Gertie
Chapter 1
Gertie Brenan carefully closed the door to the room she and her seven sisters shared. The youngest three were down for a nap. She soundlessly crept down the short hallway and into the sunny kitchen. “They will be sleeping for at least an hour, Mama.”

“All three…?” Mama asked.

“Lizzie was most difficult, but after Mary and Tootie nodded off, she had no one to talk to.”

“Good girl.”

Matthew Brenan opened the kitchen door with a thud. “Is it tea-time or is this a working farm?”

“Papa, Gertie just put the girls down. We were not wasting time. I would say that we put in a good amount of work already.”

The slap across her face startled her as much as it did Gertie. “Don’t smart mouth me, woman!”

Becky Brenan held her reddened jaw and stood. “Matthew, please understand that I would never disrespect you. You are my husband and the father of our children. Gertie just this minute put the three little ones down for their nap so that we could get the washing all done before supper time. I know how you feel about chores. I expect to have the Monday washing done before dark.” Turning to Gertie she said, “Gertie, did you get the water started?”

“Yes Mama.”

Matthew observed the expression on each of the women’s faces. There was no indication of secret communication between the mother and daughter. He grunted and left the room. Gertie couldn’t look at her mother so she looked down at the floor. Her father had tromped in large clumps of mud from the field half the way across the freshly scrubbed kitchen floor. 

“Gertie, get to the water and haul it to the washtub. I will clean up this muddy mess.”

“It’s not fair!”

Becky grabbed hold of her daughter by her upper arms. “Life is not fair, girl. Don’t be assuming any different. He will skin both of us if we don’t get this washing done in time.”

“How does he expect us to get the washing done for fifteen children…then there are your things and his work clothes?”

“My place is to obey…not question. Move on sweetie, before he comes back in here and catches us talking again.” Becky picked each muddy clump up and placed them in a rag. Some of the mud was slimy and had to be scrubbed away. She dumped the contents of the rag into the slop bucket. She was glad that she hadn’t thrown the floor washing water onto the rosebush yet. She retrieved the scrub brush from the pail and made quick work of disposing of every boot print across the floor. 

Gertie poured a bucket of boiling water into the washtub. She took a small paring knife and chunk of lye soap from her apron pocket and sliced off twenty or more slivers. The soap melted into the steaming water. She took a plunging stick and worked away at Papa’s white shirts he wore to Sunday-go-to-meeting. She put down the stick and reached her hand carefully into the hot water. Pulling on the first shirt, she found the collar and scrubbed it on the board. Suds bubbled up as she plunged her hands and the white shirts up and down along the rough metal of the board. She tossed them into a tub filled with cold clean water. After finishing every white shirt, she wrung them out carefully and put them in a basket. Papa was very particular about his Sunday shirts. She took a rag and wrapped it around the clothesline wire. She wiped it clean. Each shirt was pinned in place. She turned her attention to the other clothes in the pile for the wash. Her eight brothers each had white shirts that must be washed and ironed before Sunday, also. They only had one each so the chore was not so strenuous. Papa never inspected their shirts as harshly as he did the ones he wore. After the boys’ white shirts came everything else white. She scrubbed petticoats, blouses, bloomers, and finally bedclothes. It took until time for the noon day meal to do the whites. She hauled many buckets of fresh water to the wood store to heat for the rest of the washing. As she emptied the last bucket, Mama put a plate of stew in front of her. She buttered two fresh slices of bread and gave them to Gertie. “You have been working like a dog! I am sorry I wasn’t able to help you much this morning.”

Gertie looked into her mother’s sad eyes. “It’s alright. I know you have your hands full cooking for all of us.”

Becky’s voice took an urgent tone. “Gertie, you have to find someone to marry. I don’t know what your papa will do if you don’t leave soon.”

“I couldn’t leave you with all this work to do! How would you manage all the children, the washing, and…?”

“You must believe me. Somehow, he feels…strange that you are not married and someone else’s responsibility. You must marry soon.”

Tears filled Gertie’s eyes. “I have no one.”

“We must think of something. For now, you have to finish eating quickly. I will try to help you with the rest of the wash after everyone has eaten and the dishes are done.”

XXXXX

Dusk finally settled over the small farm as Gertie placed the last clean pair of pants into the basket. Tomorrow would be easier. Tuesday was ironing day. Even though it was work intensive, heating flatirons and ironing clothing for seventeen people, it was much easier than hauling wash water for those same clothes. Gertie placed the basket in the pantry and stretched the kinks out of her back. She emerged as mama placed a large bowl of mashed potatoes on the table. Papa and the children filed into the large kitchen and found their places at the long plank table. Gertie and her sisters, Maude and Mildred, helped mama place the rest of the food on the table as well as filling each glass with milk. The children sat quietly as they awaited the blessing over the food. Papa’s food blessing entailed more than the food, but also reprimands for the children and commentary on the political temperament of the day. The children learned that the quickest way to achieve eating a warm meal was to sit quietly and let papa have his moment. 

The prayer came to the conclusion and papa passed the first bowl to mama after taking a generous helping for himself. Mama spooned small portions to the three littlest ones and herself and handed the bowl to Maude. After each bowl made the first round around the table, it was empty. There were no seconds in the Brenan household. 

Mealtime was a quiet affair. Papa required that no needless talking be done around the kitchen table. “A body needs time to think.” Was his preferred statement as to the reason ‘why?’ Mama did her best to train each of her brood to do Papa’s bidding, which was no easy task because papa had so many rules. 

After the meal, Maude and Mildred washed the dishes and put the kitchen to rights. Mama finally had a chance to sit. She picked up a little shirt that needed mending and began the evening long task of repairing clothes for her large family. She felt as if she were being idle because she was sitting. It didn’t seem fair that the children had to help her finish her work. Bessie, the forth oldest daughter, brought her a cool cup of buttermilk. “Mama, take a sip of this. I think it turned out really tasty.”

“Thank you, Bessie. It hits the spot.” Becky smiled at her daughter. 

Gertie stood in the door watching the exchange. It made her heart glad that Bessie did extra things to bring the dear mama refreshment. Bessie was one of a kind. Gertie smiled widely. Bessie lifted her eyes to meet Gertie’s. She smiled, revealing deep dimples. “I fixed a cup for you on the sideboard. You put in an awful long day.”

“I wasn’t in school like you were.”

Bessie nodded, “I know you wished to attend high school this year. You are an excellent student. I will finish out the eighth grade next year and will be able to help you with the chores.”

“Maybe by then, you will be able to go on to high school.” Gertie said.

“High school is for the boys. We won’t need more schooling to get a good husband. In fact, it isn’t good for a woman to be smarter than a man.”

“I know. It just doesn’t seem fair somehow.” Gertie said.

Mildred slipped into the kitchen. “It is time to get bedclothes on the children. We should get them settled before Papa…before Papa has to say something.”

The girls scurried to get the children ready for bed. As they each donned their night shirt, they were sent to their parents for a goodnight kiss and blessing. Papa put his large, rough hand on each of their heads. “The Lord bless you and keep you.” He said.

They stood in front of mama as she placed her hands on their small shoulders and kissed each of them on the cheeks. “You are my dear child. Remember that Mama loves you and that God is with you.”

Becky and Matthew had strong words about the continuation of her kissing the children on the cheek past a certain age. The one thing she would not be bullied about was the show of love to her children. Matthew hit a stone wall when he broached the subject. He finally conceded defeat in this one area of life.

After each child had been tucked into bed by the older sisters, it was time for Gertie, Bessie, Mildred and Maude to receive the blessing. Their papa never differed in what he said. For the most part, Mama said the same thing also. This night was different. Gertie knelt at her feet and mama pressed her lips first on one cheek and then put her lips to Gertie’s ear on the other side. “I will find a way to get you out of here before it is too late.”

Too late…? Too late for what? Gertie frowned and looked at her mama. She knew not to say a word so she puzzled all night over the cryptic message. What did Mama mean?
2.
Nan busied herself with ironing for her family. It had been months since Ruby ran away with the young, handsome cowboy. She knew that Fred, June, and Sally had their hands full in trying to keep her mind occupied with other things. Maybe I will hear from Elmer today. She shook her head to clear thoughts that crept in, but they stayed in place. Ruby is dead. If you had been a better mother, she would never have taken up with Andrew. You will never see her again. 
The thoughts took on a life of their own. She felt the burden of them sitting heavily on her shoulders. Sally saw the troubled look on Nan’s face as she entered the warm kitchen with the freshly gathered eggs in the basket she held in her hands. “Mama Nan, God is with Ruby. If anyone can find her, Elmer can.”

“I know. My brother is a skilled tracker. I expect to get a telegram from him any time now.”

Sally placed the egg basket on the sideboard and gathered Nan into her strong arms. “You always have been a good mother. There is no one who has done a better job mothering than you. Without you and Papa Fred, I would still be with Murphy making the round at the mining camps and other places men gather in need of ‘entertainment’. I am grateful for the home you provided to June and me. I never saw you be anything but loving to little Ruby. She was a headstrong girl who fell in love…”

“I know. I keep thinking that maybe I should have dealt more harshly with her, been firm; I don’t know…something different than I was. Maybe if she has some fear of me…”

Sally patted Nan on the back. “You couldn’t be harsh if your life depended on it. You have to be yourself.” She pushed Nan back at arms’ length. Nan was still a lovely woman, even if she was in her early forties. Her coal-black hair had a few strands of silver and her large eyes were expressive and soft. Sally endeavored to be like her foster-mother. 
Nan laid her head on Sally’s shoulder and wept. Fred passed through the door to the kitchen and surveyed the scene before him. Sally’s eyes were raining tears. Fred pulled Nan away from her and held her in his strong arms. He swept her into his arms and carried her to the rocker next to the fireplace holing her tenderly as she sobbed. “Nanny, it will be alright. God will see us through this.”

Sally prepared a quick dinner. Nan had much of it already started so it just needed a few finishing touches to be ready.  She spread a fresh blue and white checked tablecloth on the table and set out the tea service with steamy tea, cream and sugar. Cornbread and beans were on the menu. She also placed bread and butter on the table along with jelly. “Dinner is ready, whenever you are ready.”
“Certainly Sally, Mama and I will freshen up and be right there.” 

Nan looked into Fred’s clear, sky-blue eyes. They were the same as the day she met him. He had strength of mind and body. She put her trust in him. “Yes, I am ready.”

He helped her to her feet and led her to the wash basin. Tenderly he dabbed her face with a cool damp cloth. Red tear streaks lessened with the coolness of the rag. She felt somewhat refreshed as she sat down at the large, round table to eat.

Fred buttered a thick slice of bread and spooned on a generous amount of sand plum jelly. The tanginess of the sand plums with creamy butter was one of his favorite foods. “Come on Sweetheart, you need some of this. I believe it is some of the best plum butter you have every put up. Remember how loaded down those bushes were. We filled every container we could find. Even your wash tubs were overflowing with sand plums. It surely was worth getting scratched up by the prickly branches to partake of this delicacy. Please, you must eat.”

The meal was tasty, but Nan could barely choke down a mouth-full. She drank the strong tea and composed herself as best she could. After Fred finish he helped Nan to her feet and looked at Sally. “We will go for a little walk. I think it would do both of us some good.”
Nan watched him as he spoke and she knew that he was speaking of her. She felt as if she were outside her body and watching herself cope with life. Yes, a walk might help. Maybe we can go to the telegraph office to check if there is word from Elmer.
“Yes, Papa Fred. I will take care of things here. Nan needs some good fresh air.”

Sally watched as Nan and Fred strolled arm-in-arm down the dusty road. “God, please help them!” She didn’t know how many times she had repeated that prayer. At this time, that was all she could do.
Chapter 3

Becky Brenan took the newspaper from the stack of kindling. Surely he won’t miss one newspaper that he has already read. She looked out at the field and saw Matthew and three of their sons working on the fence next to her garden. The old bull had busted through and gotten to a large portion of her crops before he was discovered and returned to pasture. That fence would take a fair amount of time to be reconstructed by her estimation. 

She opened the paper and looked in the want ads. Maybe there was work for her eldest daughter so that she could get away from Papa. The words all meshed together as she thought of the hidden reason Matthew didn’t like Gertie. From the first time he looked at her and saw those green eyes, he knew that Gertie was not “Brenon”. He married Becky when she was on the rebound from a broken engagement to a named Will Settles who worked at her father’s farm. He knew that otherwise a beauty like Becky would never have settled for the likes of him. He was plain and dull looking. His hair was the color of dirt and his eyes were steely grey. He was muscular, but smallish.  Gertie arrived a month earlier than they expected and when everyone saw her, there was no denying that her eyes were Settles green. Becky cleared her throat. Old memories should be kept in the past. Trouble was, she couldn’t forget about the change in Matthew after he realized that Gertie was not his child. Mild-mannered Matthew became abusive in word and deed. She had to keep Gertie out of his sight. When he saw Will in or around town, be screamed obscenities at him. Becky went to her mother’s house and told Will to move away or Matthew might kill her. She figured that it was just a matter of time before Matthew killed Will. Will did move. It helped keep Matthew in check as far as the general public knew. He did make rules about all of her actions. She was never allowed to go to her childhood home. She was never to take Gertie into town without him. Gertie must marry as soon as it was proper. Gertie was to never speak directly to him unless he spoke first. With so many rules it was hard for anyone to be Gertie’s friend. No boys came to court her because of Matthew’s demeanor. 

Becky paged through the want ads and saw no work that her girl could do. Her eyes found a strange line of advertisements. They were for mail-order brides. Mail-order? One caught her eye. “Wife wanted. Must be able to care for children and help on a working farm. Inquire at this address.” Becky saw that the man was from Colorado. That would be far enough away that Matthew could be soothed. She took a page from Betsy’s tablet and wrote to the man. She signed the page – “Gertie”.
Chapter 4 

Matthew scowled as Becky told him that she required the price of a train ticket to Durango, Colorado along with money to pay for a stage coach to take Gertie further to Silverton. “Gertie has to live her own life, Papa. She is to meet a young man there who is in desperate need of a mother for his children. His name is Donald and he is well-fixed. He owns many acres of land and has a large farmhouse. It seems he is quite taken with Gertie. His letters are of a serious nature but you can see that he is a man who is happy that he found love again after the loss of his wife.”
Gertie sat in the room she shared with her sisters and stared straight ahead. She couldn’t believe that her sweet mother had corresponded with this man for three months. There were only two letters from Donald. From his response, there was no telling what mama had said to him. Gertie felt that he was a bit too familiar with his wording. 

As she sat she realized that she had no control of her life. The rest of her life was out of her hands. Her mother and father had made this decision without her. She knew that living under their roof, she would obey, but this… this was the rest of her life! Is this how things would be for her from now on? She would go from being an obedient child to being an obedient wife. She had always planned on being an obedient wife, but she had thought that it might be easier to respond in kindness and obedience to someone she loved and respected. This was a man that she didn’t even know. If her mama hadn’t been so urgent in getting her away from papa, she may have protested. She hated to leave mama, but she would do what she was told.
Chapter 5

Every muscle ached. She could barely stand up tall as she stepped out of the stage coach. She felt every rock and ridge in the road from Ohio. Covered with dust, Gertie stood next to the hotel in Silverton, Colorado. Her coffee-brown hair matched the dirt on her new traveling jacket. She was slight of build and the desk clerk would have pronounced her as ordinary until she lifted her magnificent green eyes and met his stare. “Sir, I believe that I have need of a room. The party who was supposed to meet me here has not arrived as of yet. I would like to have the opportunity to wash up and become more presentable, please.”

“Well, yes ma’am. There is a room available.”

“She don’t need no room. She is going with me.” 

The clerk and Gertie turned and observed the gruff old man who addressed them. 

“My name is Donald Scott. I am your ‘would-be’ groom.”

Air whistled through the clerk’s teeth. Gertie wished that she could hide and go back home.

“Come here, girl. Let me look at you.”

Gertie blushed to her roots when she saw the intense stare he gave to her body. In all her days she had never known of a man to look at a woman in that way. While she was still stunned, he grabbed her by her hair that was pinned into a bun at the back of her neck. She cried out and he looked into her mouth. He surveyed the thickness and length of her tumbled-down hair. 

“How old are you?” He said through gritted teeth.

“I could ask the same.” She said.

“I quit counting when I reached sixty. There ain’t no need after that.”

“My papa is only thirty-eight!”

“That’s good, but I want to know your age.”

“I am fifteen years old.” She said quietly.

He cursed. “I told in the advertisement that girls over thirteen need not contact me. I like ‘em young. I already got a fifteen-year-old woman and a twenty-year-old, too. I need somebody more to my likin’. You are long-in-the-tooth. If you were…say…ten or twelve, it would be better.”

She stood in the lobby of the hotel with her hair in disarray and the man handling her as if she were merchandise. Before she could get away from him, he had touched her many places and commented loudly on her lack of qualifications. He was so loud in his survey of her that several men left their poker table and watched as the helpless girl was berated before their eyes. They found pleasure in his foul mouth detailing his assessment of her bodily virtues and his use of such. Several occasions brought loud whistles and hoots from the gathering crowd. Gertie stood, as she had since memory began for her, with her eyes on her feet. When he stomped off, she lifted her eyes and scanned the crowd. They froze when the beauty’s eyes fell on each of them. They became ashamed and one by one went back to their table.

The young clerk cleared his throat. “Miss, I have a room for you.”

“Thank you. You are so kind.”

“You didn’t deserve that…Miss.”

“I supposed I was a disappointment to him. I am sorry for that. Life isn’t usually fair. That is the truth.”

“I will fetch you water for a hot bath, Miss.”

“I am sure that I don’t have the money to pay for a soaking bath and a room.” She said.

He looked at her with pity. “It comes with the room.”

XXXXX

Gracie found herself soaking in clean bubbly water up to her chin. She had never been in a bath like this one before. In her family, everyone shared the bath water. She was last and the water was grimy. Papa was first, then the boys, then Mama and the babies, and the other girls. Gracie was last because she was big enough to haul the water out to the rose bushes when bath time was through. 

She ducked her head under the deep water and took the sweet-smelling soap on the soap dish and scrubbed her matted hair. The luxury she felt in the hot water was indescribable. She stayed in the tub until the water was cold. The fluffy towel next to the tub wicked the water away quickly. It was so much faster than drying off with old petticoats. She sat on the bed and combed the knots out of her long, brown hair. It had a mind to wave and curl on the ends. The effect was angelic when she left it to dry down her back. She smelled the perfumed soap on her hands and wondered if people really lived like this. Standing next to the window, she looked down on the one busy street of the town. The mountains in the distance seemed unaware of the progress the townspeople had made right at their feet. Quickly she dressed in a fresh dress and tied her hair back with a ribbon. She walked past all of the newly established businesses and into the meadow next to town. A creek bubbled loudly. She went to explore where it led to. Following the little creek she heard a louder roar. She ran ahead and saw where the creek crashed down the side of the mountain hitting rocks along the way. It was not the largest waterfall that she had ever seen, but this one was a gift to her. She found it on her own. Its beauty, for that moment, was hers to enjoy. “Thank You, God.” She whispered.
The sky darkened and she decided to reach the little town before it became impossible to travel in the dark. Each step was fragrant with meadow grass and wild flowers. Gertie believed that she could live in this place as long as she was far away from people. 

She went back into the hotel. The clerk was still at the desk. “Miss, I took a plate up to your room.”

“I have no money left for food, sir.” She said. Her stomach growled loudly and she grimaced, hoping he did not hear.

“In your case, you don’t need money. I am paying for it.”

“Indeed. Why are you paying for my meal?”

“I was not man enough to defend you in front of that…man.”

Gracie’s face reddened. “The things he said about me were true. I am not much to look at and I was a big disappointment to him. He was frustrated. He thought I was a liar because he ask for twelve and thirteen-year-olds to respond to his advertisement.”

“Even if you lied…”

“I didn’t lie. My mama did. She is the one who wrote to Donald.”She replied.

“Nobody has a right to talk to you like that!” He said.

“Thank you for your kindness. I so appreciate the food. I don’t deserve it, but I will eat it. I wish I did have the money to pay you back. You are the first person I have ever met who believed that I didn’t deserve what came to me. Mostly, it was my job to be scarce when Papa was around. He did know how to dress a person down. He had a much sharper tongue than Donald. I do thank you again for your kindness.” She said.
When she came into the room, it was lit by a single lamp sitting on a small table. A plate of steaming hot roasted chicken, biscuits and gravy, as well as corn on the cob left a homey fragrance to the little room. She ate slowly, relishing the flavor. She had no recollection of eating a meal without haste. She determined to wash the dishes for the hotel when she finished her supper. As she finished a knock sounded on the door. It was the clerk. “Miss, I am here for the plate and such.”

She gathered the plate and utensils and prepared to give her dishwashing speech to the young man. When she opened the door. The young man took the plate and denied her offer of washing dishes. She shut the door and lay on the bed thinking about her circumstances. First, she had been rejected by the man she was supposed to marry. Second, she was out of money. Then she remembered that her mama had purchased a round-trip ticket just in case things didn’t work out right. She had wondered at the time just why mama might think something might not work out. It occurred to her to search her small suitcase for the letters that Donald wrote to see if there were any indication of what her mama had told him about her. She saw the stack of letters and there was one more than before. It was from Mama to Gertie. Tears stung her eyes as she held it and wondered about the contents. Finally, she took a hatpin from her traveling hat and sliced open the letter. On coarse paper, probably from one of the children’s school tablet, she wrote:
My Dear Baby Girl, Gertie.

I must tell you that I misled this man into believing that you were a mere eleven-years-old. I know that he is not a good man, but I doubt that he will kill you. Matthew might kill you one day. Did you notice that I did not call him ‘Papa’? Please forgive me, but Matthew is not your papa. A boy that I loved years ago is. He has the dearest bright-green eyes just like you. He has moved away for the same reason that you are gone now.

So that you may understand why I am telling you about my indiscretion as a young girl, I must tell you that I was engaged at the time we were intimate. We were due to wed the next week-end. His mother and father made the decision that we must break our engagement. They were of the opinion that my father had dealt poorly with their son. I found myself with-child and Matthew, although ten years older than I, decided that he wanted me. I didn’t tell him about you. He was the best husband I could have asked for until the day you were born. Your green eyes told my lie. After that, I became the one he hit when he was angry at just the looks of you. I had to keep you out of his sight most of the time. I was afraid he would kill you. It isn’t because I don’t love you that I sent you away. Believe me, it was to preserve your life. I am proud of my good girl. I have always loved your green eyes.
Love

Mama

She folded the paper carefully and absorbed the message of its contents. A lot of the yelling and cursing made sense now. She had always felt that her green eyes were a curse from God because she heard whispers about them when she came to town with her parents. Papa…Matthew must have heard the whispers also. She wasn’t to blame. I am not to blame? I always thought that if I could figure out how to do the right things that someday Papa would love me. I always fell short of his expectations. It wasn’t me that he hated. It was my father…my father?
She stood and smoothed the front of her dress. I am done with men deciding if I am worth to breathe the very air they do. From this day on, no man will make me feel worthless when I know I am as worthy as he is. I may never marry with this way of thinking, but I will not be sold off to the highest bidder again!
Chapter 6
The child struggled in his arms as Roy settled in a seat on the train. He was in a quandary about what to do with little Rose. His sister lived on a farm that was a day’s ride from Trinidad, Colorado, and he determined to visit her and glean from her wisdom.

 He reached into a valise and fetched a bottle of milk with a nipple attached. Rose sucked hungrily, and her little bonnet fell back from her head, revealing blondish-brown hair. A young woman seated across from them remarked. “Does she look like her mother?” 

“Somewhat, but her mother died in childbirth, I am sorry to say.” The sadness around his eyes spoke volumes to the imaginative girl.

She smiled, gently. “Pity…” 

“Thank you, ma’am,” Roy answered and busied himself with feeding the wee one.

“Sir, I think you should consider burping her soon, else she will lose it all when her stomach sours.”

He stared at her, dumbfounded. “…burp?”

“Place her on your shoulder. Do you have a rag for your shoulder? She could burp clabber, you know, and spoil your jacket.” She dug uninvited into the valise and produced a diaper, spreading it over the lawman’s shoulder. “Put her against you like so…pat her on the back. No, gently! Don’t pat her that hard. Ever so gentle…yes, good…”

Rose produced a loud burp, causing her caretakers to rejoice in hearty chuckles.

The girl looked at the lawman with amused eyes. “That is what you are looking for in a good burp, sir.”

“Thank you so much for you assistance…ah…Miss.”

“Gertie, my name is Gertie. My mother named me that. Not Gertrude, but Gertie.”

“I’m Roy. I am pleased to meet you, Gertie-not-Gertrude.” He winked.

“So, you can be funny, Roy.”

“I have my moments. Here lately, I have found little to smile about.” He nodded toward the baby who was sucking loudly.

“Her mother died. Was she your wife?”

He sighed. The girl was curious, and who could blame her. “Her mother was a young girl I found next to a creek. The baby was at her feet and she was dead, or close to it. I didn’t know what to do about finding her kin. I traced her trail back as far as I could, but didn’t find a house and the baby needed care. My sister lives in Colorado and I am going to her to try to decide what to do with little Rose.”

“Rose! What a dear name! May I hold her?” Gertie cradled the baby in her arms and gently placed her on her shoulder and rubbed carefully.  

“Do you have a passel of youngin’s somewhere? How do you know all of this?” he asked.

“I have fifteen brothers and sisters.” She smiled and placed her face against the soft baby cheek, feeling her breath go in and out in deep slumber. She laid her in the crook of her arms and arranged the small blanket snugly around the child. 

“Why are you on this train, Gertie?”

She blushed crimson. “Well, I am… I was… I met a man I was supposed to marry. It was a… ah... mail-order-bride arrangement.”

“You, a mail-order-bride?”

“Yes.  My folks thought I was getting almost past the marriageable age. My mother answered the advertisement.”

Roy’s interest was piqued. “Did you meet the young man?”

“Rather, the older gentleman. He was a decade older than my father!” Her face was quite red.

Roy grinned. “You cancelled the arrangement, then?” 

She covered her face with her delicate hand. “Not I. He said that I was ‘long in the tooth’!”

He laughed. “That is not even a good joke, miss. Why are you travelling?”

Tears welled up in her eyes and he knew that she spoke the truth. “I apologize. I was certain that you were telling a tall-tale.”

“Hardly… I wish with all my heart that it was a lie.”

“Did you want to marry him?” he asked.

“No, but it will be difficult returning home after the rejection.”

“I see.” He rubbed his chin. “Where are you from?”

“Ohio.”

“Why couldn’t you just stay put in a town along the way? Take Denver, for instance. It is a good town and you could find wealthy folk who might need a nursemaid.”

“Denver, Colorado? …I could make my own life. No one would need to find out about Donald.”

“That is right. I know a doctor there who is friends with a good many wealthy folk. He would be able to make introductions for you.”

“Thank you very much Mr. …ah…Roy. You have saved me from a lifetime of shame.”

He waved off the thanks. “Nonsense.”

Throughout the next day, Gertie instructed the good man about infant care, and he gave her the name of his friend.  She boarded the train heading for Denver and with a wave of her delicate white hanky, she was taken away. He was grateful that he met the good lady.

He stepped around the building to the telegraph office. “I have two telegrams to send. One is to Dr. Long of Denver, Colorado, and one is to the newspaper classified personal advertisements.”

“How do you want the one to the doctor to read?” the weary clerk asked.

“Doc, Miss Gertie Brenan will come with introduction from me. Help her get a nursemaid job for one of your friends, Roy Miller.”

“…and the newspaper?”

“Anyone needing information about Ruby Young contact this newspaper, in care of Sheriff Roy Miller.”

Rose gave a little whimper. “Let me see. You are not hungry. You must be wet.” He felt dampness and set about to locate a spot to change the newborn’s diaper. When he finished, he shoved the wet diaper into the valise and tucked the baby tightly into his arms. He took the steps toward the platform to collect the rest of his baggage. 

He noticed a large trunk next to the wall of the building. It was open and mostly empty, except for jars half-filled with amber liquid and a couple of photographs. He stood there puzzling, when he heard a woman exclaim, “Fred, look! That is my mother’s old trunk! I would know it anywhere.” She ran to it and grabbed the tin type photographs. “Yes, this is Mother and Daddy… Look at Elmer. He’s just a baby. This is me! Where on earth? How did this get here?” 

Roy watched the woman examine the contents of the trunk. “Is everything all right, folks?” Roy asked.

Nan turned and eyed the big man and the tiny baby in his arms. She said, “This trunk is like a long-lost friend. I never thought I would see it again.”

Fred picked up one of the jars, unscrewed the lid, and sniffed. It was urine. “Well, I’ll be!” He took the rest of the five jars out of the trunk and placed them on the platform. 

The lawman watched Fred. “What is it?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Fred stated.

Roy cleared his throat and shifted the baby in his arm again. “Tell me what it is.”

Fred smiled. “Well, Sheriff, to put it delicately, it is… I mean… someone relieved themselves into the jars.”

“Are you trying to tell me that someone packed that into a trunk and sent it to Colorado?”

“Who knows?” Fred shrugged. “All I know is this trunk belonged to my wife’s mother. I don’t know how it got here, but it is a miracle.”

Roy frowned. “Strange…” His thoughts were interrupted by his sister’s voice calling from her buggy.

“Nan, let’s take the trunk home with us,” Fred said.

Roy spied his case among the baggage on the platform and carried it and the valise in his strong hand as he carried Rose in his other arm. His sister took Rose while Roy put the baggage in the back of her buckboard.

“Let’s go home, Roy,” she said.

“It is so good to see you, Gladys.”

“So, are you going to raise this foundling?” she asked.

“I’m hoping to find Rose’s family. I know it is like finding a needle in a haystack, but I have to try.”

“How are you setting out to do that?”

“I have left advertisements in all of the region’s newspapers. Someone may see it. I hope and pray they will.”

