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Sina Marie peeked out the unpainted back door.   She gazed at the distant Wind River Range just coming into view.  The gray predawn sky was bluing even before the sun had raised high enough to break across the cloudless Wyoming sky.  Dust swirled around the sage that lapped up on the bare back yard of the boarding house, like the summer waves along Lake Michigan.  The scattered, short-limbed junipers seemed to shiver even though the dusty air felt hot on Sina Marie’s  face and hands.

I’ve been in Wyoming for sixty-two days and sixteen hours and the wind hasn’t ever stopped blowing.  There can’t be this much air in the whole world.  Maybe it’s gone all the way around the earth and is coming by a second time.  If I had a pink feather I would toss it in the air and count how many days until it lapped the globe.


Sina Marie carried two long white stockings out on the porch.  Her white muslin  dress that had been bright and clean when they left Illinois, now looked dingy gray.


I know, Mama . . . I should shake out my outer stocking every day and put the clean ones on next to my feet.


The rough wood of the unpainted back porch prodded her bare feet.  She gripped the dirty socks by the toes and shook them in the wind.  Her dark brown bangs flapped in the breeze as she brushed her pigtails back over her shoulders.   She squinted to keep the swirling dust from stinging them close, then spun around and ducked back inside the boarding house.  Sina Marie strolled across the house to the long entry hall, then pulled back a dusty lace curtain and stared east at a tiny sliver of hesitant sun.


Lord, it is another beautiful Wyoming morning, expect for the wind.  Daddy said you created  wind so all the clouds wouldn’t get stuck in one place and  Wyoming is like a barn where you keep the wind until you need it somewhere else.  


Sina Marie sat on the blue velvet settee and laced up her shoes.  She chewed on her bottom lip when she stole into the kitchen.  A heavyset, gray haired woman smiled at her from the cast iron  stove.   “Good morning, young lady.”


Sina Marie’s expression was emotionless.  “Good morning, Mrs. Larson.   What can I do to help you?”


“Honey,  set the table for eleven.  Use the rose China.”


“Eleven?  Did another border come in last night?”


“Yes, Mr. Griff  Duncan arrived.”


“Mr. Duncan?  He came!”  Her brown eyes danced, even as her mouth remained non-committed.  ‘Why didn’t you wake me up?”


“It was 2:00 a.m.”


“Is he in Room 6?” Sina Marie quizzed.


‘Yes, but I will not have you disturb him.  They rode all the way from Fort Laramie.”


“I knew he’d be here.”


The older lady dropped several eggshells into the huge coffee pot, then rattled the tin lid back on.  “He did mention a certain young lady’s birthday.”


Sina Marie  ran her finger along the back of one of the oak chairs.  “They all came, didn’t they!”


“Yes, it isn’t every thirteen-year-old that has a birthday party with so many handsome men in attendance.”  Mrs. Larson pointed toward the pantry door.  “Set out the preserves, Sina Marie.  We’re having fried bread this morning.”


Sina Marie Bennett sat each china plate exactly two fingers from the edge of the table.  To the right went a bread knife and a spoon.  To the left on top the neatly folded blue gingham napkin sat two forks.


Mr. Duncan will sit on one side of me, Young Mr. Scott on the other side at my party.  I do hope they will behave themselves and not tease me incessantly.  Lord, I wouldn’t mind if they tease a little, but I will not marry either one of them no matter how much they beg.  Mama told me I should not get married until I’m a least sixteen, like she was.  Daddy said I shouldn’t  get married until I’m twenty-one, but that’s the way daddies are.  


Sina Marie felt dwarfed next to the mahogany cabinet that stretched almost to the twelve foot high ceiling.  She stared at a large box wrapped in white paper that sat on the hutch.  


“Are you pining over that present Young Mr. Scott brought you?” Mrs. Larson asked.


Sina Marie jerked back from the hutch.  “Of course not!   Eh . . . did Mr. Duncan happen to  . . . you know . . . bring me . . .”


“Bring you a present?” 


Sina Marie dropped her head.  “He said he was, not that it matters.”


“He didn’t mention a present.”


“He didn’t?”  Sina Marie’s shoulders sagged.


“No, but he said that a certain twelve-and-a-half-year-old girl was not to look in his saddlebags.”


“I knew it!  I knew he’d buy me a present.”  Sina Marie searched the large dining room.


“Are you looking for the saddlebags?”


“I want to know where they are, so I’ll avoid them.”


“Good, I thought you were going to peek.”


“No, but if my brother were in the room I’d pay him a nickel to look inside.”


“Hm . . . . a whole nickel?” Mrs. Larson grinned.  “You are a rich young lady.”


“I will be richer tomorrow.  I will be wearing mama’s gold necklace.  She said I could have it when I turned thirteen.”


‘Yes, I heard her say that.”  Mrs. Larson strolled to the corner of the room and picked up a worn leather saddle bag.  “Of course, he didn’t say I couldn’t peek at it.”


“Yes, yes, Mrs. Larson . . . please do.  What does it look like?”


“Yellow gingham.”


‘He bought me a bolt of yellow gingham?


“No, he wrapped it in yellow gingham with a yellow ribbon.”


‘Yellow is my favorite color of all times.  I wonder how he knew that?”


“I believe you mention it most every day.”


“What shape is it?” Sina Marie pressed.


“It looks like a cigar box . . .” Mrs. Larson laughed.  “I do believe he bought you a whole box of Chiroots.”


“Mrs. Larson, I don’t smoke cigars!  Is it heavy?”


“Why,  yes it is!”


“It’s a book!”


“It’s a heavy book.”  


“It’s the complete works of William Shakespeare.”

  
“How do you know that?”
   
“Because Mr. Duncan is from England, and he once told me Shakespeare wrote a  whole play just about me.”


“Which one is that?”


“Twelfth Night . . . he said I was a lot like Viola.”


“Oh, he did?”


“Yes, except that I never been shipwrecked, and don’t have a twin brother, and I’m only twelve . . . almost thirteen, and I don’t pretend to be a boy.”


Mrs. Larson sat down the saddlebags.  “Yes, I can see the comparison.”



The tall, thin man who entered was nearly bald.  His thick black beard under a shiny head almost made Sina Marie grin.  “Good mornin’ Mr. Carruthers!”


“Good morning,  young Miss Bennett.  But you know I will not let you drop your ‘g’s”,   Say it again.”


‘Good morning, Mr. Carruthers.  How are you today?”


“I am very excited about a certain birthday tomorrow.”  He winked.   “I believe everyone in town will be here.”


“Mr. Carruthers, there aren’t twenty people in all of Piñon City.”


“You count tomorrow, young lady.  I’ll bet there are over twenty people here.”


One by one the boarders filled the small dining room .  Smelly Johnson was the last to be seated.


Mrs. Larson nodded at Sina Marie.


The twelve year old folded her hands , dropped her chin, and closed her eyes.


“Dear Lord, this is your Sina Marie .   Please give us your strength and blessing for the meal Mrs. Larson prepared for us even, though the fire got too hot and the toast is burnt on the bottom side where no one can see it.  Now, Lord, Jesus, tomorrow is my birthday, and I think it would be very nice if the wind stopped blowing for one day.  Thank you.  Amen.”


“That was quite a prayer, Miss Sina Marie .”   His voice was deep, yet gentle.  Grif Duncan held a cup of steaming coffee as  his fingers brushed a long drooping black mustache.


“Mr. Duncan!”  She wanted to smile but bit her lip instead.  “I thought you might be too tired for breakfast!  How’s Portagee?”


“He’s as bloody well tired as I am.  I rubbed him down and gave him grain and he’s probably dreaming of  how nice it would be if he was owned by a petite young lady, instead of a lumpy old Englishman.”


“You are not that old, Mr. Duncan.  Some people lead productive lives well into their thirties.”


“Well, now,  that’s a comfort to me, Miss Bennett.  Did you reserve that chair for me?”


“Yes, I knew you’d be here.”


The tall man with small, round dark eyes, and thick eyebrows slipped into the oak chair beside her.  “Now, Sina Marie, what’s this prayer about?”


“You mean the burnt toast?”


“No, I meant the wind.”


“I thought I should ask the Lord for a day without wind.  Wouldn’t that be simply wonderful?  Daddy told me I shouldn’t pray for things like that.”

“But you do anyway?” 

“Do you think it’s wrong for me to pray that way?”

Duncan turned over his fried bread and studied the blackened bottom side.  “Miss Bennett, with a heart like yours, you can pray for anything you want.  Of  course, the Lord can answer it any way he wants too.”


“I believe it’s fair for me to ask that because he’s allowed it to blow for two months now,” she explained.


“Yes, but consider this.”  Duncan pushed the toast aside and forked into a ham slice.  “What if there is a twelve-year-old girl across the street.  And say she is goin’ to have a birthday tomorrow.  And what if she is very  sick and not expected to live much longer.  And the one thing she wants for a birthday present is to see her father fly a kite as she peeks out the window.  Now, the Lord has two requests: one for wind, one for no wind.  How will he know which one to grant?”


“That’s easy.  He will answer my prayer,” she insisted.


“Why do you say that?”


“Because I’m here and there isn’t any girl living across the street.  There isn’t even a building across the street.   I’m the only girl in this town, remember?”

“Yes, but just pretend that there was someone there, then what would  the  Lord do?”


“Mr. Duncan, you simply can’t spend all your life in a make-believe world. You remind me of my brother Richard.   When he was young he would run around and pretend to be a pirate.”


“Lots of children go through that stage.”


“Richard did it for three years.  Finally, mother made him take off the eye patch.  She was afraid it would ruin his vision.’  Sina Marie carefully sliced the blackened portion off the bottom of her fried bread. 


“Do you have special activities planned for after your party?” he asked.


“I thought, since it won’t be windy, I would go for a walk up to the cedars and have a quiet afternoon with with mother, father and Richard.  Don’t you think that sounds very mature?”


“Thirteen is a very mature age.”  Duncan grinned.  “I suppose you’ll be thinking of getting married soon.”


She bit her lip and tugged at the tiny jade earring.  “Now, don’t you start pining for me again.  I have absolutely no intention of marriage for several years, and it will certainly not be to a man of advanced years.”


“Oh, Miss Sina Marie, how you break my heart.”


“But the Lord can use that to build character.  Isn’t that right, Mrs. Larson?”


“Darlin’ . . .” the gray haired hostess laughed, “the good Lord’s been workin’ overtime buildin’ character in some of these men.”


Sina Marie was licking molasses off her spoon when the delicate China cups on the shelf above the chair pegs began to rattle.


She glanced at all the men around the table as they rose to their feet and scurried to the front porch of the boarding house.  


“The Bozeman stage!” Sina Marie called out.  “It did come this week!  Oh, I wonder what’s on it?”


“I wonder who’s on it?” Mrs. Duncan added as she followed the twelve year old out onto the porch.  


A blast of swirling dirt and sand greeted them as they huddled around the six-up team that rolled the stage to a stop in front of the two story, unpainted house.


“It’s Tobias Horn! “ Young Bill Scott declared.


“Toby, you old rattlesnake, what are you doing down here?” Mr. Carruthers shouted.


The short man with gray beard half-way down his stained wool vest grinned and revealed full pink lips and tongue.  “Shoot, boys, it’s a special lady’s birthday, and I weren’t about to miss it!”


“You came just for my party?” Sina Marie giggled.  “But I’m only a girl.”


“Until tomorrow, darlin’,” the old man added.   “Now boys, unload that small crate mighty careful.”


‘What’s in it?” Mrs. Larson  probed.


“Someone’s birthday present.”


“My word, it looks like a bundle of wet burlap,” Grif Duncan said.


‘That’s because the burlap is protectin’ somethin’ special,” Horn insisted. “Don’ suppose there’s any breakfast left?”


“There seems to be quite a few pieces of fried bread remaining,” Mrs. Larson announced as they scooted back into the house.  


Sina Marie waited at the porch and surveyed  the dust swirled street.  Mrs. Greene’s little brown dog with no name was chasing a scrap of  red ribbon that was kept suspended in the air by the stiff breeze.  


Lord, Piñon City is a funny town.  There is one street and only buildings on one side of the street, because everyone wants their front door away from the wind.  It has no mines, no trains, no farm ground, no reason for its existence.  We stumbled in here because Richard was sick and Daddy took a wrong turn.  Maybe there are some places on earth that you had no intention for people to live in.  If so, then this might be one of them.  The buildings, the people, even the dogs lean into the wind.  No one paints their house.  No one plants a garden or a tree, let alone any grass.  Not many even unpack their suitcases.  That’s what mama said the day we came here.  “Don’t unpack, honey, because we won’t stay here long.”


It was too windy to go outside, so after Sina Marie helped Mrs. Larson with the breakfast dishes, she scurried to her room  and pulled out a dark green leather book.  With a cotton, flour sack towel she wiped the dust off the rawhide covered stool that served as her desk.  Slowly she opened the bottle of India ink and dipped in the nibs of the pen, then swirled the words “August 16, 1869,” across the top of the page.


“It is the day before my thirteenth birthday and this is my last day for being childish.  So therefore I do hereby resolve the following:
1. I will keep myself pure in thought and deed.”  


She stared at the line.  Alright, daddy, I can hear your lecture!  I’ll make you proud of me.


2. I will say my prayers and read my Bible daily, just as I have since we started out from Illinois.  


Mama, I didn’t even tell you I read the entire book of Leviticus!


3. I will make myself useful, without getting in other people’s way.


She stared at the list for several minutes, then added another point . . . 


4.  I will wear my mother’s necklace at all times.


She thumbed through the journal to the first page.   “April 10, 1869.  ‘The Great Adventure Begins.’  Somewhere very early in May . . . she fell asleep.


That afternoon, she and Mrs. Larson washed the cotton bedding and  shook it dry in the backyard.  She sliced apples, mended her yellow dress and  drew a careful picture of the stagecoach, pulled by six dark horses.


Supper was her favorite meal at the boarding house because all the men wore suits and ties.  Young Bill Scott sat beside her.  


“I bought you the prettiest present in Wyoming.”


“Don’t you tell me, Young Bill.”   She covered her ears.


“Bought it at the finest store in Cheyenne.”


“Shhh! I’m not listening.”


“It was the last one they had.”


“If you say another word, I’ll pour gravy in your lap.”


“Are you that type a girl?”


“Only when mama’s not looking.  And she’s not looking now.”


“Okay, I won’t tell you.  But I will say that a very fancy lady saw your present and tried to buy it off me.  But I told her it was for my girl up at Piñon City.”


“Young Bill, I am not your girl.  Don’t you go around tellin’ people that.”


“You’re breakin’ my heart, darlin’.”


“Daddy taught me that when we don’t get what we want it is the Lord’s way of teaching us to trust Him.”


Sina Marie combed out her hair out at 8:00 p.m.   At 8:10 she laid out her yellow dress and brushed it clean.  Then she opened the small, hand carved cedar box and lifted out her mother’s gold necklace.  She placed it on a rawhide covered stool.  At 8:20, she pulled back the quilted comforter on the long narrow bed, and, out of habit, checked to see if Richard had put any crawly things between the sheets.  At 8:30 she stood at her narrow window to stare out at the dark, howlin’ night.


Lord, this is your Sina Marie.  I’m goin’ to be a young lady tomorrow.  And I’m not sure how I’m supposed to behave.  I’ve wanted to be thirteen ever since I was a little girl.  But it’s kind of scary.  I’m not really as pretty as the men tease me to be.  I mean, I’m not complaining about the way you made me, but I’ll never be as beautiful as mama.  That’s okay.  I never met any woman in the world that was as beautiful as mama.


Except, of course . .  when she’s sick.


Sina Marie brushed the corner of her eyes.  She let out a deep sigh


Now, about the wind . . . I don’t want to sound like Mrs. Cranshaw nagging Hubert to go to church, but I did ask for the wind to stop.  


She peered out at the dark night.


Lord, if there’s a girl  who wants the wind to lift her kite . . . well . . . well . . . perhaps you could grant her the patience and health to wait an extra day.”


The sand blew against the cedar siding.  She flopped and turned.  Several times during the night, she hiked down the stairs and out to the front porch,    Each time she opened the door to catch the blast of Wyoming wind.


Around 4:00 am she fell back into the bed on top the quilt.  She tucked her knees up to her chest and fell asleep.


“Sina Marie!”


She sat straight up. Bright sunlight filtered through the window, making the suspended dust look like tiny flakes of angel rain.  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Larson, I slept in.  I’ll be right down and set the table!”


The gray haired lady stuck her head in the door.  “Not today, darlin’.  Happy Birthday!   I figured you’d want to come out on the porch and see your present.”


“On the porch?”


“It’s too big to get it all indoors.”


“What is it?”


“Pull on your robe and come on.”


Sina Marie ran several steps ahead of Mrs. Larson across the sitting room and slung open the door.  The men crowded the covered porch.  Some with pipes in their mouths.  Several with cups of coffee.  Some still barefoot.  All stared out at the prairie.  For the first time in anyone’s memory, the Big Horn Mountains were in view.  


Her eyes grew wide.


“What do you think, Miss Bennett?” Grif Duncan pressed.


“I ain’t never seen anything like this,” Young Bill Scott declared.


“It is magnificent,” Mr. Carruthers added.


Sina Marie ran out in the street and spun around as if wearing a satin gown at the General’s Ball.  “See!   See!  What did I tell you!” she shouted.  “It’s beautiful.  It’s the most wonderful present any girl ever got in her life.”


“You mean, any young lady,” Mr. Duncan corrected.


“Yes . . . yes!” she shouted.  “Oh, thank you Lord!  There isn’t a bit of wind is there?”


“Darlin’, the only breeze today is from your gown twirling around the street,” Mrs. Larson called out.


“What do you say now, Mr. Duncan?  The Lord did answer my prayer.”


“I do believe you’re right.  That little girl across the street must have recovered quickly and decided to fly the kite on another day.”


Still barefoot and in her flannel robe Sina Marie rushed up the street towards several men  on the front porch of the mercantile. 


“Isn’t  this a marvelous day?” she shouted at them.  “I prayed for the wind to stop and the Lord answered my prayer!”


A tall man tipped his black, beaver felt hat.  “Yes, ma’am, I reckon He did.”


She stopped and stared into his narrow gray eyes.  “Are you new in town?”


“I jist rode in this morning.”


“You’re invited to my birthday party at  noon at Mrs. Duncan’s boarding house.  Don’t be late, and you don’t have to buy me a present, unless you really want to.”

Sina Marie counted twenty-one men, four women, two young boys and three dogs at her party.  It was almost 3:00 p.m. when she said her last thank you, crammed the big basket with her gifts and hiked up the hill toward the cedars.  Her long brown hair flowed down her back to her waist.  A yellow ribbon kept her bangs in place.  When she reached the clearing, she spread out the blanket, and sat down the loaded basket.


Lord, this is the first time I’ve been up here when I could sit a blanket on the ground without it blowing away.  Thank you very much.  I’m sorry I’m such a bother at times.  Daddy says I can be very, very fussy.


She stared at the wooden headboard that read “Andrew Peter Bennett,   born April 1st, 1835, South Bend, Indiana.  Died of cholera, June 18th, 1865, Piñon City, Wyoming Territory.”


“Daddy, look at this beautiful book of Shakespeare that Mr. Duncan gave me.  Next to my Bible it is the most wonderful book in the world.  I’m glad you taught me how to read when I was quite  young.”


She brushed a tear from  her eye.  “I bet it’s never, ever windy in heaven.   Today is like heaven to me.  I’m glad you brought us west, Daddy.  It’s a beautiful land.  I was wrong to cry and fuss that night you took sick and tell you I hated Wyoming and wanted you to take us back home.  I was just a little girl then.  I think I’ve grown up some this summer.”


Sina Marie took a deep breath and  glanced south.  Written in black paint on a flat rock were the words, “Richard Andrew Bennett.  Born, September 21st, 1859.  Died of cholera, June 16th, 1869, Piñon City, Wyoming Territory.”  She reached into her basket.  “Look, Richard, my very own folding knife!  Isn’t it wonderful?  That’s a real abalone shell handle, and two blades!   I believe it’s the nicest one I’ve ever seen in my life . . . next to yours, of course.  Yours was the best.   And look . . . she pulled up her faded yellow hem.  “I got new yellow stockings from Cheyenne.  All the women wanted them, but I got them.  And I a got sewing basket of my very own, and a tin of cookies all the way from Denver, and a pair of reading spectacles that I don’t need, but they make me look very mature and . . .”


She bit her lip as she stared at her brother’s stone.  “Are you older than me in heaven, Richard?  Someone said that every one was about thirty years old in heaven.  If so then you’re already older than me.   Don’t let Daddy get so busy that he forgets about me, Richard.”


She started to turn to the west, but found she couldn’t force her head around.  Finally, with chin down and eyes focused on the basket, Sina Marie plucked up the damp burlap sack.   She slowly unwrapped an armful of  white daisies and red carnations and blue lupine and begin to carefully arrange him on the mound of  packed dirt  in front of the wooden sign that read:  Lucille Paine Bennett.  Born December 26, 1836, Rockport, Illinois.  Died of Cholera, June 19th, 1869, Piñon City, Wyoming Territory.”


“Mama, these are the most beautiful flowers in all of Wyoming!  And they are just for you.  You always told daddy you’d move anywhere he wanted to go as long as you could have your flowers.  Aren’t they beautiful?   And your necklace, it feels so good around my neck.  I  feel very mature.  Remember all those times I wanted to be old and you always said, ‘in the Lord’s good time, baby, in the Lord’s good time.’  Well, mama, I guess this was His time.”


Tears tumbled down Sina Marie’s cheeks and dripped on the cover of the Shakespeare book.  “Oh, Mama, I miss our talks, and the long walk out from the wagon every night when you held my hand and we looked at the stars and you’d tell me about when you were my age.  Do you take long walks in heaven, Mama?   


“I had a dream the other night that the wind stopped blowing for one day, and I went for a long walk.  Jesus was holding my hand, and I told him how much I miss you.  He said you and him walked together every day.  


“When I woke up I decided that if I walked with Him every day down here on earth and you walked with Him every day in heaven . . . well, it’s almost like us walkin’ together, isn’t it?


“Except I don’t get to feel your hand.”


“Remember how windy it was every time we went for a walk?   And you told tell me it’s all those angels rushin’ to and fro lookin’ after little girls like me?  I’m not a little girl anymore, Mama.  So, I guess that’s why the wind stopped.”


Sina Marie lay back on the blanket to gaze at the cloudless blue Wyoming sky.  Biting gnats buzzed around her head.  She covered her face with a linen hanky. 

Finally, a slight drift of warm wind caused her to open her eyes and sit up.  She could  feel dried tears on her cheeks.  She sighed and glanced once more at all three markers, then tucked all the items from the blanket, except the flowers, back into the basket. 

“Daddy and Mama and Richard, it is time for me to go home.  Not home to Indiana, not home to Illinois, not on out to Oregon.  I’m going home to Piñon City.  It’s my place now.  They need me.  They like me.  They treat me good.   They treat me better than I deserve..”   

The sun hovered above the western horizon as she hiked down the hill.  The wind picked up and flagged her skirt.  Her head was raised, her chin out, her shoulders back, and each step seemed more confident that the last.  

Lord, I think I missed the wind.

It might just be the reflection of the dying Wyoming sun, but Sina Marie thought she spied a pink feather float above a distant gray/green sage.

“That’s one lap!” she shouted into the stiffening breeze. 

Then, from deep inside her heart she began to laugh.

Really laugh.

