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      Letters. Dozens of letters.

      Ingrid flipped through the secret missives, wondering why her late sister had hidden them beneath the mattress. She moved closer to the lantern on her bedside table, her hands shaking with excitement. She withdrew the final letter from the bundle, deciding to read it first. The handwriting on the page was masculine and unfamiliar.

      

      
        
        March 2, 1886

        

        Dear Mary,

        

        I hope this letter finds you well. Know that I am counting down the days until you become my wife. I promise I will strive to be a good husband to you, as well as a good father to any children we are blessed with.

        Remember what we have discussed in previous letters—you must confide in your guardian about your plans. Please do not leave without saying goodbye, even if you are not close to the distant relative with whom you are currently living.

        Enclosed you will find enough money for train tickets and lodging during your travels to Laramie. I will look for you to step off the train in early June.

        

        Affectionately yours,

        

        Everett

        

      

      

      Heart racing, Ingrid commenced reading the remaining letters, starting with the first one—a letter in which Everett thanked Mary for answering his advertisement for a mail order bride. He provided Mary with more information about himself and asked a few questions of Mary in return. Included in the bundle of letters were several banknotes.

      Ingrid’s mind whirled. How could Mary have kept such a secret from her?

      Tears blurred in her eyes when she looked at Mary’s side of the bed, the covers perfectly smooth and pulled tight. Even though Ingrid now had the whole bed to herself, she couldn’t bear to sprawl out and mess up Mary’s side. She always kept it neat and tidy looking, as if Mary might be coming home one day.

      But Mary wasn’t coming back. She’d been gone for a month now, though the pain of her loss was still a knife to the heart.

      This poor man, Ingrid thought as she finished reading yet another letter from Everett Manning, the young man who apparently lived all the way in Laramie, Wyoming. He was expecting Mary to arrive about two months from today. They had been planning a life together.

      In Everett’s fourth letter, he had proposed marriage to Mary.

      Ingrid’s breath left her in a whoosh. She couldn’t help but feel as though Mary had betrayed her for keeping such a secret. They were sisters and Ingrid had thought they’d shared everything.

      Yet Mary had been keeping a huge secret. She’d been planning to leave Philadelphia soon, though she hadn’t said a word about it to Ingrid.

      The sound of shouting drifted upstairs, and Ingrid quickly crossed the room to make sure she’d locked the door. A second later, she heard something crash and another voice raised in the tone of an apology.

      Her guardian, Tate Ambrose, had likely just returned from an evening spent playing cards and drinking to excess. She hoped he passed out soon without insulting the servants too badly. He was quiet and unassuming when sober, but when drunk he banged around the house, often knocking things over and yelling at anything that moved.

      Thus far, Ingrid hadn’t had the misfortune of becoming one of Mr. Ambrose’s targets, but she always made a point to retire for the evening long before he came home from the tavern.

      With a sigh, she returned to bed and resumed looking at the letters, reading them all two or three times each, trying to discern a reason for Mary’s silence on the matter of her apparent engagement to a complete stranger. Ingrid still couldn’t believe her sister would keep such a big secret.

      Had Mary truly been planning to leave without saying goodbye?

      After hours of reading over the letters, Ingrid stifled a yawn and finally dimmed the lantern. She curled up in bed, careful to remain on her side, lest she mess up Mary’s half of the covers.

      What should she do?

      Her mind wouldn’t cease racing as she tossed and turned while the moon rose high outside the window. She didn’t know whether to write Mr. Manning with news of her sister’s demise, or to simply forget about the letters.

      Her heart broke when she thought about the nice young man who was waiting for a bride who would never arrive.
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      “If I tell you something, will you promise to keep it a secret?” Ingrid asked as she directed a serious look at Ava.

      “Does this have something to do with Marshall Whitaker?” Ava asked with a mischievous smile while twirling her fingers through her blonde curls. “I saw him looking at you in church last Sunday. I think he fancies you.”

      Ingrid felt her face heating. She’d noticed Mr. Whitaker staring at her in church, too, but she hadn’t liked the strange glint in his eye. His attention made her uneasy. His leering looks made the hair on the back of her neck prickle. Furthermore, her guardian, Mr. Ambrose, had recently announced that Mr. Whitaker would be joining them for supper on Saturday evening next, which further complicated matters, for she strongly suspected her guardian wanted to marry her off to the distasteful man.

      “Um, no,” Ingrid said as they approached a flowering dogwood tree. She glanced around to ensure no one else was nearby in the park. Once satisfied that they were alone, she continued, “I-I wanted to tell you that I’m leaving Philadelphia. Tomorrow, in fact, and now you’re the only person who knows.”

      “What? Leaving? And no one knows?” Each question escaped Ava as a high-pitched squeak. She ceased twirling her blonde locks and her arms abruptly dropped to her sides in a dramatic fashion. “Not even Mr. Ambrose?”

      “Yes, I already bought a train ticket, and I have no plans to tell Mr. Ambrose that I’m leaving. As you know, he has not been the most involved guardian over the years, but I do believe he would try to stop me. He would insist on finding me a proper gentleman to take as a husband rather than… rather than what I am planning.” She repressed a shudder, knowing that her guardian believed Mr. Whitaker was a suitable husband if he’d gone to the trouble of inviting the man over for supper—he didn’t have a habit of entertaining guests. In fact, now that she thought about it, it had been years since a guest had joined them at the supper table.

      “Wait a moment, slow down,” Ava said, pausing underneath the tree and reaching for Ingrid’s arm to pull her closer. “What is it that you are planning, exactly?”

      “Well, I am planning to travel to Laramie, Wyoming and marry a man named Everett Manning. However, he doesn’t know that it’s me who is coming. He thinks Mary is coming. You see, he doesn’t know she passed away. Apparently, Mary answered an advertisement for a bride that Mr. Manning placed in the paper, and they started writing to one another. I found all the letters from Mr. Manning hidden underneath the mattress in our bedroom. They were planning to wed in June.”

      “Oh, my goodness.” Ava’s eyes went wide. “Mary planned to become a mail order bride. That’s terribly romantic, and also sad that Mr. Manning doesn’t know she passed away.”

      “It is tragic,” Ingrid said, feeling a flash of regret for the plans she had already set in motion, plans which involved lying about her identity. At least at first, until she knew Mr. Manning wouldn’t send her away.

      “Are you truly thinking of taking Mary’s place?” Ava appeared both intrigued and horrified by the prospect.

      “I’m not just thinking about it, I have already decided. I told you I bought a train ticket, and the train leaves at six in the morning. That’s why I called upon you today. Because I wanted to say goodbye. You’ve been a dear friend to me. I don’t know how I would’ve gotten through the last two months without you.” Ingrid reached for Ava’s hand and squeezed it. Her throat suddenly burned. She hoped her friend understood her decision to leave, even though she hadn’t yet finished explaining herself.

      “Ingrid, you’re still in mourning,” Ava said in a careful tone. “You’re not thinking clearly. You can’t just run off and—”

      “Mary was planning to run off,” Ingrid said, interrupting. “Mary was planning to leave, and she never told me. I-I don’t know whether she eventually meant to tell me or not, but it’s too late to find out now. She’s gone. She’s gone and I can’t live in that house for one more day. I can’t sleep in the room we shared and wake up only to see her side of the bed empty.” She exhaled a shuddering breath and looked toward the pond, where a group of children were testing out their homemade toy boats. Their joyful exuberance was a stark contrast to Ingrid’s current mood.

      At this moment, she felt desperate and could think of only one way to outrun her grief. But it was more than that. The thought of marrying a man like the leering Mr. Whitaker didn’t appeal to her, and she knew her guardian would expect her to marry soon. She was almost twenty, after all.

      Initially, when the idea of taking Mary’s place had flitted through her mind, she had tried to ignore it. Eventually, Ingrid had brought her dilemma to God in prayer for over a week, praying nightly for some sort of sign. When Mary had eventually come to Ingrid in a dream, taken her hand and said, “It’s all right. It’s meant to be. Go. Go to Everett Manning,” Ingrid had realized what she must do. What she was meant to do.

      Since the dream, Ingrid felt as though she had Mary’s blessing.

      Hope brimmed in her heart when she thought of leaving the city that had never quite felt like home, and an undeniable excitement spread through her when she imagined becoming the wife of a hardworking rancher. A real-life cowboy. While she’d never met Mr. Manning in
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