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      Boston, spring, 1890

      "Mama, I got another letter from Edna," Cara said as she hurried through the front door toward the stairs leading to her bedroom, waving the envelope in her hand.

      "Let me know what she says," Lydia said with a chuckle. Her two daughters had always been very close. They were only a year apart in age, but many people mistook them for twins. They were very close, often finishing each other's sentences. They looked similar in some ways. They were both just a couple inches over five feet tall, and both had pretty, light brown eyes. However, Edna had her father's dark brown, almost black, hair while Cara had her mother's light brown hair with natural golden streaks through it.

      Lydia had been worried when Edna announced she'd answered an ad for a mail order bride and had been exchanging letters with a rancher in the small town of Elk Run in Texas. A few months later, she had agreed to move out there and marry him. She felt better now that Edna seemed to be extremely happy there, and she and Cara had been sending letters back and forth weekly. She missed Edna, but what every mother wanted more than anything else was for her children to find the special person for them and to be happy. It seemed that had happened for Edna.

      Lydia's husband, Clyde Hinton, walked into the house several moments later. "Cara sure looks forward to her weekly letter from Edna. When she stepped out of the schoolhouse and saw me walking down the boardwalk carrying a letter, she hurried to catch up with me to get her letter."

      "They may be several states apart now, but those two will always be close," Lydia agreed. "I'm glad to see it." She went to the stairs and yelled up, "Cara, Papa's home and supper's ready. Can you come set the table, please?"

      Cara appeared a couple minutes later, still holding her letter but frowning a bit. "I'm sorry, Mama, I should have set the table and helped you finish supper before I went to my room, but⁠—"

      "I know, you wanted to read your letter. I understand, Cara. You don't look very happy after reading it, though. Is anything wrong?"

      "I don't know. Let me help you get supper on the table, then I'll tell you what she said. Maybe I'm just worrying too much."

      Clyde and Lydia both looked at their daughter, concern etched on their faces. Clyde went to wash his hands while Lydia and Cara got supper on the table. As soon as they had passed the food, Lydia turned to Cara. "Now, what did Edna say in her letter that seems to have you a bit upset?"

      "She saw a man kill a lady."

      Her shocked parents dropped their forks and looked at each other, then at her. Clyde was the first to find his voice. "What? Where did it happen? Did the sheriff arrest the man? Will she have to testify?"

      "She didn't go to the sheriff."

      Lydia stood. "What do you mean, she didn't go to the sheriff?"

      "Here," Cara said, handing her the letter. "Read it for yourself. Maybe I missed something or read it wrong."

      Clyde stood next to his wife and they read Edna's letter together, while Cara paced. Clyde took a deep breath and exhaled slowly when he'd finished reading it, and Lydia sat back down in her chair. Cara sat down as well. "So, what do you think?" she asked.

      "I think we need to write her a letter right away," Lydia said. "As I read this, it seems she was taking a walk in some nearby woods when she came upon an abandoned cabin. She looked in the window to see if there was anything inside and was shocked to see a man and a woman inside. It looked to her like they were struggling, and he was pulling her over toward a bed that was in the corner of the cabin. As they struggled, she fell and hit her head on the corner of the bed. He went to her, but she didn't move. He seemed scared, not sure what to do. Edna turned and left quickly, not wanting him to know she'd seen what had happened. She ran back home. She said she didn't tell her husband because he would be upset that she was in the woods."

      "That doesn't make sense," Clyde said. "Why would he be upset that she was in the woods, and how could he possibly be so upset that she wouldn't go to the sheriff?" He shook his head. "I don't understand this at all. Lydia, you'd better sit down right after we eat and write her a letter. I'll post it tomorrow. She needs to go talk to the sheriff."

      "Papa, she said she's afraid the people of Elk Run, the closest town to their ranch, will be upset, and she wants them to accept her in their community."

      "I can't understand why she thinks helping the sheriff catch a killer in their town would upset them," he said. "Wouldn't they want the man to be found and put in jail?"

      "In her past letters, she's talked about how different things are out there," Cara tried to explain. "Some of it seems rather odd to me, but she's trying hard to fit in."

      "How did she say things are different?" Lydia asked. "What could possibly make her think her husband would be upset with her for taking a walk in the woods, or that turning a killer in to the sheriff would upset the local people? How different can things be?"

      "She said husbands there see it as their responsibility to protect their wives and keep them safe."

      "I can understand that," Clyde said, "as it's still a frontier there. I'm glad that's the case, but how can her husband protect her if she won't tell him what she saw?"

      "But from her past letters, I think I understand why she's hesitant to tell him. I don't agree with it, but I think I understand it," Cara said. She tried to pick her words carefully and explain it in a way they would understand, although she admitted it was still rather confusing to herself. "Ladies there are expected to take care of the house and the children."

      "That's no different than here," her mother said, sounding rather exasperated. "What does that have to do with not telling her husband or the sheriff what she saw?"

      "They're also expected to listen to their husbands, who are protecting them. Women are told not to walk in the woods alone. Apparently, the men often go in the woods hunting, but they tell the ladies to stay out of them because of the wild animals. Edna said she assumed the bigger, dangerous wild animals would stay deeper in the woods, and it would be safe to walk at the edge of them."

      "Ah," Clyde said, nodding his head as he seemed to begin to understand things. "Edna was always fascinated with the outdoors, including woods and wild critters, as she referred to them."

      "Exactly," Cara said. "Of course, there aren't many trees near us since we live in Boston, but whenever we would go riding in the country, she watched carefully anytime we went past a woods, no matter how small it was."

      "You're right," Lydia said. "I'd forgotten that. She often wondered how many little critters lived in there, and what kind. She used to say she figured the cute little rabbits and squirrels and things probably lived at the edge of the woods, which is why we would occasionally see them out in a meadow or at a brook, while the bigger bears and wolves stayed deeper in the woods, hidden from us, where they felt safer."

      "Yes, she did," Cara agreed. "She told me in her last letter that she used to walk along the edge of the woods, looking in. She never saw any wildlife, so she was thinking it would be safe to go in the woods to walk, as long as she didn't go in very far. In my last letter to her, I told her maybe she should ask her husband about it first, since I don't know anything about what kind of wildlife they have around there or where in the woods they might be. I'm guessing she decided it would be safe, and as she was walking, she saw an old cabin."

      "Edna has always been curious," Clyde said. "If she saw an old, abandoned cabin, I'm sure she would want to go investigate."

      "Yes, she would," Lydia agreed. "She has always been curious and very interested in history. I'm sure she would want to know how the earlier cabins differed from the houses now. She probably went to look at it, never expecting to see anyone there. But I still don't understand why she wouldn't report what she saw."

      "I figure it's one of two reasons," Cara said slowly, as she was obviously thinking about the situation. "If she reported it to her husband, he would be upset with her for not heeding his warning not to go in the woods. She's a newlywed and probably doesn't want to upset her new husband. But also, if they went to the sheriff, word would get around town. She said Elk Run is a small town that has an extremely healthy gossip mill, and everybody knows everything that happens. Everyone in town would soon know the new lady in the area didn't listen to her new husband."

      Clyde nodded his head in understanding. "That would make her look bad in her new town but would also reflect poorly on Frank. People would think he couldn't control his new wife, and I'm sure she wouldn't want that."

      "That's what I thought, too," Cara said. "Edna loves Frank and was worried about making him proud of her. She knew she could be a good wife as far as cooking and keeping a house, but she said in several of her letters that things are so different out there, she hoped she didn't do something that women just don't do out there and embarrass him."

      "Yes, I can see Edna being concerned about that," Lydia said. "But I still think she should talk to Frank and tell him what she saw. Then they can decide together whether they should go to the sheriff."

      "I do, too," Cara said. "Papa, what do you think?"

      "I agree. You're right, we don't know how different life is out there, but Frank will know what she should do. Turning in a killer seems pretty important to me."

      "That's what I'll tell her. I'll write a letter right after supper and tell her we talked about it and this is what we think she should do."

      Her parents both nodded in agreement, and they finished their evening meal. As she was helping her mama wash the dishes and clean the kitchen afterward, she sighed. "Actually, I may have to wait until tomorrow to write my letter to Edna. My older students took a test today and I have to grade those this evening. I like to have them get their tests back the next day so they know how they did. Then we'll go over anything they missed so they understand before we go on."

      "You're a good teacher, Cara. Your father and I are proud of you."

      "I've always wanted to be a teacher. Since this is my first year, I worry about how I'm doing, but the children seem to be learning pretty well, so I hope that means I'm doing all right."

      "I've heard several comments from mothers of students in your classroom, and they're all pleased. I think you're doing a fine job."

      "I hope so. I do love teaching."

      "So much that you don't seem to have any time left for courting."

      "Mama, please stop worrying about me finding a man to marry. I'm not courting anyone right now because I haven't found anyone who's caught my attention yet. When I meet the right man, I'm sure I'll know it."

      "But you don't even talk to the young men much after church anymore."

      "Most of them seem like nice young men, but like I said, none of them have done anything to stand out to me. If one of them does, or a new man moves to town, if they ask me out, I will certainly accept. Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to start grading some papers."
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        * * *

      

      Cara and Clyde considered themselves fortunate. The school Cara taught at was just down one block and around the corner from where her father worked, and they were both within walking distance of their home, so on nice days, they generally walked to work. She usually stayed at the school after the children went home, cleaning, grading papers and preparing for the next day. It was one of the smallest schoolhouses in Boston, with just three classrooms. There were two doors in each classroom. One led to a central hall, and one led directly outside from each classroom. Her father generally stopped on his way past and checked her room. If she was still there, they walked home together.

      She enjoyed that time she spent with her father, especially since Edna had moved away. They talked about many things as they walked, and she felt they'd become closer during the past seven months that she had been teaching. They were coming to the end of the school year and she knew she would miss their nightly walk-and-talk sessions over the summer. They had already asked her to return to teach the next year, and she intended to do just that. She loved teaching, as well as being able to walk to school and back home with her father. As she finished cleaning her classroom the day after receiving Edna's letter, she let her mind wander a bit.

      Her life was wonderful. The only thing that she wished was different right now was that her sister was close by. She was only a year older than Edna, and while she went on to school to become a teacher, Edna hadn't been interested in finding employment. She wanted to get married and raise a family. Like Cara, however, she hadn't found a local man who appealed to her, so when she saw the ad for a mail order bride, she'd answered it.

      She hadn't held out much hope, but when he had replied, she had been impressed with his letter. The two had corresponded for a few months, and Edna had felt she'd fallen in love with Frank Gorman through his letters. When he offered to send enough money for her to purchase a ticket to Elk Run, Texas, along with enough for food during the trip, she accepted and was excited to begin her new life. The only thing she hadn't been happy about was leaving her family, especially Cara.

      From the time she arrived and became his bride, the sisters began their weekly letter routine. Each one would send a letter weekly, responding to the letter they'd received from the other. By hearing from Edna every week, she still felt close to her and they were still able to share their secrets and feelings. She'd been delighted when Frank sent a letter to Clyde and Lydia, inviting them to Texas for a visit. In the alternative, if they weren't able to get away, he said if they would see that Cara got on the train, he would personally be at the train station to meet her and watch out for her while she visited them. When she was ready to return home, he would help her on the train and let them know when she would return.

      Her parents had too many obligations in Boston, between his work, his ailing mother they routinely checked in on, and Lydia's father who had been injured, but they eventually agreed to allow Cara to go for a visit. She was looking forward to seeing her sister again, meeting her husband, and seeing Texas.

      Bringing her mind back to the present, a quick glance at the clock on the wall told her it was about time for her father to arrive. She finished up, grabbed her sweater and was headed for the door just as her father knocked and opened the door.

      When they reached their home, Lydia was sitting on the porch, enjoying the warm spring weather while she waited for them. While they ate their evening meal, they discussed what they felt Cara should include in the letter she wrote to Edna. Once the kitchen was cleaned, she went to her room and took her time writing the letter. When it was finished, she read the pertinent portion of it to her parents, to be sure they thought she'd gotten their feelings through to her sister. When they approved of the wording, she finished it, adding the personal things between the sisters, and got it ready to mail. Her father assured her he would post it the next day, as the post office was a couple doors beyond his office.

      She told her parents good-night and went upstairs to her room, but she hadn't gotten the door closed yet when she heard a knock on the door downstairs. It was late and she couldn't imagine who would be calling at this time of night or what they wanted, but she feared it wasn't good. No one came visiting at this time of night with good news. She turned around and went back downstairs. She got to the kitchen just as a delivery person handed her father a telegram and left. She saw the way her parents looked at each other and knew they were having similar thoughts as she—this can't be good.

      Clyde opened the envelope, quickly read the telegram, and collapsed into the chair Lydia had pulled out for him. "No," he mumbled. "It can't be."

      Lydia took the telegram and read it. Her face immediately turned white. Cara helped her mother to another chair and took the telegram, sitting down herself before reading it. After reading it, she looked up at her parents. "Edna is dead? What happened? This doesn't say much."

      "It's a telegram, honey. The sheriff said he's sending a letter today that will explain all they know. It sounds to me like they didn't know who she was, but they found a letter in her pocket from you."

      "It said 'letter in pocket, no envelope'," Cara said. "In the last letter I sent, I told her nothing new has happened in Boston, and I signed it, from your loving sister. I'm glad I signed my last name. We started doing that as a joke between us since we no longer share the same last name. I guess that explains why they sent the telegram to my family, but does that mean they don't know who she is, so they haven't contacted Frank?"

      Clyde read the telegram again. "That's a good question, Cara. Maybe I had better send a telegram tomorrow to Frank and make sure he knows."

      Cara looked confused as she shook her head. "I don't understand. It sounds like they found her in an unoccupied house. If that's true, she had to have been missing, but why wouldn't Frank have told us? It doesn't make sense. Maybe there's been some kind of mistake."

      "We'd all love for that to be the case, Cara, but unfortunately, I don't think it's likely. She had your letter in her pocket. You're right, though, I would have thought he would have let us know if she was missing."

      "Something's not right," Cara said. "I hope the sheriff's letter gets here soon. Maybe that will tell us something that will make more sense. This is from the sheriff of Clemson, Texas, but I don't even know where that is. Is it even close to where she and Frank live?"

      They were too upset to sleep, so after lots of tears and trying to comfort each other, they talked more about what could possibly have happened to their dear daughter and sister. The more they talked, the more upset Cara became, and it centered around Edna's husband, Frank. "None of us have met him, so we really don't know anything about him. For all we know, if she is dead, he could have been the one who killed her. That might be why he didn't contact us to let us know she's missing."

      "That's true," Lydia noted, "but Edna loved him. She's generally a good judge of people, and she seemed quite smitten with him, both from his letters and after she'd met him in person."

      "That's true enough," Cara conceded. "I guess we just have to wait and see what the sheriff says."

      "I still think I need to send a telegram to Frank and ask if she's missing," Clyde said. "If they're searching for her, he deserves to know about the telegram we got. He could check in with this sheriff from Clemson."

      "I agree," Cara said a bit hesitantly, "but maybe you shouldn't tell him she was found at Clemson until we know more about what happened."

      After some thought, Clyde agreed. "As much as I hate to even think about it, you might be right, Cara. If he did have any part in her death, we don't want to tell him what we know. Maybe, instead, we should give this sheriff Frank's name and let him look into the matter, see if he had anything to do with her death."

      Cara nodded. "That's what I would do because I find it odd that he didn't even contact us to let us know she was missing."

      "On the other hand," Lydia said, "if Frank is not involved, if she's missing, he may be terribly worried and trying to find her. He may not have contacted us because he didn't have anything to tell us other than she's missing. Maybe he's thinking she just wandered off and got lost."

      Cara considered her mother's words carefully, while listening to her father as he spoke. "You're right, Lydia, we don't know when this happened. If he went out to the fields this morning and came back in this evening, he wouldn't have known she was missing until then. I would say the first thing he would do is search his ranch, and he may be out there doing that right now, hoping to find her, without getting us all upset and worried."

      "That's true," Cara admitted. "If something happened to her this morning, but he didn't find out until this evening, it makes sense he would be out looking for her, not going to town to send us a telegram."

      "We can't assume anything," Clyde said.

      "I see that now," Cara finally agreed, "but I still say we should send a telegram asking if she's missing. Then once we get his response, we can decide what we want to tell him. If he's innocent and doesn't know she's dead, if we tell him what the sheriff's telegram says, he can try to get more details."

      "But if we ask if she's missing, won't he want to know what we know?" Lydia asked.

      "Probably," Clyde agreed. "He would have to assume we know something, or why we would ask."

      "Maybe he would think she sent us a letter saying she was unhappy and going to leave or return home," Cara suggested. "Even if he realizes we know something, his response might give us a clue. I think we should send a telegram asking if she's missing, and then see what we think after we get his response."

      "I agree," Clyde said, and Lydia nodded her agreement.

      After very little sleep, all three were up early the next morning. Cora walked to the home of one of the other two teachers at the school where she taught and told her about the telegram they'd received. After giving her condolences and giving her a hug, the teacher told her not to worry, that she and the other teacher would split the kids in her class between their two classes for a few days so she could take some time to try to find out what happened and grieve.

      Clyde went to the telegraph office early and sent the telegram to Frank. He told the telegraph operator he was expecting a reply and would be in his office just a few doors down. He waited anxiously for a response, but none came until he was getting ready to go home. The operator delivered it to him personally. "Clyde, my shift is over so I brought it over to you myself. Jed will be there all night, though, so if you need to send a response, he can do it for you."

      "Thanks, I appreciate it. I'm going to take this home so my family and I can decide what we want to send in response, but then I'll come back in." He hurried home to share the telegram with them.

      Lydia and Cara met him at the door as he walked in the house holding up a telegram. "Did Frank respond?" Cara asked. "What did he say?"

      "It's a short telegram. I asked if Edna is missing. His reply was, 'Yes. Did she contact you? Thought she was happy.' I'm not sure what to make of it or how to respond."

      "I wonder how long she's been missing and why he didn't contact us," Cara said.

      "It sounds like he thinks she was unhappy and left," Lydia said.

      Cara looked at her parents. "When was he going to tell us?"

      "Obviously, we don't know," Clyde said, "but in fairness, we also don't know how long she's been missing or what was going on there, either."

      "School's almost out here," Cara said. "As soon as it's out, I think I'm going to go see what I can find out. I'll see where Clemson is. If it's close, I'll talk to the sheriff who sent the telegram, and then I'll go meet Frank. Maybe I can get a feeling for him, if he had something to do with her death. If it looks or sounds like he did, I'll need to talk to the local sheriff. If he had something to do with it, he needs to pay for it."

      "Cara, you can't go there by yourself and look into this matter," Lydia said emphatically.

      "Why not? Mama, she was my sister and I loved her. She deserved better than this."

      "I agree, honey. She was my daughter and I loved her, too, but it sounds dangerous. I certainly don't want to risk losing both my daughters."

      "I'll be careful."

      "Slow down, Cara," Clyde said. "Let's wait until we get the letter from the sheriff before we do anything like that. His letter should get here in a day or two, and it might answer some of our questions." After discussing it further, they all agreed that would be the best thing to do. It was hard to wait, but hopefully, the letter would shed some light on what happened.

      Cara agreed, but the more she thought about it, the more sure she was that she would be making a trip to Texas. If her beloved sister was dead and found in another town, something wasn't right. She could have wandered off and gotten lost, but it certainly wasn't likely she would wander off far enough to seek shelter in an empty house in another town. Even if she did, how did she die? The other option, which unfortunately seemed more likely, was that someone killed her, and whoever that person was needed to pay for it.

      At this point, it was hard for her not to be upset with Frank. Edna had said men out there protect their wives. It was yet to be determined if he was the one who killed her, but he certainly hadn't protected her, either.
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      The much awaited letter took an additional two days to arrive. During that time, they talked a great deal about what might have happened, and the more they talked about it, the more questions they had. Unfortunately, when they did finally get the letter from the sheriff, it answered very few of the many questions they had by then.

      Her body had been found in an abandoned house just at the edge of Clemson, Texas. A man had been hunting, and when it started to rain, he ran to the house, which wasn't far from where he was. He knew the people had moved away and it was empty, but it would keep him dry until it stopped raining and he could continue his hunting expedition. He saw the body of a dead lady, so he went to town and got the sheriff. They neither one recognized her, and the sheriff hadn't gotten any word of any missing ladies. He asked around town, but no one seemed to know her.

      They had checked her pockets and found the letter from Cara. There was no envelope so they didn't have an address, but in the letter, Cara said their parents were both well and nothing much had happened in the last week in Boston. They assumed Cara was her sister and she lived in Boston, so he sent the telegram. In the letter, he described her appearance and the dress she was wearing. Unfortunately, his description not only sounded just like Edna, but the dress she was wearing was a perfect description of one she had made not long before she had moved to Texas. He apologized for having to tell them this way but did want to assure them that he did see that she had a proper burial at the cemetery next to the church in town, led by the preacher there.

      The letter didn't give them any answers as far as how she died or why, but unfortunately, they now knew it was indeed Edna. They were relieved that at least she had been given a proper burial. They were disappointed, even upset that Frank hadn't told them she was even missing, other than the one telegram he'd sent after Clyde had asked if she was missing. Cara was angry and was turning more of her anger toward him.

      The day after they received the letter from the sheriff, they got one from Frank. He apologized, saying she was still missing, and although he and his ranch hands had searched everywhere on the ranch, they hadn't been able to find her. He had alerted the sheriff, who had also done a search of the ranch and surrounding area but had also come up empty.

      He told them he loved Edna, still did, and wasn't ready to give up his search for her. He was worried that although she seemed happy there and had declared her love for him, maybe she wasn't actually happy after all and had run off. He assumed if that was the case, she would contact her family to let them know she was all right. He asked if she had done that or if she did in the future, would they please let him know. Although he still loves her, if she's so unhappy that she felt the need to run away, he would abide by that wish but would feel much better knowing she was alive and well.

      "We have to tell him she's dead," Lydia said. "It sounds like Frank truly loves her and has been neglecting his work to look for her."

      "Maybe," Cara said in a disgruntled way. "But it's also possible that he killed her and is acting like he misses her now to cover up his deed, so he doesn't go to prison."

      "I suppose that's possible," Clyde admitted after several moments, "but we don't know. I agree with your mother, though, that if he truly is still searching for her, we need to tell him. I'll go send him a telegram right now. It's hard to come to grips with the fact that she's dead, but the longer he goes on looking for her, the harder it will be for him. He deserves to know."

      "Maybe. You can tell him if you want, but I've already decided, once school is out here, I'm going to Texas. I planned on the trip all along to visit Edna. I'm still going to go, but now I'll be putting some flowers on her grave and saying my good-byes to her."

      Lydia sat up straight. "You're planning on going to Clemson, Texas alone?"

      "No, I'm going to Elk Run. Yesterday, I looked on a map. Clemson isn't very far from Elk Run. It's one of the closest little towns to it. It's not close enough to walk, though, so someone had to take her to Clemson from Elk Run. I plan on finding out who that was."

      Lydia was instantly concerned. "No, Cara, that's too dangerous."

      "I'll be careful, Mama, I promise. I understand your concern, but I can't just let it go. We were so close, I feel like I'd be letting her down if I don't go there and ask a few questions. I'll meet her husband because you're right, she loved him. I feel like she would at least want me to meet him. He may be the wonderful man she thought he was. If so, I think she'd be happy that I went and met him. I'll ask him if he can take me to Clemson so I can put flowers on her grave and say good-bye to her. He may want to do the same thing."

      "It sounds like he loved her, so I'm sure he will," Clyde agreed.

      "It sure looks like someone killed her, and it really bothers me that they're getting away with it. If I talk to the sheriff of Clemson or Elk Run, they should look into it. It's important to me that if someone killed her, they pay for it. But whatever happens, Mama, I feel like I have to make this trip for her."

      "I don't like the idea of you being alone that far away from us, and you looking into this sounds dangerous."

      "Mama, I'm twenty-one now, and a teacher. I can take a trip by myself, meet Frank, and talk to one or two sheriffs. I'll be careful."

      "What do you think, Clyde?" Lydia asked, obviously hoping he agreed with her.

      Clyde sighed before pulling both Cara and Lydia in close enough to hug them both. "It is a long way from here, but I understand her wanting to say good-bye to her sister. They've always been so close. We can't get away right now because of the people here who need our help. Cara is a responsible, smart young lady. You will be careful, won't you, Cara?"

      "I will, Papa, I promise, and I'll send you a letter when I get there so you know I made it safely. I'll also send another one when I make my plans to return so you'll know when I'll arrive back home."

      After a few more promises, including to send more than one letter if she stayed longer than a week, Lydia agreed.

      Cara had just over a week of school left, and she used that time to make her plans. The news of Edna's death was such a shock to their family that they talked about her every day, especially in the evening while they ate their evening meal. They were all stunned and upset, but Cara was out for revenge. While they all wondered what actually happened that ended with her being found in an abandoned house in another town, Cara was absolutely convinced she was murdered. Someone killed her beloved sister, and she was out to see that they paid for what they did.

      It upset her parents to hear her talk like that, even if they didn't necessarily disagree, but they worried about her getting hurt. Not wanting to worry them, she quickly learned to keep those feelings to herself. She spent a lot of time thinking about how to accomplish her mission, and the more she thought about it, the more she felt she needed to look into any involvement Frank may have had. Her parents weren't so sure. They felt Edna loved him and was a pretty good judge of people.

      One person who did agree with her was Katherine Hall, one of her fellow teachers at the school. All three of the teachers got along well, but over the past year that Cara had taught there, she and Katherine had become good friends. As Cara told her what they had been told about her sister's death, Katherine immediately had the same thoughts she'd had. They talked often about her upcoming trip and things she could do to try to find out what actually happened. They also talked about things she shouldn't do or that might cause a problem. She pointed out several things Cara hadn't thought about.

      The first thing she suggested was that she shouldn't use her real name, and she needed a reason for being there. "If you use your real name, Frank will recognize your name right away and hide everything. Even if it turns out he didn't have anything to do with her death, in a small town, word will get out that you're her sister. If whoever did kill her sees you asking questions and poking around, you might be in danger."

      "I thought of that, but I'm not sure what to do about it. I can use my middle name and a different last name, but if I'm there more than a few days, I'm sure my parents will send a letter, a letter to Cara Hinton. The postmaster wouldn't know who that is, and how would I explain it?"

      "That's true, but you also need a reason for your visit. Everyone in town will ask why you're there, since single ladies don't just travel across the country by themselves unless there's a specific reason for you to be there. If you tell people your real reason for being there, again, word will get around and whoever was responsible for it will hide any evidence, and once again, you could be in danger."

      "That's something I hadn't thought of, but you're right. What will I tell people as to why I traveled to Elk Run from Boston and am staying at the hotel for a week or so?"

      "Do you have enough money to pay for at least a couple weeks at a hotel and eating at restaurants, besides your ticket there and back?"

      "I was able to save most of the money I made teaching this year, so yes, I have the money. But I hadn't thought of people questioning why I'm there. It's a small town, so I'm sure people will notice me and wonder what I'm doing. That might make it hard to sneak around and ask questions."

      "I would think it most definitely will." After several seconds of silence, Katherine suggested, "We need to give this some thought, and quickly. I know you planned on leaving in a few days, but I think you need to wait until we get this figured out, for you to have a chance of finding the answers you want."

      "I hate to admit it, but you're probably right. I don't want to wait to go, though, so I have to come up with something."

      "I'll think about it tonight, too," Katherine said as they left.

      Try as she might, Cara hadn't thought of a single possibility and walked into school the next morning full of frustration. Katherine was waiting for her, bubbling with excitement. "What has you so happy?" Cara asked.

      "As you know, my mother teaches at the College for Teachers, and look what the school got in the mail yesterday," Katherine said, bouncing on her heels as she handed Cara a letter.

      She scanned the paper she was now holding and looked back at Katherine. "What is this?"

      "It's a list of all the schools across the states that sent a letter to the school asking if there were any new teachers who would be interested in teaching at their schools."

      "I'm not sure I understand."

      "Look at the list. Cara. Elk Run, Texas is looking for a teacher!"

      "But I'm teaching here, and I love my job."

      "This can be your reason for going to Elk Run. I can help you get the teaching job at Elk Run, under any name you want to use."

      "I don't understand."

      "If you send a letter saying you'd like to have the job, use whatever name you want. I can include a reference, using that same name. Then also ask them to please respond to the school. They can send the letter here to the school saying you got the job." Seeing Cara's confusion, she continued. "You don't have to keep the job. You get the job as the teacher and you have a reason to be there. People will be happy you're there and will be friendly, more likely to talk to you, answer questions, as long as those questions aren't too obvious. Then once you have the information you're looking for, apologize and tell them you thought you were ready for a move, but you miss your family and have decided to go back home. Or come up with a family emergency that you have to return for and come back home."

      "I hate to tell them I'll be their teacher and then leave them without one, but you're right, it would give me the reason I need to be there."

      "Tell them you're going there right away after being hired, so you can get used to the area and the weather before school starts and to get the school set up how you want it. Then you have time to decide it's not for you and come back, and they still have time to find another teacher."

      "Yes, that would give them enough time, wouldn't it?" She thought about the plan for a couple minutes before smiling up at her friend. "Even if it takes me three weeks or a month to get my answers, that would still give them time to find another teacher. That would work, wouldn't it?"

      "Of course."

      "Now, all I have to do is get my parents to see why I have to use a different name."

      "Why wouldn't they want you to do that? If you go there using your real name, Frank will know right away who you are and he won't tell you anything."

      "They don't think he had anything to do with it, that Edna loved him and he loved her."

      "They may be right, but you won't be able to find out for sure if he knows who you are. Wouldn't it be better to find out, so you know for sure, rather than always have that little question in the back of your mind?"

      "I think so, but now I have to convince them."

      She worded it in a very similar manner that evening when she talked to her parents again about her trip. She told them about the job opening and that she was going to apply for it. They didn't like the idea of her telling them she would take the job if she didn't intend on keeping it, but they understood and agreed that if she was only there a short time, they would still have enough time to find someone else, and it would be beneficial for her to have a reason to go there in order to be accepted by the people of the town. By the end of the evening, they did agree that it would be nice to be able to know for sure that Frank had nothing to do with it, so they agreed she would use her middle name, Grace, and her mother's maiden name, Jenkins.

      That decision made, she could now go ahead with her plans. She sat down and wrote a letter to the Elk Run mayor, applying for the job as their new teacher. She told him she wanted to see and live in the western and southern part of the country. She had hoped to find a job somewhere in the southwest after graduating with her teaching certificate but hadn't been able to find such a position last year. Her hope was to find a small town where she could teach all the students in that town the whole way through their schooling. She also loved the idea that in a small town, everyone knows everyone else and is friendly. She told him Elk Run sounded like exactly what she was looking for.

      She took her letter to school with her the next day and had Katherine look at it. She agreed it sounded convincing and wrote out a letter, as a fellow teacher with her at their school, to recommend her for the job. They put them both in an envelope and sent it to the mayor of Elk Run, Texas. The postmaster wouldn't know where to deliver a letter to Grace Jenkins, so they used the return address of the school in Boston.

      Katherine was the senior teacher in charge at the school, and as such, she would be stopping at the school weekly throughout the summer to check on it. There was only a day of school left yet, but all three teachers would be there for a couple weeks after school was out. They gave the school a thorough cleaning and checked supplies to see what needed replaced before school started in the fall. Hopefully, the mayor would get her letter and respond quickly so they would receive the return letter while they were still at the school. She was eager to start her journey to Texas.
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        * * *

      

      School ended, and although Cara hated to see her first year of teaching end, she was becoming more and more excited about her upcoming trip. She worried a bit about not getting the job in Elk Run, but she knew Katherine was right when she said she doubted they would get too many ladies applying for a teaching position in a small town in Texas. She knew some small towns out west had trouble getting a teacher, and many even hired a man or woman who had simply finished eight grades of schooling there. She had a teaching certificate, so even if more than one person applied, hopefully her teaching certificate would earn her the position.

      Katherine checked at the post office every morning before going to the schoolhouse, hoping to find a response from Elk Run, but they were both getting a bit concerned. Finally, a week and a half after school had let out, the answer came. Katherine waved the letter in the air as she entered the school, and Cara grabbed it and tore it open. Seconds later, she was bouncing up and down as she threw her arms around her friend. "I got the job! My pay includes a room at a boarding house, and I'm welcome to come to Elk Run whenever I want. That's perfect! I'll go buy a ticket, then send them a letter telling them when I will arrive."

      She went to the train station and had the same thought her sister, Edna, had. She was glad the train went to Elk Run. That meant she could ride the entire way by train, which she much preferred over having to take a stagecoach part of the way. Everyone she had talked to who had traveled both ways said the train might be long and monotonous, but it was more comfortable than riding in a stage. It was also safer, which was important for a lady traveling alone. She bought her ticket but had to wait three more days before a train left that went to Texas. She wrote a letter to the mayor, thanking him for the opportunity, telling him she was eager to see her new home, and giving him the date and time her train was expected to arrive in Elk Run.

      She helped the other two teachers finish for the year, glad to have something to keep her mind busy during the day. She and her parents spent their evenings preparing. Her mother helped her pack. They felt she needed to take most of her clothes, since it had to look as though she was moving there, not simply visiting for a week or two. Besides, they all admitted, she wasn't sure how long it would take for her to be able to find answers to the many questions they now had about Edna's death. Three or four weeks was certainly quite possible.

      Clyde and Lydia were still nervous about her going alone, but according to the letter she'd received from the mayor, he, the sheriff, and other town officials would be looking after her and assisting her as she settled in as their new teacher. That made them feel better.

      Clyde and Lydia warned her about asking too many questions and asking questions of the wrong people. She assured them she understood their concerns and agreed with them about the possible danger, promising to be careful. They went over a few ideas as to what kinds of questions might be most successful in getting information she was looking for. She promised to not only send a letter when she got there, but weekly after that, so they would know she was all right, and she would fill them in on what she'd learned thus far.

      The evening before she was to leave, Clyde came home with an expression Cara couldn't quite read. "Papa, what's wrong?"

      "You got another letter today from Edna," he said as he pulled an envelope from his pocket.

      Cara was momentarily speechless. "But how can that be?"

      "I'm guessing she wrote it and posted it right before she was killed, and for some reason, it took a little longer to be delivered than her other letters."

      "I guess there were a couple others that were late. Remember the one time I was worried because I didn't get a letter all week, then three weeks later, I got two of them, one dated three weeks earlier than the other."

      "I remember that," Lydia said. "Why don't you open this? Maybe it will give us some clue as to who may have killed her, or at least someone you may want to talk to."

      "Let's hope it does." She read it and handed it to her mother to read as she turned to her father. "I'm glad I got this before I left. It doesn't tell me who I may want to talk to, but it does give me a real good clue. She said she'd been having a hard time sleeping at night, as she keeps thinking back to that awful day she saw the man kill the lady. She said she never saw the man's face, so even if she told her husband about it, she wouldn't be able to identify the man. The only thing she can say about him is that while the lady was fighting him, trying to get free, she pulled at his shirt and it tore. He took it off to keep it from tearing any more, and when he took it off, she could see a birthmark on his right upper shoulder. It looked a little bit like a butterfly."

      "If you can somehow find the man, her description may help the police, or help get him convicted," her father said.

      "Yes, it could," she agreed. "What worries me is this next part. She said she was afraid the man would turn around and see her at the window, so she turned around and ran. She ran all the way home, never turning back to look."

      "I'm sure she was scared," her mother said, thinking out loud.

      "I'm sure she was, too," her father said, "but what if he heard her when she turned and ran? He could have gone out of the house and seen her running away."

      "If he saw the dress she was wearing and saw her running toward the house," Cara said, "he would not only know she saw him, but also where to find her."

      "So it seems like the man who killed the lady in the abandoned house may also well be the one who killed Edna, simply because she witnessed it," Clyde said.

      "I'm not sure how to find this man," Cara said, "but at least now, if I do, I'll be able to recognize him by the birthmark on his shoulder."

      "It's a shame the birthmark couldn't have been someplace where you could see it, like on his hand," Lydia said. "Then you could simply look for the birthmark."

      "True, but at least now if I think I've found the man, if I can just figure out a way to see his shoulder, I'll know if I'm right."

      Lydia was still not sure she liked the idea of her daughter going to Texas alone, especially to look for a killer. "Are you sure you have to go, Cara? I'm worried about you."

      "I have to do this, Mama," she said as she gave her mother a hug. "Edna and I were too close for me to simply let go of it. I have to at least try to find the man who killed her."

      "You be careful, Cara," Clyde said. "Assuming we're right and the man who killed your sister is the same man who killed another lady, he's dangerous. Don't tell anyone why you're there, and don't ask too many questions that could make them suspicious. Let the sheriffs find the man with the birthmark on his shoulder."

      "I'll be careful, but I have to try."

      "Fine," Clyde said, "but if you keep hitting a dead end, come back home. Don't start taking risks that could be dangerous. Will you promise us you'll do that?"

      Cara looked at her obviously worried mother and could tell her father was extremely nervous too. "Okay, I will promise that. Thank you for letting me go and try."
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      Cara's parents and Katherine were all at the train station the next morning to say good-bye and wish her well. Lydia had packed her a lunch, while Clyde insisted she take a little extra money. She assured him she had her money from teaching and it would be sufficient, but he wouldn't take no for an answer, reminding her that even though she'd been hired as their teacher, the pay didn't start until school started. She felt better about that, since she wasn't planning on staying long enough to teach. She wouldn't want to take money from them and then not do the job. As it was, she felt bad about the town paying for her room at the boarding house. She planned on finding out how much other people paid so she could reimburse the town when she left.

      Once the train had left and she felt settled into her seat, she took out a book she'd brought along to read. Her mind wasn't ready to concentrate on anything yet, though, so after reading the same paragraph four times, she put the book away. She spent some time watching out the window, but her mind kept wandering back to Edna. She'd taken this same trip, also alone, almost a year earlier. She couldn't imagine the thoughts that must have been going through her mind. She was about to meet the man she'd been exchanging letters with for almost three months. She felt she'd fallen in love with him simply through his letters, and Cara believed her. She believed she had fallen in love.

      She must have been nervous on this trip, knowing she was about to not only meet him in person finally, but to marry him, as well. Then she would begin a new life. They had neither one ever been out west before, so they'd never seen a ranch. The mere thought of starting a life as the wife of a rancher would be intimidating, even scary, to Cara, but Edna had seemed truly excited. Her letters seemed like she was indeed very happy, and Cara hoped she truly had been.

      Edna had been a good lady and had deserved to be happy. She didn't deserve to lose her life, and every time Cara thought of that, she became more determined to find out who was responsible and see that they paid for what they did. She knew it wouldn't bring Edna back, but she felt she owed it to her sister to see that her killer paid, and she knew she and her parents would feel better knowing that as well.

      That determination stayed with her throughout the trip, which seemed to drag on forever. They stopped at several towns along the way, but most of the time, they only stopped long enough for the train to fill their coal car and take on more water. They had enough time to get off and walk around a bit, usually find a restaurant and have a nice meal, but she was always careful to be back at the train early. She didn't want to chance missing it and having to wait for the next one.

      The train had a dining car, but the food was quite expensive and wasn't especially good. She took advantage of every stop and got a meal. She also went to the mercantile and purchased some cheese, bread and apples, or something similar she could keep with her for the next meal.

      The view out her window was fascinating, and she spent a good bit of time simply watching. They passed through mountains, over rivers, and across wide open spaces. She saw cattle and horses grazing in pastures, but also was able to see some wildlife, which she found fascinating, especially the two times she saw buffalo grazing. She knew they were large animals, but seeing them in person was different than seeing them in pictures. They were magnificent creatures.

      There were a few ladies she'd met along the way, but none of them were going as far as she was. It was nice to have someone to talk with while they were riding. The morning of the day they were to finally arrive in Elk Run, the train stopped to take on more coal. A lady got on the train and sat next to Cara. They introduced themselves, Cara having to remember she was now Grace Jenkins, and was surprised to learn Annie Miller was from Elk Run and was returning home after visiting her mother for a few days. She told her she was headed there, and the lady was happy to fill her in on what the town was like. Cara, or Grace, learned that Mrs. Miller had four children, three grown and out of the home, and a daughter who had finished school last year and was still living with them.

      Cara spent the day hearing about all the shops and people, and by the time they reached their destination, she felt more comfortable. Elk Run sounded like a peaceful, friendly place, and she felt like she'd made a friend.
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        * * *

      

      Once the train came to a stop, Cara and Mrs. Miller were both eager to disembark. Mrs. Miller was eager to see her husband and daughter again, while Cara was plain tired of riding on the train. It had been a long trip. Mrs. Miller took her by her arm and led her to a rather portly man of medium height with dark brown hair. "Mayor Howard, this pleasant lady is Miss Grace Jenkins."

      "Our new schoolteacher. Thank you, Mrs. Miller. How is your mother?"

      "She's better, thank you." She hurried over to a man and young lady who were heading for her, and Cara turned back toward the mayor.

      "Welcome to Elk Run," he said in a friendly manner. "I'm Mayor Howard Klineman."

      "Thank you for giving me this job," Cara said.

      "We consider ourselves fortunate to have you. We've never had someone with an actual teaching certificate, and we aim to make sure you're happy here so we can keep you." He laughed and it was easy to see he was a happy, jovial man. Cara was happy about that. Since he was the one who hired her, she assumed she would be working with him as much as anybody.

      "I'm so happy to be here. Boston is a big city, and I've craved a small town atmosphere. I've never been to this part of the country, but it's beautiful here. I understand it's much warmer than Boston in the winter, as well, which sounds heavenly."

      He laughed again but nodded. "I've heard winters in Boston can get quite cold, so I can understand your willingness to enjoy a warmer winter. We still have winter, but it seldom gets below forty, and it only snows a time or two all winter."

      "That sounds so much nicer than in Boston."

      "Sheriff Jake should be here any minute. He usually meets the train so he can meet anyone new, but he got tied up this morning. He'll be along shortly, I'm sure. He and I will be the two main people making sure you have what you need, so if you need anything at all or have any questions, feel free to ask either of us."

      "Thank you, Mayor Klineman."

      "Just call me Mayor Howard. Everyone else in town does."

      Before she could answer, a taller, muscular man with dark eyes and dark brown, almost black hair hurried over to them. "Good afternoon, ma'am, and welcome to Elk Run. I'm Sheriff Jake Howman, and I assume you must be our new teacher, Grace Jenkins?"

      "Yes, sir. It's nice to meet you, Sheriff."

      "The pleasure's all mine, ma'am. Did Mayor Howard tell you that he and I aim to make sure you're comfortable here and have anything you may need?"

      "He did, and thank you. That's kind of both of you."

      "Well, I'm sure you're tired and could use a rest," the mayor said, "so let's get you over to the boarding house."

      "I will admit a bath and a bit of a nap sound wonderful," Cara said.

      "I'll take her over there, Howard," the sheriff said, as he offered his arm. "I need to make my rounds this afternoon yet. Let's get your trunks off the train, and I'll get someone to help bring them over later this afternoon if that's okay with you?"

      "That would be much appreciated, Sheriff Howman," she said.

      "Most people call me Sheriff Jake. Show me which trunks are yours."

      After pointing out her two trunks among the ones the train employees had set on the platform, the sheriff dragged them off to the side. I'll get my deputy to help me take them over to the boarding house shortly. They'll be fine here until then." He led her down the boardwalk, stopping and introducing her to people who passed by. She was surprised at the welcoming words she heard from everyone. Edna had said she and Frank didn't get to town all that often, but when they did go in for supplies, everyone in town had been extremely friendly. She'd certainly been right about that.

      They stopped in front of a very pretty, rather large house one road off the main street going through town. It was painted a bright white, with pretty red and yellow flowers planted in front of the house and all along the path leading to the steps and front porch. There were four rocking chairs on the porch, making it look very welcoming. "This is the boarding house," the sheriff said. "Mrs. Emma Walker runs it and she's a wonderful lady. I think you'll like her."

      "I'm sure I will."

      They walked up onto the porch, but before the sheriff could knock, the door opened and a woman who looked to be around fifty came out and clapped her hands together. "You must be our new teacher," she said with a smile that extended from one ear to the other. "Come on in."

      "Mrs. Walker, this is indeed Grace Jenkins." The lady had already reached out to take Cara's arm and was leading her inside. "I'll let you two get acquainted," the sheriff said with a bit of a smile, "and Miss Jenkins, I'll show you around town a bit, including the schoolhouse, when you're ready. Would you like to do that later today, or would you prefer we hold off until tomorrow?"

      Before Cara had a chance to answer, her new landlady spoke up. "Sheriff Jake, my goodness, give the poor lady a chance to rest. It's already late afternoon, and the girl has to be exhausted. I'm sure she'll want a nice bath and a rest, and we'll get to know each other a bit. After supper, I'm sure she'll be ready for an early night and a good night's sleep. Tomorrow morning after breakfast, will be soon enough for her to see the town."

      "Yes, ma'am," the sheriff said. He turned to Cara and said, "I'll stop by tomorrow after breakfast then." He gave her a wink  "If you ever need anything, please feel free to stop in at my office. If I'm not in the office, there's usually a deputy there, or I'll be back shortly. I hope you're able to get rested and settled in a bit this evening." He turned to leave, but Mrs. Walker stopped him. "Sheriff Jake, where are your manners? Certainly, she has some trunks. Are you going to bring them to her?"

      "Yes, Mrs. Walker, she's pointed them out to me and I'll bring them around shortly."

      "Good, but don't wait too long. I'm sure she'll want to take a bath and have some fresh, clean clothes."

      "Yes, ma'am," the sheriff said, turning to hide his smile from her. He tipped his hat to both ladies and left.

      Cara's new landlady led her into the kitchen and pointed toward the table and chairs. "Have a seat. I have the water hot already, thinking you might like a nice cup of tea and a bit of a snack when you got here. Then we'll see about that bath."

      "Thank you, Mrs. Walker. That does sound nice." The two ladies had a nice little chat while they enjoyed their tea and some cookies. Cara told her she was sure living in a city had some advantages, but she was looking forward to more open spaces and a slower pace. Mrs. Walker nodded her head in understanding and assured her Elk Run was a very pleasant place to live.

      They were still visiting when Sheriff Jake and his deputy, William Hyder, delivered her trunks. Mrs. Walker was looking out the window and saw them coming up the walk. She went to open the door. "Thank you for delivering them promptly, Sheriff Jake, Deputy Will. Her room is up the stairs and the second on the left. It's right next to the water closet." She looked over at Cara and explained, "Sheriff Jake and Mayor Howard told me it's important our new teacher is comfortable and likes it here, and I couldn't agree more. We're lucky to have a good teacher for our children. I hope you like your room. If it's not to your liking, please let me know."

      "Thank you, Mrs. Walker, but I'm sure it will be fine. I'm happy to hear there's a water closet. I was told most houses out here still use an outhouse."

      "Most do," she said with a proud smile. "My husband had plumbing installed as a gift to me for my birthday. Unfortunately, he caught pneumonia and died just a few months later. The gift lives on, though, because it's made it much easier for me to open a boarding house so I have a way to support myself. The water closet makes my boarding house more attractive."

      "I'm so sorry for your loss, but I love that you see it as your gift living on. He's still watching out for you, and that's so sweet."

      "He was a good man, and what you just said is exactly how I've always seen it; he's still watching out for me. Now, the sheriff and deputy have your trunks up in your room, so let's get your bath ready. I've had water heating on the stove, so if you'll help me carry the hot water upstairs, we'll put it in the tub and add enough cold from the spigot to make it how you want it."

      "I'll be more than happy to do that, Mrs. Walker. A bath sounds heavenly right now."

      Once her bath was ready, she went to her room to get some clean clothes to put on afterward. She took a quick glance around, not wanting the water to get cold while she took time to appreciate the lovely room, and opened a trunk. She wasted no time pulling out some clean clothes before hurrying back to the bathroom and the tub of warm water waiting for her. It felt very refreshing to scrub off all the dirt from the trip and wash her hair.

      After dressing, she went back to her room and took more time to fully appreciate her lovely surroundings. It was a large room, with a bed that had a beautiful quilt on top, a rather tall chest of drawers that had a mirror attached to it, and a shorter, longer dresser, which would give her plenty of room to store her clothes and other things. The quilt on her bed was done in shades of reds and yellows, and the pretty curtains were done in similar colors. The large windows let in a lot of light, which added to the bright, happy mood of the room.

      There was a small rod and several pegs on the wall in the corner for her to hang her dresses. Sitting on the bed, she could tell it was going to be comfortable. There was a nice chair by the window that would be perfect for reading a good book. There was also a desk, which would be perfect for writing letters back home and making notes on what she'd found in her search for Edna's killer.

      As that thought entered her mind, she looked around her room again and felt a twinge of guilt. Elk Run was paying Mrs. Walker for her room and board, and it was a very nice room. Even though she planned to pay the town back when she left, the fact remained that she was still there under false pretenses. She forced those thoughts out of her mind, since she didn't know of any other way to find out who killed her beloved sister. She told herself it would be doing the town a favor by putting the killer behind bars so he wouldn't hurt anyone else. Hopefully, that would allow them to forgive her when she left, leaving them again without a teacher.

      The more she thought about that, the more exhausted she felt. She needed a nap and was sure it would help her focus more on what she came here to do and less on the sudden onslaught of guilt she was dealing with. Lying down on her bed, that thought was the last thing she remembered until she heard someone knocking on her door. "Miss Jenkins, are you awake?"

      Cara sat up and looked around. It took her a few moments to settle back into being Grace Jenkins in her room at Mrs. Walker's boarding house in Elk Run, but once she did, she answered, not wanting to alarm her new landlady. "Yes, Mrs. Walker. I apologize, I think I fell asleep and slept longer than I intended."

      "That's perfectly understandable, Grace, but I came up to tell you supper will be ready shortly. I'm sure you could use a good meal after your long trip."

      "Yes, I am rather hungry," she agreed. "I'll just take a minute or two to freshen up and I'll be right down. Thank you."

      "Of course."

      Cara heard her going back down the steps as she got up and went to the mirror over her chest of drawers. Luckily, she'd brushed her hair out before she lay down, but she hadn't put it up. She took several moments to give it another quick brushing before putting it up into a bun at the back of her head. She smoothed her dress a bit from where she'd been sleeping in it and went to see what they were having for supper. Whatever it was, it smelled delicious. Edna had mentioned people cook and eat differently, but she hoped whatever people out here ate, Mrs. Walker was a good cook.

      Supper was indeed delicious, and she met the other three ladies staying at the boarding house. Velma Watkins was a soft-spoken, elderly lady. Her husband had passed away six months ago, and she found it too difficult to live alone. They'd never been blessed with any children, she'd explained, and neither she nor her husband had any other family in the area. Taking care of the house and lawn was more than she could do, and some days, even doing simpler things like cooking a meal was a challenge. They had a fair amount of money they'd saved during their marriage, so she sold their marital home and moved into the boarding house. Now, she could still visit with her friends and enjoy the fellowship of the church and community she'd been a part of for years without having to worry.

      Cara liked her right away and was happy when she asked that she call her Velma and told her if she had any questions about the town or area, to please feel free to ask. She was sure she would be happy sharing a house with her.

      Helen Middleton was the second lady staying at the boarding house. Like Velma, Cara found her to be a very likable lady. She was young, just seventeen, and was engaged to be married to a local farmer's son. Her parents both came down with influenza and passed away three days apart. They had approved of her marriage but thought she should wait until she was eighteen. She had two older siblings, a brother and sister, both living in Virginia, where her whole family had lived before she and her parents moved to Elk Run. Both siblings invited her to live with them, but she planned on getting married in just a few months. She opted instead to sell their family home and use the money from the sale of it to stay at the boarding house until her birthday. They planned on getting married three days later, on a Saturday.

      Anna Simmons was also a widow, but much younger than Velma. Cara's heart about broke as she listened to her story. She was born and raised in Virginia, mostly by her father after her mother had died of influenza when she was four years old. She'd just finished school and was being courted by a young man she thought would ask her to marry him, when her father was arrested for robbing a stagecoach. He insisted he didn't do it, and she was just as sure he was innocent, but a man on the stagecoach insisted he was the man who robbed them. He was found guilty and sent to prison.

      With her father gone, talk around town was rampant and her life changed. Not only did the man who had been courting her stop calling on her, but no other young men talked to her. She felt like she was being shunned by the town. No one was willing to give her any type of employment, so when she saw an ad for a mail-order bride, she answered it. After exchanging letters for several weeks, she agreed to marry the young man. She sold her father's house and gave the money to the local Pinkerton Agency, hoping they could prove her father was innocent. That done, she moved to Wyoming. They got married the day after she arrived and had been happy for five months.

      Then one day, he went to the bank to deposit his paycheck. While he was at the bank, robbers came in. Another customer in the bank pulled a gun on the robber and shot him. The robber tried to shoot him back, but his gun went off while he was falling and it hit and killed Anna's husband. They were young and were renting the house they lived in while they saved money to buy their own. When he died, she had no way to earn enough to live alone, so she moved out.
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