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      New York City    April 10, 1867

      

      On the other side of the door was her last resort.  Either this or prostitution, and prostitution was not a choice.  She couldn’t raise MaryAnn in that environment nor, if truth be told, could she lower herself to live like that.  At least this way there would be some stability in her little girl’s life.

      Sarah took a deep breath, turned the knob, and walked through the door to a better future for her daughter and, if she were lucky, for herself.

      The office was small and precisely kept.  A single desk with a straight, high backed wooden chair, one in front and one behind, sat in the middle of the room.   She’d noticed the flowered curtains were open on the way in, curtains tied to the side.  The small area was flooded with dazzling afternoon light.  The walls were whitewashed and the desk well organized.  There were several tables with neat piles of files along one wall.  The other wall held several rows of pictures of women and men.  None smiling, as that was the way pictures were taken, but all appeared to be wedding pictures.  Below each picture was a small brass place with the names of the bride and groom and the date of the wedding.

      A small woman in her late thirties with fiery red hair, sat behind the desk.  When Sarah got closer she saw gorgeous dark blue eyes behind the wire rimmed glasses perched on the end of her nose.  Her eyes were so dark a blue they could almost be called violet.  They were striking and clear, honesty shone from them along with a “no nonsense” attitude.

      “May I help you?” the woman asked.

      “Um.  Yes.  My name is Sarah Johnson.  I saw your advertisement for mail order brides.”

      The woman looked Sarah over, taking in her clothes, her hands clasped in front of her and ending at her face.

      “First, let me introduce myself.  I’m Margaret Selby and I own Matchmaker & Company.  Please, sit down.  You’re older than the women we usually have.  You’re also better dressed and don’t appear to be hungry.  What would bring someone like you to my door?”

      “I’ve been living with my great aunt.  She passed away suddenly two weeks ago and the lawyer says I need to find other lodgings.  My cousin, William, has inherited everything except a small stipend she left for me.  William is selling everything.  MaryAnn and I have nowhere else to go.”

      “MaryAnn?”

      “My daughter.”

      “So, you are a widow?”

      Now was not the time to be less than truthful, if she wanted this woman’s help.  “No.”

      “I see.  How old are you, Miss Johnson?”

      “I’m twenty-eight.”

      “And your daughter?”

      “MaryAnn is five.”

      “Tell me, Miss Johnson, how did you come to find yourself with child at age twenty-two without being married?  Surely you knew how those things happened by that age.”

      “My fiancé was killed at Bull Run.”

      “I understand.  Many fine men were killed there and throughout the war.”

      “Yes, they were.  Lee and I planned on marrying before he left.  He still had two weeks before he was supposed to go back.  He was sure the war wouldn’t last long,” she sniffled and blew her nose into her handkerchief.  “They called him back early, and then he was killed.”

      “No need to go into further detail, Miss Johnson.  Let’s get down to business, shall we?”

      Sarah sat straight in the chair.  “Yes, of course.”

      She was more nervous now than she had been showing up on Aunt Gertrude’s doorstep six years ago, pregnant and unwed.  They’d planned on putting out the story that Lee was her husband but one of the servants overheard and passed the information on to other servants, some of them in the homes of her Aunt’s friends.

      Aunt Gertrude took it all in stride.  She actually handled it far better than Sarah had.  She’d cried for days until Gertrude shook her and said to get under control and stop feeling sorry for herself.  So she’d had her beautiful MaryAnn and was raising her with Aunt Gertrude’s help.  She would be missed for so many reasons.

      “Miss Johnson?  Miss Johnson.”  Margaret snapped her fingers bringing Sarah back from her memories.

      “Yes, Miss Selby.  I’m sorry.”

      “It’s Mrs. Selby.  Now, please pay attention.  I have several candidates that might work for you.  Two farmers in Kansas and a rancher in the Colorado Territory.”

      “Do you have a recommendation?”

      “Well, neither farmer has children, though they are not unwilling to consider a woman with children.  It would be awfully lonely for your MaryAnn with only you and her new stepfather for company.  The rancher, on the other hand, also has a daughter, who is seven, I believe.  They would be able to keep each other occupied while you attend to the work you’ll need to do.  Can you cook?”

      “Yes.  Our cook taught me the basics.  If I have a recipe, I can follow it.”

      “Then, I suggest you write down all of your cook’s recipes.  You’ll need them no matter which man you choose.”

      “I’ve already got the ones I want.  I’d hoped to put them together in a book one day.  These men you’re talking about, how old are they?”

      “Raymond Jacobsen, farmer in Kansas, is thirty-two.  Robert Kline, also a farmer in Kansas, is twenty-nine, and last is John Atwood, a cattle rancher in the Colorado Territory.  He’s a widower, thirty-seven and has a daughter who is seven.  I think he would be the best match for you.”

      “Have you checked out these men?”

      “Of course.  I’m very thorough, Miss Johnson.  I have an associate who travels for me and talks at length to each of our bachelors.  We don’t have any brutes or other disreputable types with this agency.  You can put your mind at rest.”

      “Thank you.  What do I do now?”

      “I’ll need the name of your aunt’s lawyer to confirm your story, your current address and references, if you have them.  Your cousin would probably be one to list.  Neighbors who have come to know you would also be good ones.  You see, we check out our ladies just as thoroughly as our gentlemen.  I’m staking my reputation on you, Miss Johnson.  I don’t intend to see it tarnished.  That said, I understand that given your circumstances, there might not be a lot of people willing to give you a good reference.  Rest assured that I take that into consideration.”

      Sarah nodded.  “I understand completely.  Can you help me?”

      Margaret Selby had seen her share of desperate young women.  Those who were hooked on laudanum or its brother, opium.  They didn’t make it.  Sarah, with her manner and good clothing, was a lady through and through.  But was she good material for a frontier wife?

      Margaret got up, went around the desk and scrutinized the young woman in front of her.  She cut a fine figure.  Pretty blonde hair and sky blue eyes.  Serviceable wool coat.  A short high-necked, long-sleeved jacket that hit her at the waist.  It matched her skirt perfectly, obviously made from the same bolt of cloth.  Expensive.  Well made.  She would work well for Mr. John Atwood and his daughter, Katy.  No need to tell Sarah that Katy wouldn’t talk and hadn’t since she’d witnessed her mother’s murder two years ago.  No, Sarah, MaryAnn, John and Katy would all do well for each other.  Margaret was sure about that and, so far, her record was unblemished.

      “In answer to your question, yes, I believe that we can be of benefit to each other.  My assistant will be around to talk to you this afternoon.  Please make sure you are available.”

      “Of course.  I’m going to collect my daughter from our neighbor and then plan on being home after that.”

      “Very good.  I’ll contact you tomorrow morning with my decision but I feel, based on our interview today, that it will be a favorable one.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Selby.  Thank you very much.”

      The young woman left, and Margaret was alone with her thoughts.

      A few hours later, her man returned with his report.

      She had one of the two former Pinkerton detectives she employed check Sarah’s story and references.  All was as she claimed.  The report stated that she’d been living with her great Aunt Gertrude who had died, suddenly from a heart attack two weeks ago.  Her fiancé was dead, died at the battle of Bull Run July 21, 1861.  Daughter, MaryAnn, born April 11, 1862. Everything checked out.  She would arrange for Sarah and MaryAnn’s passage on the train to Denver.

      She sent a note to Sarah.

      

      April 10, 1867

      

      Dear Miss Johnson,

      I believe we will be able to aid you.  Return to my office on 7 May 1867.  I will have your train tickets available.  You will be going to the Colorado Territory to wed Mr. John Atwood.  The train leaves on the 8 May 1867 and arrives in Denver on the 15 May 1867.

      

      Sincerely,

      

      Margaret Selby, Proprietress, Matchmaker & Co.

      

      As soon as she was finished with her letter to Sarah, she began writing her letter to John Atwood.

      

      11 April 1867

      Dear Mr. Atwood,

      

      I believe I’ve found the perfect bride for you.  Her name is Sarah Johnson.  She is twenty-eight years old and has a five-year-old daughter named MaryAnn, who I believe will be a great friend to Katy.  Both of your daughters will benefit from this alliance.

      Please pick up Miss Johnson and her daughter at the train station in Denver on Wednesday, 15 May 1867.

      

      Sincerely,

      

      Margaret Selby, Proprietress, Matchmaker & Co

      

      She dusted the letter to dry the ink, then carefully folded it and placed it in the envelope she’d just addressed.  It would go out with tomorrow’s mail, and reach Mr. Atwood within ten days, she hoped.  That would give him plenty of time to prepare for Sarah and MaryAnn’s arrival.

      Margaret smiled to herself.  This would be a very good match.  She felt it all the way to her bones.
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      Sarah got off the trolley four blocks from home.  At least, it had been her home for the last six years.  She’d always known that she and MaryAnn lived here by Aunt Gertrude’s good graces.  But she hadn’t expected her to die, at least not so soon.  Gertrude had been her great-aunt, that was true, but she was her paternal grandmother’s youngest sibling and was only two years older than Sarah’s own father, who severed all ties.  He’d thrown her out when she’d gotten pregnant.  Aunt Gertrude had been her salvation.

      She walked up the steps to the door of the three story brownstone.  There was no one to open the door for her any longer.  William let all the servants go, with good references and the small stipend that Aunt Gertrude left for each of them.

      William was really being very decent about it all.  He’d kept the servants on for more than ten days after Gertrude’s death and he’d put off selling the house as long as possible but now it was listed and would probably sell in no time.  Sarah couldn’t dilly-dally any more.  She had to put her grief aside and “get on with it” as Gertrude would say.

      Sarah entered the foyer and untied her bonnet, hanging it on the peg above the hall side table where she normally placed the mail.

      “I’m in the sitting room, Sarah,” called William.

      She walked through the door and over to where he stood by the fireplace to kiss his cheek.  “William, how are you?  I hadn’t expected you until Sunday.”

      “I’m here with some news.”

      Sarah’s stomach clenched.  “News?”

      “Yes, I might as well get right to it.  I’ve sold the house.  You and MaryAnn will need to be out by the end of the month.”

      Stricken, Sarah said, “William, we have nowhere to go until the 8th of May.”

      “If it were socially acceptable I’d have you come live with me, but…”

      “You’d never find a wife with a tainted woman and her bastard child living under your roof.”

      “Sarah—“

      “No, I’m well aware what society thinks of me.  They’ve been very open in sharing it.”

      William took a deep breath.  “So, I’ve arranged for you to stay at the Booking’s Boarding House until you find other lodgings, which it sounds like you have.  What are you going to do?”

      “I’m getting married.”

      “Married?”  He turned his back on her and faced the fire warming his hands.  “I hadn’t realized you were engaged.”

      “I’m becoming a mail order bride.  It’s the only way I can start my life over.  I can’t stay here.”

      He turned back to her and took her hands in his.  “You could always stay and marry me.  At least, you know me.”

      “You’re my cousin and though it may be legal, you know that I find the thought repellant.  Not that I don’t love you but not in the way you want.”  She took her hands from his.  “I just can’t.  You’ve been more than kind to me and if….”

      “No.  Don’t worry.  My generosity is not dependent on you becoming my wife.  It will not change the arrangements I’ve made for you.”

      Sarah let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.  “Thank you.  I have to go next door and get MaryAnn.  Mrs. Adams has been kind enough to watch her for me while I’ve been looking for work.”

      “I take it nothing has panned out so you are taking this drastic step?”

      “I’ve only been a mother.  I’m not qualified to do anything else that would support us.”

      “Very well.  I shall leave you to it.”  He picked up his hat and gloves from the side table next to the sitting room door.  “I will see you on Sunday, as usual.  You can fill me in on your plans and this man you’ve promised to marry.”

      “You know,” said Sarah, “you really should consider proposing to Caroline Kendall.  She does admire you very much.”

      He stopped, cocked his head just a bit and asked, “Does she now?  Do you think she’d accept my suit?”

      “I don’t know why not.”

      “Well, you don’t seem to have any problem turning me down.”  He stepped closer, eyes dropping to her lips for a brief moment.  “Sure you won’t change your mind?”

      She stepped back with a fond but regretful smile.  “I’m sure.”

      “Then perhaps I should call upon Miss Kendall.  I do need to consider a wife and heir to continue the Grayson name.”

      “Yes, you should.”

      “Goodnight, Sarah.  Until Sunday.”

      “Sunday.  Perhaps you would like to bring Miss Kendall with you to luncheon?”

      “What a splendid idea!  You can act as chaperone.”

      “I’ll prepare something special.”

      “It’s a good thing that Cook taught you what she did.  I must admit you do a fine job.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Well, goodnight then.”

      Sarah followed him out and went next door to get MaryAnn.  She always tried to let her daughter stay with Mrs. Adams as long as possible.  It did them both good.  MaryAnn struggled to understand Aunt Gertrude’s death and Agnes Adams missed her grandchildren who had recently moved to Boston when her son’s law firm sent him there.

      She knocked on the door.

      The butler opened it.  “Ah, there you are, Miss Johnson.  Please come in.  You’ll find Miss MaryAnn and the mistress are having tea in the parlor.  May I take your hat and coat?”

      Sarah smiled and handed her things to him.  “I don’t know how you do it, Peters.  How can you keep up with those two fireballs?  I’m surprised you’re not having tea with them.”

      “I was invited, Miss, but had to decline.  I had other duties to attend to.”

      They walked together to the parlor.  Peters opened the door and held it for her.  What she saw made her smile.  Agnes had had Peters bring down the small table and chairs from the nursery.  She and MaryAnn were at the tiny table drinking tea and eating strawberry scones with clotted cream.  One of MaryAnn’s favorites, as Agnes knew perfectly well.

      MaryAnn looked up when Sarah entered the room.

      “Mama,” she said in a very stately tone, “we’re having High Tea.  Mrs. Adams says this is what they did when she was a little girl.”

      Sarah smiled.  She enjoyed watching her daughter with the old woman.  “How nice of her to share this with you.”  She turned to Agnes.  “I hope she hasn’t been much trouble for you.”

      “Not at all, my dear.  I enjoy having her here.”

      “I’m afraid it’s only for another couple of weeks.  William has sold the house and MaryAnn and I will be leaving the city on May eighth.”

      “Sit down, dear, and have a cup of tea.  Then tell me all your news.”

      Sarah took one of the small chairs at the little table.

      “Tea?” asked Agnes.

      “Yes, please.”

      “MaryAnn, would you please pour a cup for your mother?”

      “I’d be delighted,” answered her little girl, so grown up.  Sarah’s heart twisted in her chest.  MaryAnn had missed so much being raised without other children.  She was so mature for her five years.

      “Now, my darling.  Tell me where you’ll be headed.”

      “I’m hoping we’ll be leaving for the Colorado Territory.  A place called Golden City.  It’s the territorial capital, so not too small a city, I hope.  Perhaps once we are settled and it looks to work, you’ll come out.”

      Mrs. Adams nodded.  “And what will you do there?”

      “I’m getting married.”

      “Married!”

      “Yes.  You might as well know.  I signed on to be a mail order bride.  The gentleman I’m going to marry is a cattle rancher and has a daughter around MaryAnn’s age.  It’ll be good for MaryAnn to have a playmate.”

      “That’s awfully far away.  Couldn’t you marry someone closer?”

      “Agnes, you know that’s not possible.  The only one who would have me is cousin William and I find that idea totally unacceptable.  He is my cousin, after all.”

      “Understandable.  But that doesn’t change my wish you could find someone right here in New York.  I’ll never understand society’s shunning of you.  You shouldn’t have to pay for one mistake for the rest of your life.”

      Though she didn’t see her beautiful daughter, conceived in love, as mistake, she simply smiled.  “Thank you but you know the only way I could stay here is to marry William or turn to something unsavory.  I’m not qualified for anything else.”

      “What about a governess?”

      “No one wants a woman who has been ‘soiled’ anywhere near their children for fear that my lack of morals will somehow rub off on them.”  She took a sip of her tea.

      “Mommy, what is ‘soiled’?  Doesn’t that mean dirty?”

      “Yes, sweetheart, it does.”

      “How can you be dirty?  You wash all the time.”

      “Yes, I do, don’t I?” laughed Sarah.

      MaryAnn nodded vigorously.  “And you make me do it, too.”

      “Anyway, I will write you,” said Sarah, hoping to distract MaryAnn.

      “Mommy.”

      “Yes, dear?”

      “How can you be dirty and clean at the same time?”

      I’ve wondered the same thing myself, thought Sarah, but she said, “Time to tell you the truth.  Some people think that because I wasn’t married when I had you that I’m soiled.”

      “But you said that Daddy died before you could get married.  So it’s not your fault.”

      “Most grownups wouldn’t agree with you, sweetie.  They think your daddy and I were wrong to share our love before we were properly wed.”

      “But aren’t we supposed to share our love with other people?”

      “Yes, we are.  There are just some rules about grownup love that you don’t understand yet.”

      MaryAnn slowly shook her head.  “I think it must be real hard to be a grownup.”

      Surprised by her baby’s insight, she asked, “Why do you think so?”

      “’Cause.  You got to ‘member a whole bunch of kid rules and then there’s a whole bunch of grownup rules and you got to ‘member all them, too.”

      Sarah chuckled.  “I think you have the right of it.  What say you, Agnes?”

      The old lady wore a smile.  “I’d say you are correct, Miss MaryAnn.  And it doesn’t get any easier the older you get because there’s a whole other set of rules for us old people.”

      “Agnes, would you care to join us for Sunday luncheon?  William will be coming with Ms. Kendall and it will be sort of a farewell celebration.”

      “That would be lovely.  Remind Peters on your way out, would you?”

      “Of course.  Say goodbye, MaryAnn.”

      MaryAnn went to Agnes and gave her a hug.  “Goodbye, Mrs. Adams.  Thank you for having a tea party with me.”

      “You’re quite welcome, dear girl.  Quite welcome, indeed.”  Agnes hugged her back like she’d never let her go.  It was going to be especially hard to say goodbye to her.  Agnes had been Sarah’s rock since Aunt Gertrude died.

      Sarah took MaryAnn’s hand and they walked down the stairs where Peters waited with their coats and hats.

      “Thank you, Peters.  Please remind Mrs. Adams that she is having Sunday luncheon with us.  It will be served at one o’clock.”

      “Yes, Miss.  I shall endeavor to remind her and will escort her myself.”

      “Wonderful, you shall join us as well.”

      “Oh no, Miss.  It’s not done.  I shall return here and wait until it’s time to come back and retrieve my mistress.”

      Sarah nodded.  “Very well.  We’ll see you on Sunday.”

      As they walked home MaryAnn asked, “Where is Colorado Territory?”

      “It’s west of here a very long way.  It’s going to take us many days to travel there.  Do you think you can be an especially good girl for Mama while we travel?”

      “Yes, ma’am.  I heard you say he has a little girl.  Will she be my sister if you marry her daddy?”

      “Yes, I guess she will.  Do you think you’ll like having a sister?”

      She thought about it a minute before answering.  “I think I will.  It’ll be nice to have someone small to talk to.”

      Sarah smiled.  “Yes, it will, won’t it?”

      They reached the house and went inside.  The fire William built was burning low.  Sarah added more wood.

      In front of the fireplace were two wing chairs.  MaryAnn sat in one of them.  She looked so small.  Her eyes, the pale blue of Sarah’s own, sat in stark contrast to the inky black hair and eyelashes she’d inherited from her father.  Except for the eyes, MaryAnn was a miniature of Lee.  Everyday Sarah was reminded of the man she loved, whose face would be faded from memory if not for her daughter.  MaryAnn kept him alive.  Even so, his strong jaw and boisterous laugh were all but gone.

      In manner, MaryAnn was totally unlike her father.  He’d been fun loving, teasing and always joyful.  She was solemn and thoughtful.  So much like her mother.

      “Mama, why are you crying?”

      She hadn’t realized tears trickled from her eyes.  Sarah sat in the other chair.  “I was just thinking about your father.  Come here and let me hold you.”

      The little girl dutifully got up and went to her mother, sitting on her lap and relaxing in her arms.

      “He was a good man, your father.  Don’t ever let anyone tell you differently.”

      “I won’t.  How old was he when he died?”

      “He was twenty-two, just like me.  We’d been sweethearts for as long as I can remember.  We always knew we’d get married, but then the war started and he went off to fight.  I didn’t see him for so long.  He came home wounded.  Shot in the shoulder, and we decided as soon as he got out of the hospital we’d marry.  We set the date for the following Sunday.  He was called back on Friday.  We only had a few hours together before he left again.  We made the most of them.  We made you.”

      “Why does it make you sad when you look at me?”

      “Oh, my darling, I’m not sad when I look at you.  I’m so happy to have you and love you so much.  I sometimes cry because I know your daddy will never get to know you.”

      “Will I have to call this new man Daddy?”

      “No, not if you don’t want to.” She squeezed her daughter.  “Now enough serious talk.  Let’s go to the kitchen and make luncheon.  I’ll even make us some hot chocolate.  What do you think about that?”

      Sarah saw her eyes sparkle before she scooted off Sarah’s lap.  “I’d like that very much please.”

      “Good.  Let’s see what we have to eat with that.”

      Sarah watched her little girl skip to the kitchen, their serious talk forgotten with the prospect of a sweet treat.
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      Sarah hoped some day to publish a book of recipes.  That’s why she’d written down all of Cook’s recipes.  But it wasn’t just to make a book, which she still planned to do, but because she needed them, to use them.  She had them carefully tucked away in one of the four steamer trunks she brought.  Each trunk was filled to bursting with clothes, shoes and books.  She may be going to the frontier but she that didn’t mean she couldn’t be civilized.

      Before they left for the boarding house she’d gotten out her grandmother’s wedding ring.  She’d never worn it before because everyone knew she wasn’t married.  Now though, they didn’t know and it would stop a lot of questions she’d rather not answer.  The plain gold band fit perfectly on her finger.  She felt her grandmother’s strength with it on, that she could face anything.  When she married Mr. Atwood she would wear his ring on her left hand and her grandmothers on her right.

      Sarah and MaryAnn arrived in Denver on May 15th at half past four in the afternoon.  They’d spent seven generally uncomfortable days on several different railroads to get there.  MaryAnn had been a blessing, making friends with other people on the train along the way.  Even so, Sarah didn’t care if she never saw another train again.  She was tired and cranky, definitely not a good traveler, unlike her daughter, who seemed more excited with each new landscape they crossed.

      Sarah’d had enough prairie, corn fields and cattle by the second day out of Chicago.  Denver sat at the foot of the Rocky Mountains.  Magnificent in their grandeur and a blessing to Sarah because it meant their trip was at an end.  She was to meet Mr. Atwood here at the station.

      The porters unloaded her trunks and she had MaryAnn stand beside them, while she panicked.  One of the trunks was missing.  Until she unpacked them she wouldn’t know which one.

      “What do you mean one of my trunks is missing?  How can you mislay a steamer trunk?”

      “I’m sorry Ma’am.  We’ll find it and send it to you when we do.”  The poor conductor was almost as upset as Sarah.

      She took a deep breath and tried to calm down.  “Very well.  Here is the address of where I’ll be.  Please send the trunk there as soon as possible.”

      He accepted her ticket and handed her a receipt back.  “Yes, Ma’am.  Again please accept my apologies.”

      She nodded and walked back to where MaryAnn stood.

      It was May, but the chill air gave Sarah shivers.  She pulled MaryAnn closer to keep her warm.  MaryAnn taking a chill was that last thing that Sarah needed.    The trunks blocked part of the wind that whistled by the open platform, but none of the cold.

      In a short while, a large man pulled up driving a long wagon with side boards.  He had dark coffee brown hair that brushed the collar of his black wool coat and was graying at the temples.  With his vivid green eyes he was one of the handsomest men she’d encountered in some time.  Why would this man need a mail order bride?

      Next to him was a little girl with hair as pale as MaryAnn’s was dark.  She had the same green eyes as her father.  The black coat she was growing out of revealed the hem to her light blue dress peeking out the bottom.  This had to be Mr. Atwood and Katy.

      He jumped down and then held his arms up to the child.  The girl fell into them and wrapped her arms around his neck.  There she buried her face, clearly not wanting to meet her new stepmother and sister.

      He carried her up the stairs of the platform stopping in front of Sarah.  Now that he was closer she saw that his green eyes were rimmed with dark lashes and stood in sharp contrast to his dark hair.  Sun, wind and laughter had left lines at his mouth and eyes, giving him character.  His face was very pleasing with a sexy shadow of stubble on his strong jaw.

      “Mrs. Johnson?”  His smooth baritone washed over her leaving her with a little tingle of awareness.  One she hadn’t felt in years.  Not since before Lee died.

      Sarah nodded.  “Yes.  Mr. Atwood?”

      “Yes.  This is Katy,” he smiled down at the girl in his arms.

      “Hello, Katy.  I’m Sarah and this is my daughter MaryAnn,” Sarah said.  She placed her arm around MaryAnn’s shoulders pulling her into her side.

      “Hello,” said MaryAnn.

      Katy turned and looked at MaryAnn, then buried her face in her father’s neck once again.

      “Katy doesn’t speak.”

      “Oh.  I’m so sorry,” said Sarah.

      “Don’t be.  It’s not that she can’t talk, she just doesn’t.  I’ll explain later.  I’ve made arrangements to stay at the Melvin Hotel for tonight.  It’s one of the finest in town.  Then if you’re still willing, we’ll get married by the Justice of the Peace here in Denver tomorrow and head back to Golden City right after.”

      “I believe that will be splendid.”  Her heart raced a bit and she found she was nervous and excited at the prospect of becoming this man’s wife.  “As you can see we came to stay,” she waved at the three trunks.  “I’m glad you brought a big wagon, although we are missing one trunk.  The railroad seems to have lost it during one of the train changes we went through to get here.”

      “I’m sure they’ll find it.  I just hope it wasn’t something you’ll need right away.   Did you give them our address?”

      “Yes, I did.”  Sarah’s stomach took that moment to decide to grumble with hunger.  She placed delicate hands over her fine flat stomach drawing attention right to where she’d rather not have, knowing she was flaming red with embarrassment, “Oh, excuse me.”

      “Good.  By the way the wagon is called a buckboard.  I wasn’t sure how much baggage you’d have.  Let me get those loaded up and then,” he smiled hearing her stomach grumble. “We’ll go get some supper.”

      An hour later they were seated in the hotel dining room.  Sarah ordered roast beef with mashed potatoes and gravy for herself and MaryAnn.  Mr. Atwood got a steak, rare, with fried potatoes on the side and fried chicken with mashed potatoes for Katy.  All of the food looked wonderful.  Sarah realized just how hungry she was for a real meal.

      MaryAnn enlivened the conversation and Sarah was grateful for her ability to put adults at ease.  “What kind of ranch do you have Mr. Atwood?  Do you have horses?  Can you teach me to ride?  We used to see riders at the park in New York.”

      He put down his fork and knife, wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin and gave his full attention to MaryAnn.  Then he smiled and it transformed his face, making him seem friendlier, less stern.

      “Well now, Miss MaryAnn, I raise cattle, but we do have horses that would be gentle enough for you and your mother.”  He glanced over at Sarah, his green eyes warm and friendly.  She shook her head no.  “Or not.  You don’t have to learn to ride.”

      Sarah felt herself flush under his gaze.  “So, tell me about yourself, Mr. Atwood.  Why would you need a mail order bride?  This town looks plenty big enough for you to have found a girl to marry.”

      “That’s just the point.  I don’t want a girl.  I want a woman.  One who might be able to help Katy.  And to be completely honest, I don’t have the time or inclination to court a woman”

      Katy’s eyes narrowed and her murderous gaze went to her father.  Clearly she didn’t like being the topic of conversation.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “I’m sure you will.  Mrs. Selby thought Katy and MaryAnn would do well together.”

      Sarah nodded.  “I hope so.”

      “This is delicious.”  The flavor burst on her tongue and made her mouth water.  “I’d love to ask the chef for the recipe.  We haven’t had a real meal since we left New York.”

      “What did you do for food?”  Concern rode his features.

      “At some of the stations there were housewives selling boxed lunches and I brought apples, cheese and bread with us in my valise.  We had a seven day picnic.”

      “I’m sorry the trip was so long.”  There was a modicum of guilt that showed in his eyes.

      “Don’t be.”  Sarah felt herself blush again.  “MaryAnn quite enjoyed herself.  She’s a much better traveler than I am.”

      MaryAnn echoed the sentiment.  “Mama got tired of the scenery not changing.  Not me.  I just kept looking for new things.  Ant they were everywhere.   Saw lots of animals.  A man on the train told me the huge things were antelope and they were good eatin’.”

      Mr. Atwood laughed again.  The deep baritone sound reached deep into Sarah.  Her body reacted in a way she hadn’t felt in years.  People’s heads turned and the women’s eyes lingered on his very appealing face.  “Well, your friend’s right about that.  I used to hunt them.  That was before we got the cattle operation going and antelope, deer or elk were what we ate.”

      As supper ended and she’d finished a wonderful piece of apple pie, Sarah tried to stifle a yawn.  Seven days sitting up on a train was definitely beginning to wear on her.   “Oh, pardon me.  I’m afraid we need to retire for the evening.  It has been a long trip and I think it’s catching up to me.”

      Mr. Atwood rose from the table as Sarah stood.  “Completely understandable.  Shall we meet here in the morning at say,” he pulled a pocket watch from his pants pocket, “six a.m.?”

      “Oh.  So early?  What time do you have set for the marriage ceremony?”

      “Nine.”

      “Oh my, well what if we make it seven then?  In the spirit of compromise, of course.  We do want enough time to have breakfast beforehand.”

      “That’s agreeable.”  He nodded his head and a lock of hair fell forward.  It was all Sarah could do not to reach over and gently put it back in place.  She itched to run her fingers through his thick, brown locks.

      Sarah noticed that both girls were almost silent during the meal.  It might be normal for Katy but it most certainly was not for MaryAnn.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet this evening, sweetheart,” she said to her daughter.

      MaryAnn looked over at Katy.  “Maybe she don’t have nothin’ to say.  Maybe that’s why she don’t talk.”

      Katy looked up at her father for help.

      He nodded to her and then said, “Katy doesn’t talk because she witnessed her mother’s death.  I’ll explain later.”

      “John, may I call you John?”

      He nodded his head.  Tension weighed on his shoulders.  The change in his countenance told her he felt guilt about his wife’s death and perhaps Katy’s muteness.

      “You and Katy need to know, I’m not trying to replace your wife and her mother.  We want to find our own place in this family not usurp your wife’s.”

      “Dorothy.  Her name was Dorothy.”  He said it softly, almost reverently.

      “I’m not trying to take Dorothy’s place.”  If she hadn’t been across the table from him she’d have taken his hand in hers.  As it was, she hoped her face conveyed her sorrow at his loss.  It was all she could do for now.

      “I understand that and so will Katy if she doesn’t now.”  He looked down at his daughter, squeezed her hand and got a watery smile in return.  “We’ll all be fine, you’ll see.”

      She took MaryAnn’s hand and they walked to their room on the second floor.  John and Katy were next door so they walked up together.

      “MaryAnn, you go into the room.  I’d like to talk to Mr. Atwood.”

      He nodded at Katy, “You too.  I’ll be right there.”

      “You wished to discuss something, Sarah?”

      “You were going to tell me why Katy doesn’t speak.”

      He nodded, closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.  “She witnessed her mother’s murder during a bank robbery.  Katy was the only survivor and she hasn’t spoken a word since.”

      Sarah put her hand over her mouth.  “Oh my God.  I’m so sorry.  When did your wife…die?”

      “It’s alright.  You can say it.  Murdered.  She was murdered in cold blood two years ago.”  His eyes clouded over and his voice softened.  “She was seven months pregnant.”

      “How horrible for Katy to witness.”

      He ran his fingers through his hair.  “The doctors say she’ll talk when she’s ready.  The sheriff wants her to talk now.  She’s the only witness and they still haven’t caught the people who did it.”

      “Thank you for telling me.  I’ll do my best to help her.”

      “I know you will.”

      “Well, goodnight then.”  She put her hand out for a shake.

      He took her hand in both of his.  “Goodnight, Sarah.”  His big hands enveloped hers with heat and strength, a rare sense of comfort.  His rough calloused hand was so different from her much smaller, soft one.  Yet it felt wonderful.  She wondered what those rough hands would feel like against the smooth curves of her body.

      Sarah looked up to see his brown eyes piercing her with what could be called passion or like herself, with loneliness.  She retrieved her hand and bowed her head.  “Goodnight John.”

      She went into her room where MaryAnn waited sitting on the bed.

      “Mama, why are you red in the face?”

      “I’m just a little flushed.  I got hot in the dining room that’s all.”

      “Oh, okay.  I thought maybe Mr. Atwood done somethin’ to you when he shook your hand before and maybe he did it again.  That’s when you got red.”

      Sarah felt herself flush again at the memory.

      “You must be hot again, huh?”

      “Yes, sweetheart.  I’m hot again.”  She waved her hand in front of her face knowing it wouldn’t do any good.  It wasn’t that kind of heat.
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      They arrived at the dining room in the morning at seven sharp.  John and Katy were already seated.  John had a cup of coffee and Katy a glass of milk.

      He stood as they approached.  He was dressed in a black suit with crisp white shirt and string tie.  He held a black hat that looked new.

      “Good morning, Sarah and Miss MaryAnn.  You both look lovely today.”

      “Good morning John,” she looked over at Katy.  “And you too Katy.”

      MaryAnn went and sat next to Katy then turned her attention to John.  “Good morning, Mr. Atwood.  You’re going to be my father now and Katy will be my sister.  Isn’t that right, Katy?”

      Katy nodded.

      “I think I’m going to like having a big sister.  Mama says you’re seven.  That’s older than me.  I’m five.  Mama says I’m too grown up for my age.”

      Katy nodded and grabbed MaryAnn’s hand.  Sarah thought it was a wonderful show of acceptance on Katy’s part.  MaryAnn held her hand and chattered all through breakfast which was just as well.  Sarah was nervous.  Her hands were sweaty and shook a little.  She was glad to that the coffee cup to hold on to.  Her stomach was full of butterflies and she could barely eat.  After all it wasn’t everyday a girl got married.

      “You both look very nice this morning.  Even a new hat for the occasion,” said Sarah.

      “It’s a Stetson and I thought I’d try and make an impression.  Did it work?”

      She laughed, some of the tension easing.  “Yes, you’ve made a very good one.”

      “So do you.”  His eyes raked over her.  Sarah wore a dark peacock blue wool suit that accentuated her eyes.  The fitted jacket emphasized her small waist and gave her an hourglass shape other women would have died for and all without a corset.  “It appears we are all in our Sunday best.”

      Even the girls wore their best clothes.  She’d dressed MaryAnn in her red velvet dress with black collar and matching coat.  Katy had on a pretty pink dress with ruffles at the bottom and dark pink ribbon at the waist.  She, too, had a matching coat.

      John picked up the buckboard from the stable.  He’d paid the stable owner to watch over the trunks so he wouldn’t have to unload and reload them.  He helped her and the girls onto the wagon.  She and John sat on the bench seat, the girls in the back with the trunks.

      It was a short trip from the hotel to the Justice of the Peace’s office.  Only about a five minute walk, but John wanted to leave right after the ceremony so they took the buckboard.

      Even at this early hour the streets were crowded with pedestrians, wagons, buggies and horses with riders.  So much so that it took them fifteen minutes to navigate through the heavy traffic to the courthouse.

      John’s ranch was about twenty miles west of Denver and it would take more than four hours to get there.  That’s why he wanted to leave right away.

      They would arrive home in time for her to fix dinner…no it was supper out here in the west.  She’d have to remember that.  Dinner was luncheon and supper was dinner.  Whatever it was called they would get to the ranch about two o’clock and she would have enough time to unpack MaryAnn’s trunk and then fix it.

      They got to the Justice of the Peace’s office and suddenly it was all real.  All other thoughts flew right out of her head, replaced by butterflies in her stomach.  It must have showed on her face.

      His hand enveloped hers with that same warmth and strength she’d felt last night. Only she felt something else today, confidence. “It’s going to be alright, Sarah.”

      She took a deep breath.  “I know.  I know it will.”

      “We’re going to be a family now, right Mama?”

      Sarah realized with MaryAnn’s question that she might not be the only one who was nervous about today.  She smiled at her precocious daughter.  “Yes, we are and together we can do anything.”

      She looked up into John’s smiling face, noticed the way the dimples creased his cheeks and still couldn’t believe her luck.  He was so handsome and about to become her husband.

      John helped them all down and they walked into the building.  Once inside they found the office.  A very thin, gray haired woman sat at a desk outside the Justice’s office.

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      “Yes, ma’am.  John Atwood and Sarah Johnson at nine for a marriage ceremony.”

      “Ah, yes.  I see you on the list.  There’s one couple ahead of you.  They’re with him now.  Are these two little darlin’s going to be your witnesses?”

      “If it were legal they would be,” said John.  He ruffled Katy’s hair.  She pulled away and straightened her hair, eyes shooting daggers at her father for messing it up.

      The other couple came out, hand in hand, smiles on their faces.  Sarah wished she and John were as happy about getting married.  Maybe someday that would be them.  Walking down the street holding hands.

      “Are we ready?” The judge’s voice brought her back to the present.

      “We are, your honor,” said John.

      “Let’s begin.  Dearly beloved, we are gathered here in the presence of….”

      Sarah barely listened until she heard her name, “Do you Sarah Jane Johnson take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?  To have and to hold; for richer or for poorer; through sickness and in health from this day forward as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.” Her hands shook as she placed the plain gold band on his finger.  It was too small.  She’d bought it in Chicago and would have to get it resized for him.

      “Do you John Robert Atwood take this woman as your lawfully wedded wife?  To have and to hold; for richer or for poorer; through sickness and in health from this day forward as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.”  John slid a small gold band with five small diamond chips in it on her finger.  It was beautiful and felt cool against her skin.

      “Then by the power vested in me by the Governor of the Colorado Territory, I pronounce you man and wife.  You may kiss the bride.”

      John took her face gently in both of his hands, leaned down and gave her the sweetest kiss she’d ever known.  Sarah flushed at the promise in the kiss.  MaryAnn giggled and Katy smiled, taking MaryAnn’s hand.

      “Thank you, Judge,” said John.  “What do I owe you?”

      “That’s two dollars, Mr. Atwood.  I wish you and Mrs. Atwood a happy future.”

      “Thank you, sir.  I’m sure it will be,” replied Sarah.

      “Well, ladies, shall we head home now?” asked John.

      Katy nodded vigorously.

      “Yes,” said MaryAnn and Sarah simultaneously.

      Sarah laughed.  Katy still held MaryAnn’s hand and Sarah brought both girls into a big hug.  “Let’s go home.  We have a new life beginning for all of us.

      Katy tugged on MaryAnn’s hand and the two girls skipped the way back to the buckboard and forward into the future.
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      The trip to the ranch took them through gently rolling hills covered in bright green grass and fields full of wildflowers bursting with the colors of the rainbow.  A freight train passed them headed to Golden City, the territorial capital of the Colorado Territory, to drop off supplies for the mining towns of Central City and Black Hawk, which according to John were up Clear Creek Canyon from Golden City.  The train only carried supplies to Golden City and usually gold, cattle, and farm goods back to Denver.  It didn’t carry passengers or Sarah would have taken it all the way to Golden City.  Passenger service stopped in Denver.

      The road was well traveled and wide enough for two wagons.  They passed several headed toward Denver.  Some of them carried families others only freight.  One carried gold.  John said he could tell by the six armed men that accompanied it.

      Sarah asked, “Do they get robbed often?”

      “Not with a guard like that.  Outlaws would have to be crazy or really desperate to try it.”

      “Do you have many outlaws here?  Is it something I should be aware of?”

      “Nah, we don’t get that kind of trouble out here.  They stick to the cities.  I have ten men working for me.  I’ve been having one stay with Katy while I’m out working but now you’re here and can take over those duties.  I also have a cook and housekeeper, though I’m hoping you can cook, because she’s terrible and will be the first one to tell you so.  Her name is Bertha.”

      “Of course, I’ll watch the girls.  Katy and MaryAnn seem to get along well.  And yes, I can cook.  I just hope the trunk that is missing doesn’t have my recipes in it.  If it does, then the meals I fix are going to be on the simple side.”

      ”None of us mind simple.  We’re just looking for edible.”

      Sarah laughed.  “Well, they will definitely be edible.”

      She looked back at the girls.  Katy still held MaryAnn’s hand while MaryAnn chattered away.  Katy nodded or shook her head in response to her questions and she had a million of them.

      “Do you have a horse of your own?  Can I ride it?”

      Katy nodded twice in answer.  It seemed to be enough for MaryAnn.  She treated Katy as she did everyone.  Like a new friend.  It didn’t matter that Katy didn’t talk.  MaryAnn talked enough for the both of them.

      They passed through Golden City.  The little city was nestled in a valley between the foothills of the Rockies and a flat plateau.  John said his ranch was about three miles northwest of town.

      Before she knew it they were pulling off the main road through a gate that read J Bar A Ranch.  She could see buildings about half a mile down the road.  As they got closer she made out seven different structures.  She recognized the house and the barn.  What the others were, she didn’t know yet.

      “The house.  It’s larger than I thought it would be.  And I assume the big red building is the barn.  What are the others?”

      “There’s the ice house, smoke house, chicken coop, bunk house, that’s where the cowboys live, and the outhouse”

      Alarmed, Sarah asked, “You don’t have running water?”

      “There’s a hand pump in the kitchen but we don’t have an indoor bathroom.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      He patted her on the knee.  “It’ll be fine.  You’ll get used to it.”

      “I’m sure I will.”

      Sarah watched as he flushed a little.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I probably should have let you know that compared to what you’re used to we’re going to seem a mite primitive.”

      She shook her head.  “I admit I hadn’t expected it to be quite so spartan, but I’m undaunted.”

      “That’s a girl.  You’ve got some spunk.  I like that.”  He gave her knee a little squeeze.

      No one had ever said Sarah had spunk.  She’d always let life run her over.  Now she was grasping it around the neck and hanging on for the ride.

      There’d been plenty of time to think on the train out here.  She’d gone over everything she’d been through, everything she’d done.  She wouldn’t change any of it because she had her beautiful MaryAnn.  Everything was worth it to have her.

      Now there was a chance for happiness she’d never dare to hope for in New York.  A home and family of her own.  She had both now.  She looked at her new home.  It was a beautiful, two story, white-washed wood structure.  There was a large porch on the front facing east.  Sunrise should be spectacular.

      John pulled the buckboard to a stop in front of the porch.  He jumped down, came around to her side and reached up for her.  She placed her hands on his broad shoulders and he grasped her around the waist and lifted her down.  Breathless, she stepped away.  Then he got each of the girls.

      Katy ran inside with MaryAnn on her heels.  Sarah and John followed at a more sedate pace.

      The layout of the house was as simple inside as outside.  They walked into the parlor which ran the width of the house.  The stairs were on the far right side.  Leading out of the parlor was a hall.  On one side was the dining room and John’s office.  The other side had the kitchen, pantry and a bedroom for the housekeeper, Bertha.

      When they entered the kitchen there was a large, gray haired woman sitting at the table shelling peas for the evening meal.  Three dead chickens sat on the counter waiting to be plucked.

      “Bertha, this is Mrs. Atwood,” said John by way of introduction

      “Sarah.  Please call me Sarah.”  She extended her hand in greeting.

      Bertha wiped her floured, calloused hands on her apron and shook Sarah’s with both of hers.  “Real glad to meet you, Mrs. Atwood…Sarah.  Real glad.  You can cook can’t you?  Mr. Atwood said he was pretty sure you could.  I don’t cook real good.  Don’t like it.  So I’m hopin’ you can, ‘cause we all need some good vittles.”

      “Yes, Bertha,” Sarah laughed.  “I can cook, but I’ll need your help learning my way around the kitchen and with prep.  For instance, I have no idea what to do with a chicken like that.”  She pointed at the counter.  “I’ve never plucked a chicken in my life.  Our cook always did that.”

      “Don’t you worry none about that.  I can pluck a chicken in my sleep.  I’ll get ‘em all ready so all you got to do is fix ‘em.”

      Sarah smiled.  She and Bertha were going to get along famously.

      “Now that you two have met, I’m going to take Sarah upstairs and show her the rest of the house.”

      “I heard Katy running up the stairs.  She made enough noise for two people.”

      Sarah and John laughed.  “That’s because there were two people.  Sarah’s little girl, MaryAnn, is with Katy.”

      Bertha smiled, revealing a small gap between her front teeth.   “Well now I’m glad to hear it.  Katy has needed a friend to play with.”

      “So has MaryAnn.  They’re both only children, but they seem to have made friends with each other,” said Sarah.

      “Come on, I’ll show you the upstairs and get your trunks in here so you can start unpacking.  And we’ll see what our two special girls are up to.”

      “Plotting our demise no doubt,” said Sarah.

      John barked out a laugh.  She liked when he laughed.  His dimples showed and he didn’t seem so intimidating.

      They went upstairs.

      “Up here are only bedrooms.  Someday I want to put water and a bathroom up here but that’s on down the road.  Katy’s bedroom is the first on the right.  I thought we could put MaryAnn across the hall.  The back left bedroom can be the nursery.  Our bedroom is the back right.”

      He opened the door and stepped aside so she could go into their room before him.  It was a big room.  She walked around touching everything.  There was a double bed, tall boy dresser, small commode with a pitcher and basin on it, two nightstands, an overstuffed chair by the large picture window and a changing screen in the corner with a chamber pot behind it.

      “That’s a beautiful screen.  One of Dorothy’s touches?”

      “Yes, but you can remove it if you like.  If there’s anything you don’t like I’ll have it taken away.”

      Sarah touched his hand.  “It’s fine.  The room is lovely.  Dorothy had good taste.  After all, she married you.”

      John cleared his throat.  “Yes, she did didn’t she?”

      She looked everything over and then came back to the bed.  Amazing how a double bed can look so small.  She swallowed hard.  John was going to want a wedding night.  How was she going to explain that she didn’t really know what she was supposed to do?  She’d only made love once before and that brought about MaryAnn.

      “It’s a lovely room.”

      “Like I said, you can change whatever you like.  It’s your room now, too.”

      “Thank you.”

      “The chair by the window is for reading.  Do you like to read?”

      Sarah tore her gaze away from the bed.  “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I was asking if you liked to read.  Dorothy did, so I put the chair there by the window.  She didn’t get to make much use of it.  There’s a lot of work to running a successful ranching operation.  Not much time left for anything else.”

      “I’m sure there is.  I…um…yes, I do like to read.”

      “Are you nervous, Sarah?”

      She heard laughter in his voice and glanced up at him.  Too late she saw his eyes smoldering.

      “I…I am a little nervous.”  She turned away from him, walked to the closet and opened the door.  Maybe she could just walk in close the door and disappear.

      “You don’t need to be.”

      She looked back at him.  His hands were behind his back.  She could see his erection straining at his pants.  “I don’t?”

      He shook his head.  “How long has it been since you made love?”

      “Since before MaryAnn was born.  Her father died at Bull Run.  She never knew her father.  He and I were….”

      He walked over to her and placed two fingers gently against her lips.  “You’re rambling.”  He replaced his fingers with his lips.  Soft, firm lips.  He didn’t touch her except with his lips.  She wrapped her arms around his neck and brought him closer.  His tongue pressed against the seam of her lips and she opened for him.  Warm, he tasted clean and he smelled so good and she couldn’t get close enough.  Finally he brought his arms around her and gathered her close.  She’d missed this.  Kissing.  A man’s touch.  A….

      “Hee hee,” came MaryAnn’s little giggle.

      She and John broke apart, looked over to the door and saw both little girls laughing.

      Sarah knew she flushed and it was confirmed when MaryAnn said, “Did Mr. Atwood make you hot again, Mama?  You’re all red.”

      She wanted the floor to just swallow her up.  When she looked at John, he had a big grin on his face.

      “I make you hot, do I?”

      “Oh, just hush.”  She went to the door and shoo’d the girls out of the room.  “Let’s go see if there are any cookies.  Or better yet let’s go make some.”  A low chuckle followed her out of the room.  She didn’t look back.
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      “Bertha, do we have the makings for sugar cookies?”

      She and the girls walked into the kitchen.  Bertha had just finished plucking the chicken and was working on the pin feathers with a small pair of pliers.

      “I’m sure there is.  I don’t bake much.  Even worse at it than I am at cooking.  Look at you.   The boss got a good one with you.  A looker who can cook and bake, too.”

      “Stop.  You’ll make me blush.”

      “Too late,” came a deep, baritone from behind her.  He put his hand on her waist and gave her a small hug.  Now she knew she was blushing.  She had to get over this or she’d be forever red.

      She swatted at him.  “Now stop that.”

      The girls and Bertha laughed.

      “I know when I’m not wanted.  I’ll go get your trunks while you do some cooking.”

      “We’re making cookies,” she called to his retreating form.

      “Mama, do you like Mr. Atwood?”

      Sarah looked down at the little girls.  Both were looking up at her with such serious faces.

      “Yes, I do like Mr. Atwood.”  She watched both of them visibly relax.  “Why?”

      “Well, me and Katy, we like each other and if you didn’t like Mr. Atwood we might not stay.”

      “Whoa, right there.  We are not going anywhere.  This is our home now.  Forever.”

      “Forever,” echoed John from the kitchen door.  “Katydid.  No one is going to take Sarah and MaryAnn from us.  We all belong to each other now.”

      “That’s right,” confirmed Sarah.

      “I put the first of the trunks in our bedroom.  Do you want the other two there too?”

      “No put them in MaryAnn’s room.  I’ll unpack them from there and we won’t be tripping over them while I do it.  I have to figure out what trunk got misplaced.  Maybe I’ll get lucky and it’ll be the one with the spring clothes in it.”

      He nodded and started to leave.  “Are you girls alright now?”

      “Yes, sir,” answered MaryAnn.  Katy nodded.

      “Good.”  He left to get the rest of the trunks.

      “I sure am glad you like him, Mama.”

      “Me, too, sweetheart.  You girls want to help me make cookies?”

      They both nodded.

      “Bertha, where are the dish towels?  These little helpers need aprons.  And so do I.”

      “Coming right up, missus.”

      Sarah lit the oven, mixed the cookie dough and rolled it out.  The girls took turns cutting it out and putting it on the cookie sheet.  While they baked she cut the chicken up for frying and heated the grease on the stove.  After ten minutes, she checked the cookies.  They needed a few more minutes so she put the chicken in for frying.  When she’d gotten all of it in the two cast iron Dutch ovens, the cookies were ready to come out.

      She took the cookies and put them on a dish towel to cool while she put another batch in the oven.  The girls each got a warm cookie and a glass of cold milk from the ice box.

      “What is that wonderful smell?” asked John as he came into the kitchen rolling down his shirt sleeves.

      She smiled at him.  Her heart did a little flip.  Oh my look at those arms.  “That is sugar cookies.  Would you like one?”

      “Aren’t you afraid it’ll spoil my dinner?”

      “The way I cook, nothing is going to spoil your dinner.  Which reminds me,” she went and turned the chicken over.

      “That smells good, too.  What are you making for dinner?”

      “Fried chicken, biscuits, mashed potatoes, and fresh peas that Bertha shelled.  We’ll have sugar cookies for dessert.  How does that sound?”

      “Great.  I put the trunks where you wanted them.”

      “Thank you, I’ll start unpacking after dinner.”

      Sarah and Bertha set the table and Bertha banged the triangle calling all the men to supper.  There was a small porch off the kitchen.  Bertha placed a couple of basins of hot water and several towels on a table there so the men could wash up before meals.  They washed their faces and hands before coming in to eat.

      “Men,” said John, “this is Sarah, my new wife.  She is also our new cook, no offense to Bertha.”

      “None taken, boss.  I’m glad to be rid of the chore and am looking forward to some good vittles like everybody else.”

      “You will show Sarah and our daughter MaryAnn the same honor and respect you did Dorothy and do Katy.  Dig in everyone,” said John.

      She was somewhat surprised at their good manners.  They were all respectful and calmly passed the food around the table.

      Even though there was a dining room, they didn’t use it.  The family and the hired help all ate together.  Sarah liked that.

      The men were very animated after the first bite.  There were ooh’s and ah’s and then silence as they began to eat in earnest.  There were no leftovers either.  Sarah made a mental note to cook more.  The men would have eaten it if she’d cooked it.  They worked hard.  They needed their strength.

      There was almost a scuffle over the last biscuit.  Bertha stopped it by taking it herself.

      “Thank you for a fine meal, Mrs. Atwood,” said Ben one of the drovers.

      “Thank you,” the other men echoed.

      “That was the best meal we’ve had in two years,” said Bertha.  “You did real good, boss.  She’s a definite keeper.”

      John smiled.  “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “Thank you all, but it was nothing really.”

      “Nothing?  Talent is not nothing and you have a definite talent for cooking.  Bertha you are officially retired from the cook position.”

      Sara wasn’t used to such praise and gloried in it.

      “Let’s clean up now.  You girls can help by bringing the dishes to the sink.”

      “You never mind about the dishes.”  Bertha filled a metal bucket with water and set it on the stove to heat.  “I’ll clean up.  You go and unpack.  I know you can’t have done any of it.”

      “Thank you, I think I will.  In the mean time, I want you girls to get ready for a bath and then to bed.”

      “Ah, Mama, do we got to take a bath?”

      Sarah looked over both girls, still in their finery from earlier today.  Neither one was messy or dirty.

      “Okay, you don’t have to bathe tonight but for sure tomorrow.  Now go on upstairs and put your nightgowns on.  I’ll be up in a little bit to tuck you in.”

      She finished clearing the table to Bertha’s grumblings and then went upstairs to MaryAnn’s room.  Her empty room.  She went across the hall to Katy’s room and found both little girls fast asleep in Katy’s bed.

      “Looks like they’ve decided to share a room,” said John from behind her.

      “I guess so.”

      “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all.  I think they need each other and I’m glad they’re friends.”  Sarah closed the door to Katy’s room.

      “Me, too.  I have high hopes Katy will start talking again with MaryAnn here.”

      “I hope you’re right.  It would be wonderful.  Do you think the outlaw threatened her or something like that?”
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