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Chapter One
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“Melina May Murphy, where are you?” her mother cried out from the porch of the old farmhouse.

“I am coming, mother,” she replied, trying to hurry with her apron full of the eggs she had just gathered.

“I do not understand how you can lollygag around so much, girl. There are a ton of chores to be done, and you take forever gathering up just a few eggs for breakfast. See what those boys are up to before I take a switch to all of your hides.”

“Yes Mama,” she replied,

“You boys better get a move on and get cleaned up before Mama comes after us all.” She yelled.

The snow was blowing up a storm on the Montana Mountains.  Melina knew what that meant. It wouldn’t be very long, and the first snow would be arriving. The boys always seemed to get sick when the first snow came, and Mama was always on edge when they were ill. She never handled the boys very well, especially when they were all cooped up in the house.

Melina used to daydream that somehow she would go someplace warm, get away from these cold, snowy mountains.  She was almost seventeen, and in these parts, that meant if you didn’t find a man soon, you would be considered an old maid. 

Her Mama didn’t want her to get married off, plus she couldn’t leave the boys alone with her Ma and Pa. They would starve to death if she weren’t there. Ma and Pa were not what you could call ideal parents. If patience was a virtue, well, they were sorely lacking.

Mac and Monty could be hard to handle sometimes, but they were just boys. Mama would take a switch to their britches, and Melina was their only salvation. There was no way that she could ever leave them. 

Pa had taken off in the spring on a cattle drive, or so he said. He was usually was back by now, drunk and broke, having gambled away any earnings he had made on the cattle. Mama hadn’t heard a word from him, although a bit unusual, it wasn’t the first time. Word had it that he had been doing some side jobs for a couple of men. It was just more money for him to gamble away. 

It wouldn’t be the first time for Mama to do something stupid either. While Pa was away, her Mama would take the wagon into town and not come home for several days at a time.  As much as Melina wanted to leave, she could never go without Mac and Monty. They needed stability, and she was it. 

Melina overheard her Pa and Mama arguing before he left this time. It was hard not to hear with all the screaming going on. He was yelling something about the gossip in town. It had to do with old Crandall, who worked at the saloon, and Mama.  Mama called him a low-down cheating liar and a drunk to boot. Melina laughed; she didn’t have to wonder about the gossip; she saw it all first hand.

Mama might be saying it was all a lie, but she sure had plenty of opportunities. The term white trash wasn’t a surprise either.  Pa had been gone longer than usual this time, not that she was anxious at all for him to come home. Perhaps he wasn’t coming home this time. She could hope that he had gotten shot cheating in some gambling game, but more than likely, he had enough of Mama’s whining. She sure did know how to do that.

“Get cleaned up now, both of you,” Melina yelled as the boys came out of the barn. “Don’t you dare spill that milk either we need that milk if you want anything to eat today.” 

“Yes, Melina,” they both spouted off in unison, “we know.”

Five years old and feisty as all get out.  Just then, Mama walked out the door. “I have to go to town; you boys hitch up the wagon for your old Mama ya hear?” 

There it was; she was deserting them again. Melina wanted to throw the eggs at her Mama. “How long are you gonna be gone this time, Mama?” Melina shouted. “A day, a week?” Before she knew what happened, her Mama slapped her across the face. “Don’t you talk to me that way, girl!” 

Melina walked into the house and put the eggs into a bowl.  “Stay away for good this time.” She whispered under her breath.  “You and Pa can both stay away forever.” She waited in the house until she heard the wagon drive off. 

Mac and Monty walked into the house and grabbed Melina around the waist, and held her tight. When Mama and Pa were like this, they were scared. Melina had been the closest thing to a Mama that either of them knew. She protected them from all of Mama’s wrath. 

“I am gonna fix you all some breakfast. Go wash up, and it will be ready in a jiffy.” 

“Can we have bread and jam?” Mac asked. He had a major sweet tooth, and Melina couldn’t help but give him that one simple pleasure.  She knew there was at least one jar of jam in the cellar.

Melina had hidden it from her Mama behind some jars of beans. When she went to get it, she noticed that their supply of food was getting slim. She stood there staring at what was left. There would not be enough food to survive the winter. She never understood why her Mama never thought about anything like that. Wouldn’t a real Mama worry about her children having enough food to survive the freezing winters of Montana?

She fed the boys and then asked them to help her gather a few things from the garden.  Melina knew that this would be the last of any vegetables, and she was worried.  She knew it was her fault the cellar was so empty. Melina also knew when Mama and Pa returned, no food in the Pantry would be her fault. She had trusted her Mama to be on top of those things, but she should have known better. Mama only cared about herself and her freedom while Pa was gone.

Three days went by, and Mama didn’t return. She had to find Mama and drag her back home. Melina told the boys to saddle up the horses; they were going to go into town. She knew if Pa returned and Mama wasn’t there, she and the boys would be the ones to pay the price.

She never liked going into town. Most townspeople shunned them as if they had some disease, whispering white trash behind their backs.  The boys were a bit dirty, but they had been working helping her gather the last of the harvest, a job her Mama was supposed to be doing.  

“You all wait outside.” She told the boys while she went into the saloon. 

“Have you seen my Mama?” Melina asked the bartender. 

“Well now, if it isn’t little Miss Melina. Your Mama done hightailed it out of here the other day with Crandall Crawford. We ain’t seen them since. Don’t ‘spect them to return neither from the way they was talking.” He said, chuckling. 

“So, sweetie, do you need a job?” he asked, looking at her like she was some tasty morsel to put in his mouth. 

“I’d sell my soul to the devil first.” She said back.

Several men in the saloon stood up and started to surround her. She looked good and ripe for the taking. They had all heard the rumors about what her Pa used to do with her and figured maybe they would just get a piece of the action since her Pa was gone. 

“Well, ain’t you sassy, for someone whose Ma and Pa ran off leaving you with two little brats.”  One of the men said while the others tried backing her into a corner.

“Don’t you talk about my brothers that way.” She shouted back, pulling her Pa’s old pistol from her dress pocket, “and don’t you get no idea’s neither,” she said as she started backing out of the door. Suddenly she backed right into a stranger who seemed to be on his way into the saloon.

“You alright, miss?” He asked, looking at the old pistol she held in her hand. That gun would surely backfire before hitting any of the men that seemed to be surrounding her. It was old and rusty, probably hadn’t been used in a very long time. 

“I am just fine.” She said to him even though her hand was shaking. “I’m sorry for running into you. I didn’t mean to,” She told him while her heart was beating so fast, she was sure it would jump right out of her chest.

“No harm done, miss, but I would put that old rusty thing away before you get hurt.” 

She knew he was right; the old gun had sat around unused for years. She grabbed it because outside the old rifle her Mama had by the front door. It was the only thing her Pa left them for protection when he took off. 

She put the gun back into her skirt pocket and backed out of the saloon. The boys were gonna need her now that she knew her Mama had deserted them too. 

“She seems a bit feisty,” the stranger said to the bartender. “Who is she?” 

“She is old Micah Murphy’s daughter Melina. We were just having a bit of fun with her.” He said, trying to make out like nothing was happening when he walked in. “Her family is the white trash that lives out by the Rollins River.” 

“I see. White trash, you say? Is that how you treat all the customers that come into my saloon?” 

“Your saloon?”

“Yes, my saloon. I am the new owner. Mr. Ratcliff.” 
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“I’M SORRY, MR. RATCLIFF, like I said, her Pa done runoff last spring and ain’t come back, and her Mama just up and left with Crandall the other day. She and those two boys are all alone now. I was offering her a job, that’s all.”

“A job?” 

“I figured she’d be grateful, but I guess not.  I figured we could always use another pretty face around the saloon. You know someone to please the men in town.” He said, winking as he nodded over at Silvia. “She is already damaged goods, if you know what I mean.  Her Pa was well known around town for abusing his womenfolk. I didn’t mean no harm, Mr. Ratcliff,” he replied. 

“Well, Craig, that is your name? I am hoping that you are going to take better care of my saloon. I can leave the running of it in your hands, right?”

“Absolutely, Mr. Ratcliff. I have been doing this job a long time for the uh, previous owner,” he said, handing him a drink.

“Good, because I have to head to Silver Valley in the morning to see an old relative of mine, Rex Walker, and I would like to know that I still have a saloon here, in one piece, when I return.”

“Ain’t he that fellow that owns the Red Velvet Saloon?” 

“That’s the one.” He replied as he gulped down the drink. 

“I hear that is a real fancy place he has down there.” 

“That it is, and I would like to see how he runs it.”

“You’re not thinking of changing our little saloon into one of those big fancy places, with a restaurant and all are you, Mr. Ratcliff?”

“Fraid you’re going to lose your job, Craig? Is that what this is?” He said, looking at the bartender with contempt.

“Oh no, sir, I am a good reliable bartender. You won’t find anyone better around here.” 

“Well then, I would suggest that you start treating the women folk around here a lot better, you hear? Otherwise, you will be answering to me.” 

“Yes, sir, you bet.” 
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Chapter Two
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Leanna walked into her office. So far, the two weddings that she had planned for her mail-order brides had both been great successes. There were three successes if she wanted to include her marriage in the mix. It was a bit different having a Jewish ceremony. Then there was the revelation of Nathaniel’s birth mother just before the ceremony, which was a bit tense. That could have blown up in all their faces. Leanna felt she was prepared for anything now.

Rex had mentioned that he had placed a letter from Montana on her desk. She was a bit worried that it might be more bad news from her Aunt and Uncle. Why would she send a letter, though, when she had already sent a telegram before? It still made her a little nervous. 

She picked up the letter that Rex had placed on her desk and opened it. She could barely read the writing. It was chicken scratch-type writing. She could tell that whoever wrote it had a limited education, but she could still make it out. It began, Dear Ma’am. I need help. I don’t know if you can, but if you aren’t able, my brothers and I are gonna die. 

Leanna had to stop reading for a moment; her heart was breaking already. This young girl couldn’t be more than sixteen, seventeen years old at the most from what she could tell. Leanna remembered losing her Parents at that young age. How lost she felt. It was too much to think of adding the responsibility of two younger brothers to that. She read on.

My Pa disappeared last spring. He said he was going on some cattle drive. He was a mean, evil man, who did horrible things, so that wasn’t a big loss. Except he left the boys and me with a mother who cares more for the town drunk. 

She done run off with Crandall a couple of months ago. We ain’t seen her since. I have been taking care of the boys, but we are almost out of food. The food we have won’t last much longer. I need a husband who is willin’ to take on my brothers and me, or a family willing to take Mac and Monty at least. I know I can’t do this alone. Would you please help me? 

I am willin’ to do pretty much anything to keep my brother’s from starving, even selling my body if I have to. I can’t let them down; you see, I am all they got. She signed the letter Melina Murphy.

Leanna wanted to cry. From the sound of Melina’s letter, both her father and mother had abused her and the boys. She remembered what Caleb had done to her. She wondered if Melina’s father had done unspeakable things to her or worse. It sounded as if Melina knew far too much about horrible abusive men for someone her age. She had to rescue this girl, just as Callie had once saved her. Leanna headed straight out to the telegraph office. 

“Mrs. Walker, do we have a new bride coming in?” Old Fred knew more than most of the people in the town. It didn’t take him long to realize Leanna’s responses to these mail-order brides were sent through the telegraph office for expediency. 

“I am hoping that there is a telegraph office in Meadville, Montana.”

“Well, I am afraid the closest one is Montgomery Mrs. Walker.” 

“Montgomery?” Leanna exclaimed. “I have an Aunt and Uncle who live just outside of Montgomery. I need to send a message to Tilda and Henry Anderson.”

“Sure, Mrs. Walker, no problem. What would you like to say.”

“Need help, Rosa.”

“That seems like a strange message Mrs. Walker.”

“It has to be that short; just let them know the message has to return here to Rosa.”

“Alright, if that is what you want.”
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“HEY, MATTHEW,” TED, the postmaster, yelled out. “How are your parents doing?” he asked.

“Just fine, sir.” 

“We’re all so glad that you came back home. Your Ma and Pa talked about you a lot after you left.”

“Yeah, I guess they missed me a lot.” He said nervously, trying to walk away. 

James wasn’t sure that Henry and Tillie were right in telling everyone that he was their wayward son who had returned home. 

“Hey Matt,” James paused and then turned back. He had to keep reminding himself that people in town were going to call him Matt. Tillie and Henry’s lie was working, but he was always fearful that someone would realize he wasn’t who the old couple claimed that he was.

“ I got a strange telegram from someone named Rosa for your Ma. It came in about an hour ago. Just lucky that you came into town today for supplies for them. That way, I don’t have to send my boy out with the message.” 

“Yeah, what did it say?” 

“Need help, Rosa. That’s it.” 

“Really? Just need help, is all it said?” 

“Yep, hopin’ that they know what it means. The message said that a response is needed urgently, so if you get one, let me know.” 

“I will let them know as soon as I get home. Where did the message come from?” 

“Silver City California” 

“Isn’t that a gold rush town?” 

“Yep, it is. Word has it that someone hit it big there the other week.” 

“Well, I will let Ma and Pa know about the strange message.” 

James loaded the supplies into the wagon and headed back to the ranch. 

James hadn’t heard either Tillie or Henry mention the name Rosa before. It seemed like an unusual message. He parked the wagon in front of the house. He could smell food cooking from outside. “Smells awful good in there.” He said as he opened the door.

“Well, sit down, James, and have some then. I’ve been smoking up that pig that Henry killed yesterday. Storing up some for the winter months.”

“I feel a bit awkward, Ma’am, all these people calling me Matthew. I know that you all want it to be like I am your son. I suppose that is the only thing we can do now that people in town think that, but it still makes me feel uncomfortable.” 

“I will call you Matthew then until you get used to it. We can’t have anyone suspecting that you aren’t our long-lost son. If that Mr. Calloway got wind of it, he might send someone out here looking for you, and we can’t have that now, can we,” she said, patting his hand.

“Oh, before I forget, the postmaster ran into me at the general store. He said you got a strange telegram today. All it said was need help, Rosa. He said it sounded kinda urgent, and they were hoping for a fast reply.” 

“Did they say where it came from?” she asked.

“He said Silver Valley? A gold mining town in California. He said someone hit it big last week.” 
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“HE DID, DID HE? THAT’S strange, and I can’t say I know anyone from there. I wonder if Henry does. He is sociable and tends to talk to strangers now and then, especially when he goes to town. Maybe he knows something or someone from there. We will have to check
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