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CHAPTER ONE

The persistent knocking at the front door woke Mary Stewart up on that chilly November morning. She didn’t want to get out of her warm bed, but then she remembered that Salome, their elderly housekeeper, had complained of joint pains the previous evening. She suffered from arthritis and when it was cold, she could barely move. 

“I always tell Mama and Papa to get someone younger,” she mumbled to herself as she donned her thick morning coat and woolen slippers and went downstairs to open the door. Their house was single storied and Salome’s room was downstairs next to the kitchen. She opened the door and put her head out. 

“Mary, is that you?”

“Yes, Salome. Please go back to bed where it’s warm. Someone is at the door and I’ll just check to see who it is.”

“You’re a dear girl,” the elderly woman said. Mary waited until she had closed her door once again before she walked to the front door. The person was still knocking persistently. 

“I’m coming,” she muttered under her breath. When she opened the door, she was surprised to find two New York Police Department officers standing at her doorstep. They had on thick trench coats and wore leather gloves on their hands. Mary felt dread welling up within her. The only times she had seen policemen appearing at their neighbors’ doorsteps was when they were bringing bad news of a death or life threatening injury. 

“Is this the home of Mr. Alan Stewart?” the older officer, a man with a thick moustache, asked. 

“Yes,” Mary’s voice came out all croaky. She cleared her throat. “Yes, it is.”

“May we speak to someone older?”

“I’m his eldest child. Is there a problem, officers?”

The policemen looked at each other and then back to her. The first one spoke again. “Do you live alone in this house?”

“Sally our housekeeper is in, but she hasn’t been feeling well so she’s still in bed.”

“Would you please wake her up?”

Mary frowned slightly. “She has arthritis and the cold badly affects her. What’s the problem?”

“Miss Stewart, it would be better if we spoke to someone older.”

“Alright then, please wait here.” Mary closed the door and locked it, then leaned her back against it. Something had happened to her parents, she could just feel it. But the policemen were clearly determined to speak to someone older. 

Though she was sixteen years old, Mary often passed for a fourteen-year-old because of her clear and smooth skin, baby blue eyes and soft brown hair. She was reluctant to disturb Sally, but there was nothing else she could do. 

“Sally,” she knocked at the door softly. “Sally, are you awake?”

She heard shuffling feet and then the door opened. “I’m awake, child. What’s the matter? You look shaken.”

“There are two policemen at the door but they won’t tell me anything. The insisted that I get someone older. Would you please come and see what it is they want? I’m sure it has to do with Papa and Mama.”

“Alright then, just let me get my housecoat on.”

When Mary opened the door a few minutes later, the officers were still standing in the same spot. “This is Mrs. Salome Piers,” she told them. “Our housekeeper.”

“Ma’am, perhaps you could allow us to come in and speak with you.”

“Do I know you?”

“We’re police officers,” the older man said. “I’m Sergeant Bill Lay and this is Corporal Lance Hugh from the New York Police Department.”

“Well, do come in then,” Sally moved backward and led the way to the drawing room that was just a few steps from the front door. “Mary, make sure you lock the door.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Bill waited until both women were seated, then he too sat down. Lance was looking anywhere but at them, and it struck Mary that he was probably a rookie policeman. His uniform looked very new. 

“Ma’am, Miss, as I told you, we’re from the NYPD and would just like to ask you a few questions.”

“Go ahead,” Sally waved a hand at them. 

“Do you know the whereabouts of Mr. Alan Stewart and his wife, Regina?”

Both women nodded, but it was Mary who spoke up. “My father and mother traveled to Albany on business. Why? Did something happen to them?”

Bill sighed, wondering how best to break the news that he had to the two women. Some things just had to be done no matter how hard it was to do so. “I’m sorry, but on the way back from Albany, your parents were involved in an accident.”

“What?” Mary immediately shot to her feet, shaking her head. “No, it’s not true. Please tell me it’s not true.” She turned to Salome. “What are they saying?”

“Sit down, Mary. Let’s hear what the officers have to say.” Even though Sally tried to look brave, she was clearly shaken by the news. “Mary, come here, child.”

Mary sat down next to Sally and clutched her hand. The two women listened with growing dread to the gruesome story. On their way from Albany just after Yonkers, there was heavy snow and poor visibility. The roads were slippery, and apparently the driver of the coach they were in miscalculated the distance between the vehicle and a snowdrift and only realized when it was too late. One of the two horses broke its leg and brought the other plus the coach over the cliff.

“No,” Mary couldn’t even scream, she just held onto Sally, shaking her head. There was no hope for her parents. She could read that on the officers’ faces. 

Sally also clutched onto Mary as they listened to the rest of the explanation. The bodies of her parents and the driver had been brought to the New York District Morgue, and someone needed to go and confirm their identities. The police had found some documents, which they used to trace the Stewart family. The only other passenger was seriously injured and had been rushed to the Metropolitan Hospital, where he was in critical condition. 

Afterward, Mary didn’t know how she managed to get through the days following the deaths and funerals of her father and stepmother. She operated as if she were outside her body, looking in. But she struggled to be strong for her half siblings, Patrick and Helen, who were twelve and ten years old, respectively. 

Helen was especially affected because she was closer to their parents than Mary and Patrick were. She wouldn’t eat anything, and Mary had a hard time getting her to sleep. The three children would huddle on their parents’ bed, weeping and praying that it was all a big mistake. 

Sally became very ill, and her daughter came and took her away, leaving the three children alone and without adult care. 

“Papa, Mama,” Mary wept one evening when she had managed to get the two children to sleep. “Why did you have to leave us when we need you most? I’m only a child, how am I supposed to take care of Pat and Helen?”

She couldn’t believe that her life had been struck by disaster twice. The first time was when she was three years old and her mother died suddenly after contracting a nasty bout of influenza. Her father had taken to the bottle and neglected her. Fortunately, Regina, who was to become her stepmother, had been visiting her sister who was their neighbor and found Mary crying on the doorstep. She was unkempt and hungry, and the young lady had cared for her. Regina then confronted Mary’s father and scolded him for neglecting his child, and she threatened to get the Children’s Department involved unless he became more responsible. 

Good came out of that quarrel, for the couple fell in love and got married a few weeks later. When her siblings were born, Mary was really happy because she had playmates. Regina had been a good mother to her for more than twelve years, and now she too was gone. She didn’t know what she was going to do because her parents had handled everything about their lives, always saying Mary was too young to be bothered by matters to do with finances and life in general. 

Where would they go, and how would they live? She only knew that her father was a businessman who traveled a lot, but she had no idea what he did. He had never discussed anything with her, and she knew next to nothing about taking care of her siblings. Her stepmother had done all that.

“What’s going to happen to us, Lord?”

CHAPTER TWO

Joram Kincaid was tired of finding dead calves in his fields. This was a new venture that he was embarking on, but it seemed as though it would eventually fail him, leaving him ruined. The ranch was less than a year old, and when he had started it there was so much for him to look forward to. 

His green eyes were troubled as he looked around him to see if the predators were still in the vicinity. He had used his rifle to scare them away, but when animals were in a pack, they were bold enough to attack even during the day. 

He had used a good sum of money that he had obtained from the sale of his corn and wheat to purchase five dairy cows and twenty young steers that he intended to fatten and sell. The idea had come to him when he visited his sister, Sarah, and her husband in Linton, North Dakota, three years prior. Mark Collins, his brother-in-law, had just inherited a small ranch from his uncle and it was doing very well. They had fewer than thirty animals, and by culling the herd and selling off the weaker ones every six months, Mark had been able to maintain a healthy herd. 

Besides that, he had some dairy animals for milk and the production of butter. According to Mark, his uncle had advised him to ensure that the dairy animals calved at different times of the year so that the ranch would
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