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SITTING ACROSS FROM her sister, Mary found her hand being squeezed and pumped it up and down in excitement. "Another two days and we'll be at Small Flats. Are you not excited about it?"

"I suppose." Mary shrugged her shoulders. "You think Louis will mind you taking me with you? It's going to be a surprise, me showing up like this-"

"It'll be fine," Mary replied and patted her sister’s hand. "In two days' time, we'll all be family. I know the kids will love having their aunt around." Squeezing her hand once more, Anna added, "And besides I want my baby sister at my wedding."

"Thanks."

"For what?"

"For taking me with you."

"Listen. I knew you'd never have left home unless someone built a fire under you. Plus, it was his idea that I take you with me."

Mary looked at her sister. "What do you mean?"

Anna smiled. "It's probably only right that I tell you the truth. And don't kill me now, but this is a one-way trip for both of us."

"What?" Mary asked. "This is a joke right." 

Anna shook her head. "I didn't want to do it like this and I told him that. But he was right; you'd never leave home any other way-"

"So, Louis never..."

"No, Mary. He'd only paid for me. It was father that added the money for your ticket."

Thinking of her father and the little money they'd had growing up, Mary shook her head. "But I don't understand, how?"  

"He sold some land to the Kaufmanns. He knew you wouldn't go unless I convinced you to come along as a bridesmaid. I'm afraid there's no return ticket."

Watching the scenery change outside their stagecoach, Mary thought back to the last moments she'd spent with her father. If she'd only known that was the way they were going to part, she might have put more thought into her farewell. Thinking of him all alone now, she turned to her sister. "You think he'll be OK?"

"He'll be fine, it's what he wanted. You can always write to him. I'm sure he'd appreciate a letter." Chuckling to herself, Anna looked out her own window. "It's going to be a big change for all of us. Two weeks ago I was working on a farm, and now I'm going to be the wife of a saloon owner and a mother to his two kids. Life isn't going to be the same for any of us anymore. But I know we can make a better life for ourselves."

Feeling her hand being squeezed as her sister spoke, Mary nodded. Thinking over what Anna had said, she doubted that she'd fit in as well or as quickly as her sister would. Anna had a confident way about her that she was sadly lacking. Having a stutter at a young age had knocked her confidence growing up. Now even as she got older and the stutter rarely showing except when she got excited, Mary found herself aware of how she spoke. She knew that others noticed this and gravitated more to her sister in conversations. She knew this was also her own doing; she'd hidden behind her sister all her life. Now with her sister married and kids of her own to take care of, Mary wondered about her future. Maybe Anna was right, maybe this was the fire she needed under her to take charge of her life. Trying to make the best of what she now found herself in, she gazed at the scenery once more. 

Watching the late evening sun heading down toward the horizon, she found herself scream out as she thrown from her seat. Hitting the seat in front and falling on the floor, she found her sister join her there.

"That didn't sound good," Mary remarked.

Hearing their driver, Matthew call out that they'd broken a wheel, she looked at Anna and joked, "You'd think you'd have spent father's money on something better than this death trap."

"You want to walk to Small Flats, Mary?"

"Point taken," Mary said, helping her sister off the floor. 

"I guess Louis saloon will just have to do without you for another day- “

“And what's that supposed to mean?” Mary asked.

“Well, you'll be looking for work so I thought I could get you a job working at the saloon.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I'm sure they'll need someone to empty the spittoons, sis." Mary chuckled, seeing the expression on her sister's face.

"Thanks for that," Mary said, leading the way off the stagecoach. "And here was me thinking I put all those years of slopping out after pigs behind me."

*****
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MARY WATCHED MATTHEW wipe his oily hands on a rag and tuck it in his back pocket. 

"Well, ladies, I'm afraid it’s worse than I thought. Looks like the wheel hub’s cracked too. I could put it on again, but it'll only break free. There's nothing we can do, but wait for the next coach that passes this way."

Mary looked at her sister and found her ask the same question she was about to. 

"And that’s when?"

"If we're in luck, there'll be a coach this way in the morning," the man said and pointed in the direction they were going. "That is if it'll stop for us."

"Why wouldn't it?" Anna asked.

"Let's just say the drivers that run this route are a little twitchy about robberies."

"R-R-Robberies?" Mary asked, embarrassed that her stutter had surfaced. "You're k-k-kidding me."

"Yes ma'am, unfortunately a lot of money passes this way by coach. Payroll, gold deliveries and the like. They might think this is a staged scene and ride on by."

"Oh, that's b-b-brilliant!"

"Look we'll be fine. No one's hurt. It'll only be for a couple of hours, plus it's a nice night. I'd imagine someone will come out to check on us?" Anna turned from her sister to the driver. "That happens, doesn't it? Someone's bound to miss you not coming in."

Mary watched the man scratch his stubble and nod his head. 

"Well, there is my wife, I suppose, but the last time we parted we didn’t leave on good terms."

Mary cast her eyes skyward. "Let's hope L-L-Louis, doesn't feel the same." Looking at her sister, she added, "I told you should have spent father’s m-m-money better.”
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MARY WOKE WITH A SOFT pat on her arm. Blinking her eyes and seeing her sister with her finger to her lips, she sat up straight away and looked around her. Seeing it still dark and the remains of their bonfire dying, she turned to her sister and whispered loudly. "What is it?" Saying nothing, but pointing to the left of them, Mary looked in that direction and saw a shape coming toward them. Hearing a grumble, she let out a sigh as their driver came into view. 

"Sorry if I scared you both. I just thought I heard something-"

"And?" Anna asked. 

"I'm not sure, but we're a horse down. I can't find it anywhere," the man said, sitting by the fire and working it into life once more. "It's probably nothing. Probably got spooked by a snake or something."

Remembering the man unhitch the horses from the stage coach earlier in the night, Mary had a bad feeling come over her. "Y-y-you're sure about that?"

"I don't know ma'am, but it'll be daylight in a few hours. Once the sun comes up I imagine we'll find it not far from here. —Try and get some sleep and I'll keep watch." Getting back on his feet, he added, "I'll just take another walkabout. It’ll keep me from falling asleep."

"You sure that's safe?" Anna asked.

Holding out a six shooter, he nodded his head. "Don't worry, we'll be fine ma'am. —As I said, a few hours from now and it'll be daylight. You two try and get some sleep." 

Watching the man walk away, Mary slumped back on the large piece of tarpaulin he'd left out for them to lie on. Looking at the stars above her head, she groaned at the lump that had now formed in her pillow. Plumping up her coat as best she could, she turned to see her sister looking over at her. Seeing her as wide awake as she was, she shook her head. "Can't sleep?"

"Not really, I don't know how you did earlier. I just can't shut off all the activity in my head. Louis, the kids, the wedding," Anna said and held up the letter she'd been reading through, "I was just going through Louis letters again."

"And?"

"It got me thinking. I wonder if he's still got mine. —Bit embarrassing if he has. When I think of some of the things I'd written in them." Sitting up and hugging her knees to her chest, Anna looked into the fire and added, "I just hope I'm good enough to take the place of his wife. From what he wrote about her it sounded like they were deeply in love. I'm just wondering if I can become the woman he wants—I mean, we exchanged letters and all, but you can never really-"

Mary propped herself up on her elbows. Reaching over she pushed her sister on the shoulder. "You? How can you say that about yourself? There's only one thing we need to find out, and that's if he's the right man for you. If he's not, we're off, return ticket or not..." 

"Thanks, sis." Anna leaned over and kissed her sister on the forehead. "I'm glad you're here with me." Looking back into the fire, she spoke to it. "I was just wondering if I could be a good wife and mother. I mean, I'm walking in there and hoping to fill a place in their hearts. What if I'm not good enough?"

Mary looked at her sister. "After all the years you've been taking care of me? I think a husband and two kids will be a walk in the park for you. How could he not love a woman like you? I mean I've grown up with you and I still think you're OK."

"Thanks for the vote of confidence." Anna smirked.

"No, I mean it. I know you better than anyone in the world does and I think you'll be perfect for the job. Come on, I'm the one that can't string two words together when I get excited. You on the other hand, what have you got to hold you back? You're beautiful, charming, better figure than I have and you've got a good heart. If that's not what any man wants to share the rest of his life with, well then, I don't know what they want."

"Thanks. I love you, Mary." Anna smiled.

Mary watched a flicker of light run down Anna's
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