Would five o'clock this evening be too early, or would you rather skip the tour of the town tonight and I can come later and we'll just go for supper?"

      "No, I would appreciate seeing the town tonight if you don't mind. I'd like to wander around town more tomorrow, but if I could have a little idea of what's here before I do that, it would be preferable."

      "So, is five o'clock agreeable?"

      "That will be fine. Thank you again."

      "I'll see you around five o'clock this evening, Callie."

      He turned and left, seeing Austin at the top of the steps. Guessing what he was doing there, he went to the top of the steps next to him and said, "When you get your shoes tied, we can go pick up my things from the train."

      "I'm about done." The two men went down the steps a few moments later and nodded to Marv.

      "Thanks again, my friends," Marv said as they left.
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      Austin and Vic spent the next couple hours loading Vic's heat stove, cook stove and sofa onto Austin's wagon and hauling them to Vic's new house at the edge of town. They were surprised to find Elsie's horse tied in front of the house. They went inside and Austin gave her a kiss, then went to the table that was set for the three of them. "This looks delicious, but how did you get all this here?"

      "I brought it over in my saddlebags."

      "I'm hungry and this sure looks good," Vic said.

      "It's nothing fancy, just some sandwiches and some soup that was hot when I brought it, but I'm not sure how warm it is now. What took you so long?"

      They told Elsie about Callie and the adventure they'd had, and as they talked, they carried in and set up Vic's new cook stove. "Let's see if my new stove works. I'll get a fire going, and we'll heat up this soup that smells so good. Elsie, I'm anxious to move into my own home, but I sure am going to miss your cooking."

      "Come back to eat anytime you want, Vic," she said. "You've been such a good friend, you're welcome anytime."

      "I thank you, and you know I'll take you up on your offer from time to time."

      "We'll be hurt if you don't," Austin said. Elsie had poured the soup she'd brought into a pan and was heating it on the new stove, stirring to be sure it didn't cook too fast. When it was hot, they sat down to their dinner.

      "So, tell me about Callie," she said. "I still don't know many ladies in town very well except for Lucy, and I'd love to have another friend. Do you think we would get along?"

      Austin grinned as he looked at Vic. "I have a feeling you might get to know her real well, because if I'm not mistaken, I think Vic would like to get to know her better."

      Austin burst out laughing when his friend's face blushed, but Vic asked, "What would make you say that?"

      "Your red face, for one," he said, laughing.

      "All right, I'll admit I would like to get to know her better. In fact, I'm taking her out for supper tonight."

      "Good for you, Vic," Elsie said. "If you like this lady, don't wait around for all the other single men around here to snatch her up. If she's pretty, someone will be interested in her real soon, I'm guessing."

      "And it may as well be you, my friend," Austin said as he clapped Vic on the back.

      "She is real pretty and seems real nice," Vic said. "I think we'll get along well, but I'm anxious to find out."

      "She seems like a nice lady, and I hope you do get along well. You're a good man and she'd be lucky to have you."

      "I hope she feels that way once we get to know each other."

      "I do, too," Austin said. "Now, I've got work to do, so I'm going to take my wife home so I can get busy. I'm assuming you're going to go check on the sawmill and make sure Jeb's doing all right. Good luck tonight with Callie."

      "Yes, good luck," Elsie said. "Be nice to her, and let us know how it goes. If you make out well, I'll invite both of you over for supper sometime so I can meet her."

      Austin gave his wife a look that even Vic knew held a warning, and he had to smile. "That would be nice," he said. "Elsie, thank you again for the meal. Now, you two get going. I'll take care of washing up the dishes."

      He had his window open while he cleaned up the kitchen and smiled as he heard the two of them getting ready to head home.

      "Let's tie your horse onto the back of the wagon so you can ride home with me," Austin said.

      "I'm good riding next to you. You know how much I like to ride."

      "I do know, but this time, I want you to ride with me in the wagon. I have something I want to talk to you about."

      "What could you possibly want to talk to me about that can't wait until we get home?"

      "Get in the wagon, Elsie," he said in a sterner voice. "We need to talk about Vic and Callie."

      "They aren't even together yet. Why do we need to talk about them?"

      "I think you know exactly what I'm going to say, but get in. I want to be sure you know you are not to push them together in any way, no matter how small you think it is. If they're meant to be together, they will find their way, together, on their own, without any help from you."

      "Austin, I would never push them together."

      "Uh-huh," Austin said, sounding not at all convinced. "We'll talk about it on the way home."

      They rode off and Vic had to laugh. He knew Elsie fairly well now, and Austin had every right to be concerned about that. She more than likely would still try to push them together, but he planned to be careful. He hoped he and Callie got along well, but he planned to take it as slowly as he needed to, because he didn't want to spoil his chance with her by moving too quickly.

      From what Vic had seen of Callie so far, she seemed like just the type of young lady he'd been hoping to meet. There was no doubt she was very pretty, but what really drew his favor was the personality that was slowly emerging, the more he was around her. She was certainly no doormat, and he admired that. While she wasn't afraid to stand up for herself, she'd done it in a mannerly way. Well, at least so far. He had a feeling if pushed, that might change, but he wouldn't know for sure until he got to know her better. And he had every intention of doing just that. He just had to remember to go slowly and not scare her off.

      He finished cleaning the kitchen and went to find Jeb. Together, they finished the order he had for a local rancher. They'd gone to his ranch and cut down several large trees and hauled them back to the sawmill, where he was cutting them into the wood the rancher needed to build a new barn. He had to scold himself mentally a couple times, as he found his mind wandering to the pretty little Callie. Working at a sawmill with a large, very dangerous saw was something that required his full attention. He had to get the pretty little lady out of his thoughts.

      They finished their job and shut the saw down for the day a little early. Vic wanted time to get cleaned up before picking her up for their stroll around town and supper. He'd moved his clothes and other belongings to his new house earlier, so it felt good to be able to go next door to his own home. One thing he'd liked about this location when he bought the land was the creek that ran out behind the sawmill. He'd built his house close to the creek. There was a spot not too far from his back door that had a small copse of trees along the creek bank, and since he was not right in town, but at the edge, it was safe to strip down for a quick bath.

      A bath, clean shirt and pants, and he was ready to go. He combed his hair, noting in the mirror that it was time to visit the barber again. He checked his wallet, to be sure he had plenty of money for supper. He'd been saving his money to be able to start his own sawmill, so he very seldom ate a meal out. Staying with Austin and Elsie had spoiled him. He was going to have to go back to his own cooking now that he'd moved into his home, and eating at Bertha's Diner certainly sounded more appetizing.

      What sounded even more appealing to him, though, was spending more time with the pretty Miss Callie Newman. He had a feeling getting to know her was going to be an adventure—a fun adventure he was looking forward to, but an adventure, nonetheless. He could hardly wait.

      His adventure started as soon as he opened the door to the hotel. She was waiting for him in the lobby, truly a sight to behold. He'd thought she was a beautiful young lady when he saw her earlier at the train depot, but his breath caught when she looked over at him. She was wearing a very pretty green dress with flowers that looked to be the same color as her gorgeous red hair. The green dress brought out the green in her eyes, which were even prettier than he'd remembered. Her hair was pulled up and held in place with two combs, but once again had tendrils hanging loosely in curls that framed her face. She had smooth, clear skin, with a smattering of freckles under her eyes and across her nose.

      Vic realized he'd been staring at the beautiful young lady when she cocked her head to the side a bit as she asked, "Is everything all right, Vic?"

      He shook his head, a bit embarrassed. "I'm sorry, Callie," he said quickly. "Yes, everything is fine. You look very nice this evening. Are you ready to see Elm Springs?"

      "I'm very anxious," she said, her eyes full of enthusiasm. "I had a bath and a nap, and I feel refreshed and ready to go see my new home town."

      "I'm not sure what you're used to, but if you lived in a large city, I hope you're not disappointed. Elm Springs has the nicest people I've met, and you can find about everything you need, but the town's not real big."

      "People make a town, not the shops, so Elm Springs sounds perfect."

      "I can honestly say I've never seen a friendlier town. If you're ready, why don't I show you around?"

      "Are you from Elm Springs?" she asked as she looped her hand through his elbow.

      "No, I'm not. In fact, I've only lived here for a few months."

      "What brought you here?"

      "My friend whom you met this morning, Austin Jennings. He was the stagecoach driver, but he bought a ranch just outside of Elm Springs. On his last day driving the coach, it was attacked just before it got to town. It was carrying a trunk of money for the army, and that came up missing. He asked for my help, and I came right away. While I was here, I found I really liked the town, so once we found the chest and everything was good again, I decided to take Austin's suggestion and open a sawmill here."

      "Are you glad you did?"

      "Very. The sawmill is going well, and like I said, I've never seen a town with any friendlier people. I know your first impression wasn't good, but I think once you're here for a while and get to know the people, you'll agree with me. It really is a good place to live."

      They continued to talk as they walked, and he pointed out places he thought she might want to visit. He showed her the dressmaker's shop, where Dr. Turner's office was, the telegraph office, and took her inside the mercantile so he could introduce her to the owners, Clem and Helen Baker. They welcomed the new teacher, thanking her for coming to teach the town's children. As they made their way through town, several people stopped to say hello to Vic and introduce themselves to the young lady they assumed was a visitor. Once they learned she was the new teacher, they welcomed her warmly.

      After their tour of the town, he took her to Bertha's Diner for supper. Again, he introduced her to Bertha and Lydia, a young lady who helped Bertha, and anyone who came into the diner and approached them. After meeting a husband and his wife, she turned back to Vic. "I know you said the people here were friendly, but I guess I wasn't expecting this. Everyone has been so welcoming. Many have already thanked me for taking the job of teaching their children."

      "Believe me when I say I know how you feel. I felt the same way when I came to town. Everyone thought I was here to help Austin, and they were friendly. But when I decided to open the sawmill, it was the same as you're seeing now; people thanked me. I wasn't used to people being like that, but I now see that they're being very sincere. You and I are both providing a service that will make their lives easier, and they appreciate it. They also appreciate the sheriff for keeping things safe, the mayor for keeping things organized, Clem and Helen for running the mercantile and ordering in things people need, Ralph, who runs the livery, and I could go on and on. People are courteous, and they appreciate not only what we and other shop owners and officials do, but neighbors who help each other."

      "Huh," Callie said as she thought carefully about what Vic was telling her. "It sounds like the perfect place to live." She smiled as she added, "It's almost like it's too good to be true."

      Vic laughed as he nodded. "I thought the same thing. I kept waiting to see the other side of these people, but I haven't seen it yet. Like I said, I've only been here about five or six months, but I've come to the conclusion that these people sincerely are nice."

      Now, it was her turn to laugh. "As funny as that sounds, I think you're right. I'm looking forward to getting to know everyone better and to teaching this fall. Do you know when school normally starts? I was told they start later here than back home in Boston."

      "I'm not from Elm Springs, but I grew up just a two or three hour ride from here, so I assume it's probably pretty similar. Many people live on farms or ranches, so school starts after the fall harvest, since most kids help with that. The boys help their dads in the fields and the girls help their mothers, who are busy harvesting and canning or drying the last of the food from their gardens and the last of the berries and apples. Once that's done, school starts. It's usually the middle to end of September."

      "Is the school in town? I don't remember seeing it as we walked around."

      "It's at the edge of town. All the kids in town here attend it, but there are several farms and ranches west of Elm Springs, so they built the school at the west edge of town. That way, many of the kids on the farms and ranches are able to attend as well. I thought we'd go there after we eat. The sheriff said it's not locked, so we can go in, and you can look around if you want."

      "Oh, wonderful. I'd like that very much. I'm a little surprised, though. The school's not locked?"

      "It usually is, but the sheriff said they replaced the door and haven't put a lock on it yet. He said they'll make sure it gets on there soon."

      "I know things are different here than back in Boston, but I have to say I was a bit worried when you said the school's not locked."

      They talked about Boston and the things she was noticing that were different here. They finished their meal and left the diner, heading toward the school. Again, people stopped them to talk. He watched as she met everyone and spoke with them. It was obvious to him that she was sincere when she told them she was eager to meet their children and get to know them. He could tell she loved teaching.

      He had to smile when Jake Caldwell told her he had four boys who were a handful. "Sometimes I don't know what those boys are thinking or why they do some of the things they do. If you have problems with them, please let me know. Don't let them disrupt the whole class and make your job any harder than it already must be. Let me know, and I'll set them straight."

      "Thank you, Mr. Caldwell, but I'm sure they'll be fine."

      "I certainly hope so, but don't hesitate to come talk to me."

      "Again, thank you, but I'm not worried."

      After Mr. Caldwell went on, Vic patted her hand that was at his elbow. "Listen to Jake Caldwell, Callie. His boys can be real terrors. Jake's not a wild type of man, so I've wondered where the boys got their mischief. His wife says they get it from him, and she has told stories of things he did when he was young. They're not mean boys, but they sure are full of mischief."

      Callie smiled. "I'm of the mind that a little mischief isn't so bad. It keeps life interesting."

      Vic looked down at her and saw what looked to be a good dose of mischief in her eyes. "It does at that," he agreed. He thought about that statement as they made their way to the school. Once there, he opened the door and went in first, looking around quickly before helping her in.

      "Did you go in first to check it out before letting me in?"

      "Yes, I guess I did," he said with a shrug of his shoulders. "You can blame that on my parents. They were both big on manners, so I automatically do things, especially around ladies."

      She looked up at him. "What things do you do for ladies that you don't do for men?"

      "Normal things, like opening a door for a lady, or helping her with her coat, or making sure she's safely inside her house before I leave. Don't most men do those things for you?"

      "Some do, I guess. I don't know that I've ever had a man go in a room or building to make sure it's safe first."

      "Does it bother you?"

      She thought a moment before answering. "No. In fact, it's kind of nice."

      "Well, I'm glad it doesn't bother you, because it's part of me, and I'd like to spend more time with you if you're amenable to it."

      Again, she cocked her head to the side a little as she looked up at him. "What do you mean?"

      "I've enjoyed our time together tonight while I showed you around town. I thought maybe you'd like to see some of the area around Elm Springs. I can take you around the area, point out where some families live who will have children attending school."

      "I'd like that. I enjoyed tonight, too, Vic, and it would be nice to see where some of my students live."

      "Great. We'll talk when I take you back to the hotel and we'll decide on a day and time. Now, what do you think of the school?"

      She looked around for the first time, and he watched as she studied it a few moments before saying, "To be honest, it's smaller than I'd imagined. I knew it was a one room school, and I knew Elm Springs was not a city or even a large town, but I'm still a little surprised. Don't get me wrong; it's smaller than I envisioned it, but it's fine. I've been eager to try teaching all grades, and I still am. I just thought it would be bigger. Can I explore it a little closer, or are you in a hurry?"

      "Of course, you can," he said as he spread his arms to take in the entire area. "I came here last so you could spend some time looking at it."

      She wandered around the entire room, taking it all in. She sat at a couple of the tables and benches, which were of graduating sizes. Then she sat at what was obviously her desk and chair at the front of the room and picked up and looked through a couple of the books. Then she took a closer look at the stove toward the back of the room and the bookshelves that held slates and more books. When she finally paused her exploration to look up at him again, she had a big smile on her face. "This is wonderful. We're going to make this into something special and have so much fun here."

      Her comment left him speechless for a few moments. "What do you mean you're going to make it into something special? This building is fairly new, so I'm not sure the town is going to want to make many changes to it. What did you have in mind?"

      "Oh, no," she said with a chuckle. "The town won't have to do a thing. The children and I will be the ones making it into what we want it, and we'll have a lot of fun doing it. I can't wait."

      "Well, I'm glad you like it," he said, trying to comprehend what she'd said.

      "It will be all right for me to come here to clean it before school starts and to study the books I'll be using to teach, won't it?"

      "Of course. If you'd like to take a couple books with you to thumb through at night, feel free."

      "The mayor and sheriff wouldn't mind if I do that?"

      "I'm sure they wouldn't. I understand you'll want to become familiar with them so you can use them for teaching the children, and I'm sure that will take some time."

      "I definitely want to do that. Before I get them, could we go outside and look around? Is there an area for the children to play during their lunch break?"

      "I didn't go to school here, so I never looked at it that closely, but I'm sure there's something for them to do. Let's go see."

      They walked out the back door, having come in through the front. "Oh, yes, there's a good area here for them to play. I can see lots of games of tag and other things back here. Do you know, does someone live in this house? It looks like it's awfully close to the school, maybe even being on the same property. I'm surprised they would build a house on the school property."

      "The teacher before you was a man, and he lived in that house."

      She swirled around and looked at him, her eyebrows drawn together. "I don't understand. If there's a perfectly good house I could live in here and it wouldn't cost the town anything, why are they putting me up at a boarding house? Living here would be very convenient. I could start a fire in the morning easier, and it wouldn't be nearly as far to walk to get here. Is something wrong with the house, or why can't I live here?"

      "We'll have to ask the sheriff that, but I imagine it's because you're a lady."

      "I still don't understand."

      "It would be safer for you, as a single lady, to stay at the boarding house."

      He watched as she puffed her chest out, and it looked like fire gathered in her pretty green eyes, which became darker. She looked him straight in his eyes as she asked, "Is this you saying I wouldn't be safe living here, or is that the sheriff or mayor saying that?"

      "Whoa, Callie, calm down and let me explain. You're new to this area, so you don't know all the dangers there are here. On top of that, you came from Boston, a large city. As I'm sure you've already noticed, there are a lot of things that are very different here. One of them, unfortunately, is the safety of young ladies. There is a shortage of ladies out here. Many men would like to settle down and start a family, but there aren't any ladies for them. The ones who are born here and grow up here get to know the boys they grow up with, and they often choose one of them to marry. The rest of the local young men and all the out of town men are left out. That's why mail order brides are becoming more frequent. But what I'm trying to explain is that there are some men out here, especially men who are drifters, or just passing through, like those you met at the train stop, who are very unsavory. Those men make it dangerous for a lady alone."

      Vic had tried to be gentle in explaining the situation, not wanting to offend her or scare her, but he couldn't tell by her expression if he'd succeeded. He certainly wasn't expecting her response, when she looked at him and said, "Oh, hogwash and fiddle-faddle. There's certainly no reason for the town to pay for me to stay someplace when this perfectly fine home is so handy to the school. I'll be fine here, and happier. Let's stop by the sheriff's office and let him know they can cancel the room."

      Vic had to work to hide the smile that threatened to erupt. The sassy little lady he'd been sure was hidden inside this pretty little vixen was making an appearance. He thought a moment about how to handle it, certainly not wanting to upset her. She'd agreed to see him again, and he certainly didn't want that to change.
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      "We can certainly stop at the sheriff's office on our way back to the hotel," Vic assured Callie. It sounded safer to him to let the sheriff handle this matter. If she got upset, better it be with the sheriff than him.

      "Thank you," she said as she spent a few more minutes looking around the school grounds. "All right, let me grab a couple books from inside and we'll go let the sheriff know he can cancel the room he has saved for me."

      He escorted her inside, where she looked over the textbooks again and picked two of them out to take along. He instinctively reached for them, tucking them under his arm as he led her toward the door and held it open for her. She went outside, looking at him with her eyes drawn together. "What's that look mean?" he asked.

      "What? Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't realize I was giving you a look. I've been told I do that often."

      "You do," he confirmed, "and in time, I'm sure I'll learn what each of those looks means. In the meantime, does that look I just saw mean you're upset with me for something?"

      "Upset? No. I just realized you did it again, didn't you?"

      "Did what?"

      "You opened the door for me, and now you're carrying my books, both things I'm perfectly capable of doing myself."

      "I do those things without thinking about it. You said it doesn't bother you. Has that changed?"

      "I didn't know I was giving you a look before, but if I was, that's probably why. No, it doesn't bother me that you do. In fact, as much as it surprises me, I kind of like it. But why? I shouldn't."

      A glance at Callie told him she was being sincere. "Why shouldn't you?"

      "Because I can do things myself. I don't have to have a man do them for me."

      "Maybe not, but there's certainly nothing wrong with allowing a man to do them for you, especially if you kind of like it." She looked up at him, doubt and uncertainty written all over her face. "Callie, I get the feeling there's a story there, a reason why you don't want to like the way it feels to have a man do things for you. I won't ask you to tell me about it if you don't want to, but I will tell you that people say I'm a good listener, and I'd love to hear it if you want to talk about it sometime. In the meantime, my parents were big on manners and taught my brothers and me to treat people with respect, especially women. I naturally do things like open doors for them, and it wouldn't sit well with me to do otherwise. So, if you kind of like it, can we have an agreement that you'll let me do it? That way, we'll both feel good."

      "You mean that, don't you?"

      "Callie, you'll find I always mean what I say. But, yes, I do mean that. Can we have that agreement, please?"

      She started laughing as she looked up at him. "I'm sorry, I don't mean to be laughing at you, but I saw that for what it really is. In essence, you're asking me if we can agree to you being nice, if I will allow that, aren't you?"

      "Yes, I guess I am," he said with a smile as he shrugged his shoulders. "I've never had to ask a lady to agree to that before, but I want you to feel comfortable around me."

      "I do feel comfortable around you, Victor. Otherwise, I wouldn't be admitting any of these things to you. And to answer your question, yes, I will allow it. I'll try not to get too used to it or allow it to spoil me."

      He squinted his eyes a bit as he looked at her, wondering what was in her past, but he simply patted her hand as she slipped it through his offered elbow. "Thank you. Now, let's stop in at the sheriff's office on our way back to the hotel."

      Vic couldn't help but wonder what could possibly be in her past that made her have such feelings, but he didn't want to push her and scare her off. Instead, he tried to lead their conversation down a path that would be safer. "You seem awfully young to be a teacher. Will this be your first teaching position?"

      "No, I taught in Boston for a year and a half."

      "You quit halfway through a year?"

      "No, I started halfway through a year, when a teacher got married and quit teaching. I finished out that year and taught another year."

      "Did you enjoy it?"

      "I enjoyed teaching, but I wanted something different, some new surroundings."

      "Well, if you wanted new surroundings, I'm sure you got that here in Elm Springs," he said with a chuckle. "I'm sure you had to give up a lot of things back there. I hope you don't miss them here and decide to go back."

      "Oh, I don't think that will happen," she said quickly, which had him looking at her and wondering again. "I can't think of anything I could possibly miss enough to move back."

      "The main thing I've heard ladies say when they move out here from back east is that they miss the indoor water closet. They don't like going back to an outhouse again."

      "I will admit that was nice, along with a bathtub and running water. They were a fairly recent luxury, though, so it's not like I forgot how to use an outhouse or heat up water for a bath. This way, when people around here start getting those things, I can enjoy the new marvels again, along with all my neighbors."

      "That's a good way to look at it," he said with a chuckle. "Things don't change very quickly around here, though. I'm not sure how soon that will be."

      "It doesn't matter, I'll wait. I'm a patient person."

      "That's good to know," he said as he wondered how true that statement was. So far, he hadn't guessed patience to be one of his sassy little redhead's better qualities. As they approached the sheriff's office, he found himself wondering what was making him think of Callie as his sassy little redhead. Sassy little redhead, yes, definitely, but his? Admittedly, he wouldn't mind that a bit, but he was afraid he was a long way from her being his.

      Sheriff Dalton was sitting on one of the two chairs he kept out in front of his office. He stood when he saw them heading his way. "Good evening, Miss Newman, Vic."

      "Good evening, Sheriff. Miss Newman has something she'd like to ask you," Vic said.

      Sheriff Dalton turned toward her, but before he had a chance to say anything, she spoke up. "It's not really a question. I just need to tell you something."
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