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Ruby Jackson is a young woman haunted by a traumatic past.

When her father is finally imprisoned for the abuse inflicted upon her and her sister, Pearl—Ruby experiences a complicated combination of relief and betrayal.

The hurt she endured has left her deeply distrustful, particularly toward her mother, whom she holds accountable for failing to protect her from the horrors she faced.

Unable to bear the heaviness of her ordeal or the potential judgment of her small community, Ruby decides to flee Benson, determined to escape the shame and stigma that might destroy her.

With funds she had stolen from her mother, Ruby hastens to purchase a stage coach ticket, her mind consumed by her urgent need for a fresh start. In her distraction, she narrowly avoids disaster when she's nearly trampled by a stranger riding through town on his horse.

Phillip Matthews, a skilled horse breeder known as Mustang, is searching for a new home near the Mexican border.

Renowned for his expertise and passion, Phillip has dedicated his life to the misunderstood Mustang breed—wild and feral in the eyes of many, yet responsive to the gentle hand, patience, and kindness he offers.

After leaving Tombstone, Phillip arrives in Benson, where his journey takes an unexpected turn.

As he rides through the town, he catches sight of a young woman darting across his path. Her striking, defiant gaze reminds him of the untamed spirit of the Mustangs he so admires.

Intrigued, Phillip stops his horse, Bounty, "I think we'll stop here for a bit and see what else this place has to offer." 

Thus begins a story of resilience, redemption, and the unexpected connections that can heal even the deepest wounds.
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This story is dedicated to my siblings. We grew up together in a harsh world, full of bullies, who were relentless, and mean. Through all that we stayed strong, kept our heads up, and lived the best way we knew how. Survival, and watching each other’s backs was a way of life for us. 

I have fond memories of going with them to a family member’s ranch during the summers and learning to ride a horse for the first time, of milking a cow, and jumping from the top of the loft and landing in the bales of hay below. Those memories were uppermost in my mind as I wrote this book. And just like Ruby, I had a secret. More than one, and they will stay locked away inside me, until the day I die. 

My special place to escape was a place similar to the abandoned ranch in this story, except mine was all in my imagination. 

Side note; Benson Arizona was founded in 1880. 

I dedicate this book to the lonely book lovers who grew up with a novel in their hands because they were also searching for a place to hide from their reality. 
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Mustangs are descendants of Spanish or Iberian horses. They were brought to the Americas in the sixteenth century. Mustang comes from the Spanish word, mustengo, which means stray horse, or ownerless beast. Many people thought of them as being stray horses. They were bred with many breeds, and to create the Mustangs that we know today. 

These horses were popular with pioneers because of their stamina and speed. They also have stockier legs, which makes them less prone to injury, and therefore, ideal for long journeys. 
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"Ruby Red Jackson, you've got hair soft as a young doe, and eyes like one too. I wish I could stay, but I need to get home to Michigan. My pa needs me." Wyatt stroked Ruby's hair as he spoke. She'd left it down just for him after he told her it made her look more grown-up.

Ruby was turning nineteen in December. Most girls her age were already married with a few babies of their own, and that's what she wanted more than anything: a family and a husband of her own.

"Wyatt, please take me with you. We can get hitched, and I can help you with your family's ranch. I'm a hard worker, and I'll do anything that–"

Wyatt placed a large finger over Ruby's lips to stop her from saying more. "You know I can't do that, Ruby. I told you before we got involved that I was marrying someone else. It would break Peggy's heart if she knew what I was up to." Wyatt stood and held out his hand to help Ruby up.

Ruby ignored his hand and rolled to her side.

"I don't want to leave with you feeling this way. Ruby, will you please kiss me goodbye?"

Ruby lay in the soft hay and didn't breathe or move until she heard the barrowed cart that Wyatt was using roll away. She buried her face in the crook of her arms and sobbed herself to sleep.
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Ruby was startled awake by the cawing of crows outside the barn. It was early evening, and the old cornfields were a prime spot for the birds to feed. She shot up off the ground in a panic, "Pa is going to give me a whuppin'." Wait, he's on his way to prison. 

He couldn't hurt her anymore. That idea was comforting, but her momma would still be angry with her.

Ruby straightened her clothes and ran her fingers through her hair to remove any bits of straw. She swirled bits of hair tightly around her fingers before securing the locks to the top of her head. She retrieved her bonnet and tied it under her chin.

"I'll just tell her I was visiting with Pearl, and since she doesn't speak to her anymore, she'll be none the wiser." Ruby climbed into the supply wagon and steered the horse toward her home. It was a good while before she'd get there, which gave her time to think.

Wyatt Elam had been her only hope of leaving Benson. She'd spent the last four weeks helping him at his grandparents' house. The Elams were friendly people, and Ruby had grown very fond of his Granny Rose.

However, Ruby was desperate. Wyatt Elam was the best-looking man she'd ever come across, and she'd convinced herself that she could make him fall in love with her, even if she had to trick him into it.

Ruby knew of an old, abandoned ranch house; the rumors were that it was either Cristabel Long's or Amos Winston's. Either way, it was unoccupied. One evening, Ruby convinced Wyatt to go there with her and do some exploring. She knew where the farm was and led him there. She intended to get him inside the house, but it was dark, and it stunk to high heaven. So instead, they went out back and found an old barn.

The structure wasn't as bad as the house, and she talked Wyatt into helping her muck it out. Every evening after he finished helping his gramps, Wyatt followed Ruby to the property. After a few days of removing the rotting straw and replacing it with the fresher hay he'd taken from his grandparents' place, sweeping out the cobwebs, and nailing the door back onto the hinges, the barn was ready for them to use.

Ruby thought on it now. It seemed she and Wyatt both had the same end in mind. Familiarity. He wanted to bed her as much as she wanted him to.

One afternoon, after the barn was finally comfortable, Wyatt took Ruby's hand and brought her close. He picked pieces of straw from her hair, all the while watching her eyes. Then he lowered his head and kissed her.

It was Ruby's first real kiss, except for the ones she and Pearl practiced on each other. But her and her sister's kisses were nothing like the one Wyatt gave her. He used more pressure and forced his tongue between her lips. They were unpleasant at first. Eventually, she got used to them, but she still wasn't fond of them.

Ruby still blushed at what happened next. Wyatt removed her clothes, picked her up in his arms, and laid her down in the middle of the fresh hay. Ruby turned her face from him. She couldn't face him–didn't want to watch what she had set in motion.

Was it too late to tell him she changed her mind? 

After some rough groping and more of his wet kisses, Wyatt cupped Ruby's face, "Ruby, this might hurt some, but you'll get over it soon enough." It wasn't as bad as he claimed it would be, but it wasn't her first time.

Once he finished with her, Wyatt rolled over to his side and brushed his fingers up and down her arm.  "That was amazing, Ruby Red. I'll go on outside while you clean yourself up."

Amazing?

It left Ruby feeling repulsed and embarrassed.

Ruby watched as Wyatt rolled away from her. He quickly pulled up his trousers, then stood up. She'd only caught a quick glimpse of his backside before he covered it. It was strong and taught, and the man's legs were the size of small trees. Wyatt would have to marry her now that they'd been together.

At least that's what her momma had always told her, "Ruby Red, once a man beds you, he must wed you." 

That's where the two of them went every chance they could get: to that barn. It was their secret place. Ruby encouraged him to take her there daily. She was sure Wyatt was falling in love with her.

Until he began dropping hints about returning to his home in Michigan, and that's when she came up with the idea of going with him. She knew if she could make him love her, then he would have to take her.

All her careful planning had been for naught.

The day had come. Wyatt was leaving on the morning stagecoach, and Ruby's miserable life would only get worse without him here to distract her.

She reigned in her horse. "Unless I can find a way to go with him." Ruby was pleased with that idea and quickened her pace into town.

When Ruby arrived at her family's store, she unhitched the horse, rubbed him down, and fed him. She snuck in through the back door and made her way to her room. She had to move quickly before her mother learned she was back. Ruby knew she would get a scolding for being so late, but if she brought up her sister, Pearl, her momma would shut up. Ma missed Pearl, but she wouldn't admit it to anyone, least of all, Ruby.

So, while she pondered over her idea, Ruby gathered as many things as she could, bundled them together, and hid them under her bed. Now she had to get the funds to purchase her ticket. She knew right where Momma kept her money hidden.

But first things first. She couldn't do anything until she found out how much trouble she was in. She'd keep quiet and let her ma yell and carry on. Ruby would apologize after that, and then trick her into goin to bed earlier so she could be alone.

She checked her appearance in the small mirror, sucked in her breath, and then entered the store.

Her mother turned around and glared at Ruby. "Ruby, I wondered if you had forgotten where you live." It was fortunate that her ma was helping a customer when she first saw Ruby, or it would have been worse. But she still had to do some penance for her sins, or her momma wouldn't let her be.

"I'm sorry, Momma. Can I help you with anything? Pearl sends her love and hopes you're doing well. She would like to stop by and see you soon. I can take you there whenever you're up for a visit."

Ruby hurried over to the counter and started folding the material that one of their regular customers bought. "These prints are lovely, Mrs. Aikens. Are you making yourself a dress?"

"It wasn't the color I was looking for, but it'll have to do. Ruby, you really must help your mother choose some things that are more appealing to younger ladies. Someone who's your age needs brighter colors and ribbons to match. But coming here is always better than making the trip into Tombstone."

Ruby new her mother forced a smile, "Thank you for coming in, Adel. From what I've heard, you take your life into your hands if you go into Tombstone. Not that the authority figures are any better here, but at least the sheriff doesn't allow gunfights in broad daylight."

"That's true. Sheriff Dark is a stickler for following the rules. Or is it still Mr. West? Hmmm, perhaps I'll stop by the jail and bring a cake with me and find out which one it is.

"Good day, Carol. Ruby, you should come over and visit my son, Benjamin. He's quite handsome now. He is a year or two younger than you are, but he's already taller than his father."

"I'll keep that in mind, Mrs. Aikens. Bye now."

As soon as the customer left the store, Ruby's mother grabbed Ruby's upper arm. "Young lady, you know I don't appreciate you being away from the store all day long. It won't happen again; do you hear me? Without Pearl being here to help me, you're all I have."

"I know, Momma. I am sorry, but I miss my sister, too." Ruby continued with her story, "She misses you as well. I know she'd be glad to come back and help if she felt like you needed her here. Perhaps you can go with me tomorrow, and we can pay her and the widow a visit together."

Her mother slowly eased the grip she had on Ruby's arm. "When pigs fly. Ruby, the next time you see her, you can bring her the rest of her things. I can use the space in the back to store more goods.

"Now, I expect you to work for the remainder of the day. This floor needs to be swept and mopped, but before you do that, you can dust the shelves. I'm not feeling well. As I mentioned before, I've been waiting all day for you to return. But you're here now, and you will keep an eye on the store while I go into the back and rest."

"Yes, Momma." Ruby waited until her mother was gone and reached for the feather duster. Ruby grumbled to herself as she started her chores.

"My sister had the right idea by leaving. I should have stayed in Pennsylvania with Aunt Jane."

Ruby cleaned and organized the shelves. After she swept the floor, she took the bucket out back to fill it with water so she could wash the wood planks. They needed oiling, which made mopping difficult, but knowing that it might be her last time doing everything made doing her chores go by quicker.

She checked on her ma. Ruby heard her snoring and quietly closed the door. Now was her chance to get the money she needed. No one had been in the store since her mother went into the back, and they probably wouldn't come in now.

It was too dang hot outside. 
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Ruby locked the door, turned over the sign, and took the money from the register into the back room where they kept their pricier items once the store was closed. She wasn't sure how much a stage coach ticket to Michigan would cost and took more than enough just in case.

She wasn't coming back. 

She shoved the money inside her skirt pocket, checked the doors to make sure they were locked, and slipped out the back way. She took to the street running. Ruby wasn't sure what time Mr. Barnes locked the doors to the depot. If she had to, she'd bother him at home and demand that he open the door. She had to get that ticket.

The depot was at the opposite end of town from her family's mercantile, which gave her some time to come up with a story. Ruby was getting good at telling stories. Some might say they were lies, but Ruby preferred untruths. Lies were told to hurt someone. She was trying to make the best of her station in life. If she had to say a few untruths in the meanwhile, then so be it.

Ruby was so lost in her thoughts that she almost didn't hear the horse racing down the road. She did hear someone yelling, but by the time she saw what was coming her way, it was too late. She tried to get out of the way and fell on her behind, into the dirt.

The man glanced back at her as he slowed his horse down some, but he never stopped.

It took Ruby a few moments to catch her breath. She could have been trampled to death, and nobody in this town would have cared. Even the people who had seen her knocked to the ground didn't stop to help her. She'd show them.

Every last one of them could rot in this hellhole. 

Soon enough, Ruby would be in Michigan with her new husband. Once she had her ticket in hand, Ruby planned to return with her things in the morning, so she'd have plenty of time to catch the coach. But what if there wasn't enough room for her? Ruby couldn't chance returning with her things, just to be left behind. That would crush her.

She stood up, brushed her skirts off, and then crossed the road, but started toward the depot much slower this time. Ruby now had a plausible story to relay to Mr. Barnes, in case he asked. He was a busybody who was always sticking his nose in everybody else's business when they came for their mail or to send a telegraph.

When she reached the depot, the door was locked, and that's when Ruby started to panic. When had he begun securing the door?

"Oh, honey balls. The blasted man."

She dropped to the ground in front of the depot door and leaned back against the structure to think. Ruby was sure she had enough money in her pockets for the ticket. If she couldn't get on this coach, perhaps she could purchase a ticket for the next one. It would delay her reaching Michigan, but it would also give her more time to plan her escape. Once she left Benson, Ruby was never going to return.

She would miss her sister, though. "Damn you, Pearl!" Why was life so cruel? 

"Clancy Barnes, you've ruined all my plans. Now what do I do?"

His home was almost directly across the road from the depot. Perhaps if she stared at it long enough, he'd see her out front waiting. That might work, but who knew how long it could be? Then again, he might not show at all just to be mean.

"Fine." Ruby got up from the ground and brushed her skirts off as she made a beeline toward the man's house. She knocked on the door before she lost her courage.

The door cracked open. "Can I help you?"

She drew in a deep breath to give her courage before proceeding with her demands. "Mr. Barnes, I must buy a ticket for the stage coach that arrives tomorrow. I wasn't expecting to find the door locked, or you gone. Would you return to the depot and assist me?"

Where were her manners? "Please?"

"Young lady, you know who I am, but you have me at a slight disadvantage."

"It's me," Ruby had only come for the mail once since returning from Pennsylvania. Usually, it was Pearl who stopped in for the post. "Ruby Jackson. Wilson and Carol are my parents," He still looked confused. "Oh, bother. My family owns the mercantile down the street."

The man continued to study her through the crack. By the time he spoke again, Ruby was feeling all kinds of nervous. It was getting late, and her ma could wake up at any moment if she hadn't already done so. Ruby would be in trouble once again.

"Perhaps this was a bad idea." Ruby gathered her skirts and turned around to leave.

"Why don't you tell me who you were buying the ticket for? You interrupted my quiet time, and before I get myself decent, I want some answers. Surely you're not planning on leaving this town on your own?"

She spun around, hoping the desperation she felt didn't show on her face. "I went to Pennsylvania on my own."

"That was different: your mother and father both escorted you to the coach the day you left. I see no one with you now."

Ruby hadn't moved. "You will in the morning." She forced a smile, then replied, "Mr. Barnes, I won't be alone. My fiancé is leaving tomorrow. I had to get permission from my ma to go with him. You see, he's Presley and Rose Elam's grandson. He wants to take me back to meet his family in Michigan."

Ruby shoved her hand into the skirt pocket for the money. "You can see here my momma sent me with–with–I know it's here." Ruby dug her hand deeper into the sides of her skirt. "I had the money when I left the store. Oh, honey balls. It's not here!"

She spun around and looked across the way at the depot. "I know I had it–wait," Ruby remembered getting knocked to the ground when that man sped through town, nearly running her over.

She picked up her skirts and started running down the middle of the dirt road, searching for the place where she'd landed. She couldn't remember where it was, but continued to scour the ground until she'd almost reached the mercantile.

Ruby was unaware that she was crying until she heard her mother's voice, "Where have you been, and why are you carrying on like that? Ruby Red Jackson, I hope you've got a good explanation as to why my money is missing?"

​
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Chapter Two
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Phillip Matthews had spent a few days in Tombstone. He'd rented a small room in Schiefflin Hall while he combed through the area looking for a place where he could bring his horses. He chose Tombstone because it was close to the border of Mexico, and it had plenty to offer–women, whiskey, and faro.

However, it didn't feel like home. Phillip wanted somewhere quiet. He was more of a loner, anyway, preferring the company of horses to most people.

He was still waiting for a man to arrive who had promised to dicker with him over some mustangs. Phillip heard he was both honest and reputable when dealing with others. The man hadn't been in to see him yet, or Phillip would have been long gone.

Still, he was anxious to leave the 'Bird Cage,' not only because he wore a money belt hidden under his vest, but the longer he sat in this saloon, the more uncomfortable he became with the rowdy crowds. Not that Phillip couldn't handle a gun, he just didn't want to tempt fate. What was it that his pa used to say, 'Carry a gun, only if you know how to use it, and what it can do. A coward usually shoots when he's afraid; a smart man shoots when there's no other choice.'

Just thinking about his pa made Phillip uncomfortable. Some of these men reminded him of the ones who had killed his family. If he'd been there when they'd threatened his parents, instead of passing out in the barn after drinking all night, his ma and pa might still be alive.

He shook his head of his recollections, then flexed his fingers and placed them on the tabletop. Phil hadn't realized he'd been gripping the handle of his revolver. This place made him nervous, so if the man didn't show up soon, he would move on to the next location.

"Are you the one they call Mustang? I believe you're waiting for me."
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Phillip was no longer much of a drinker. He'd learned a hard lesson many years back, while under the influence. However, he didn't mind sealing a deal with a shot of whiskey. Phillip picked up the paper that he and William Jacobs signed as an agreement and bill of sale for the horses.

He stuck out his hand, "Mr. Jacobs, it was a pleasure doing business with you. When can I pick up my horses?"

"Can I call you Mustang? I'll be through here again in a month or two. I'll let you know where I'm holding them, and you can make your final payment to me then. Where are you staying in town?"

"I'm not, but you can leave word with a friend if I'm not here." Phillip pulled out the piece of crumpled paper from his pocket and handed it to Mr. Jacobs. "This man is an old acquaintance of my father. Once I find a place to keep the animals, I'll return and let him know the location. He's already agreed to us sharing messages through him.

"I wanted to make this place work, but Tombstone just didn't feel right."

The man chuckled, "I understand. I visit this town often to do other kinds of trading." He scanned the paper, "I'll look him up the next time I'm in Tombstone. Now, if you don't mind, I've got a lady waiting for me upstairs."

Phillip didn't want to spend more time than was necessary with the man. It was later than he wanted to leave, and he didn't want to stay another night. Particularly since someone else in town knew he carried money.

He didn't like to lie, but now might be a good reason to tell one. "Mr. Jacobs, I wish you the best. I'm staying one more night with my friend, and then I'll be on my way. Until we meet again. Adios."

Phillip stayed standing until the man climbed the stairs. He settled the bill with the bartender, then hurried outside and mounted his horse. First, Phillip would stop by and let Arthur McNab know he was leaving, and then he'd push his way out of town to find the next place along the way to make camp.

He circled the streets a few times to ensure he wasn't being followed before leaving Tombstone.
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Phillip rode through the last town in the blink of an eye. He needed somewhere he could hide for the night, and possibly a day or two longer if need be. It was still light out.

"Bounty, I promise you if you pick up your speed a bit, I'll find you a nice apple to have later." He kicked Bounty's sides, and the horse increased his gait.

Phillip prayed they would find somewhere soon to stay. He knew the San Pedro River was close, and if he let Bounty lead, he'd take him straight to it. His horse could find water quicker than a young foal searching for its mother's milk.

Phillip was ready to turn him loose when he saw a more significant clump of structures up ahead. The town looked more extensive than the last place he rode through. He hoped it offered a room for rent. If not, at least he knew there would be somewhere he could get food. Since most places had a saloon, he would go there first and ask for more information. Someone inside would know where the river was.

He rode into town hellbent on finding the bar and nearly ran over a young girl running across the road in front of him. She fell on her behind in the dirt. He tried to slow Bounty down, but his animal had a mind of its own. He'd either smelled a mare in heat or fresh oats. He'd barely slowed enough for Phillip to glance back at the girl to make sure she wasn't hurt.

But it was long enough for him to realize she wasn't a girl at all but a young woman, with eyes the size of a full summer moon. They were filled with fear and hurt as they gaped at him.

He finally slowed his animal and leaned forward to rub his neck. "Bounty, I might stick around this place and see if there's any property available. Besides, if the fillies are as pretty as the one we left sitting in the middle of the road, no thanks to you, then it might help the time pass. We're close enough to Tombstone that I can wait for news of my horses, but far enough away to remain nameless.

"I like the feel of this place, and I believe we've found the saloon." Phillip alit from his horse and tied Bounty to the post. "I'll ask about your apple inside."

The Rum Mill. "Interesting name, but it leaves no doubts as to what they offer. Be good, and don't get too friendly with strangers." He chuckled, then slapped his horse on the rump. He was probably the only stranger in this place. More than one dirty look was sent his way after sending the young woman to the ground. He'd ask about her inside; perhaps someone knew who she was.

He'd look for her tomorrow and apologize. 

He entered the saloon; it was typical of most bars but much smaller and cozier. It had a piano in one corner that looked like it had seen better days, and the barstools up against the short counter didn't match at all. Like the upright piano, they looked used and needed repairs. Phil noticed a large wall hanging of a river hung on the back wall over the assortment of bottles resting against the cracked mirror. He figured it was probably a picture of the San Pedro.

Mustang was surprised at the amount of stock displayed along the shelves in the quirky bar. There was no one sitting at the counter, but he'd already decided those stools lacked the comfort he needed. He saw a smaller table in the corner, and that's where Phil headed. He heard the chair scrape on the rough wooden planks as he pulled it out to sit down.

He noticed two other men sitting at a table close to the one he chose. They were deep in conversation and hadn't seen him enter.

He sat back and made himself comfortable, and the two at the other table stopped their chatter and turned to gape at him. "Howdy, gentlemen. I've had a long day. Just rode in from Tombstone. Would either one of you know where there's a hotel or a place in town that offers rooms for rent?"

A younger man hurried out of a back room. "What are you drinking, Mister?"

Phillip wasn't a drinker, but whiskey would taste mighty good after the long, dusty ride from Tombstone. "I'll have a whiskey, and I'd like to buy one for these two gentlemen as well."

"Thank you kindly, but you had better make mine applejack, Tick. Candy has already banished me to the sofa, and if I come home smelling of whiskey, I'll be sleeping with you in your room, Jim."

"And that's not an option, Mayor." Both men smiled at Phillip, and the older gentleman sitting across from the mayor leaned back in his chair and put a foot up on the chair across from him. "The hotel burned down almost a year ago. It should be up and running again in another month or so, but in the meanwhile, the only other rooms in town are already rented out, all but one. I'm not sharing my space, no matter what the mayor says.

"However, I do have the keys to the room next to mine. It isn't currently occupied, but it will be again soon. Aaron Henley left a month or so ago, and it's his place. He went back east to escort his nephews here from Boston. I know for a fact that he plans on renting out the room I'm currently staying in. That's only after I move back into my house. There was an explosion a short while back that damaged it. The good news was that no one was seriously hurt after the blast.

"Aaron left most of his things behind, but I'm sure he wouldn't mind if you used it for a day or two, as long as you don't plan on movin' in. You look honest enough."

"Fantastic. Could you point me in that direction?"

"You didn't let me finish." The bartender brought out two whiskeys and the applejack and set the glasses on the tables. And both men raised their glasses. "Thanks, Mister..."

"Matthews. Phillip Matthews."

"Mister Matthews," he raised his glass and swallowed the whiskey down in one large gulp. "I'm Jim Bean, and this here's the mayor, Chadwick Allman. Tick brought out the good stuff since you were paying. You'll learn to be more specific next time, but I thank you for this."

Phillip needed information, and if it cost him the better whiskey, then so be it. "You were saying something about a room?"

"My friend Jim forgot to mention that I also rent one side with my lovely wife, Candy. We're awfully particular about who we let stay there, mainly after the mishap Jim was referring to.

"How long do you plan on being in Benson, Mr. Matthews?"

Phillip took a sip of his whiskey to clear his throat. "Well, to tell you the truth, I'm looking for someplace to settle down for good. I raise horses–mustangs. I need a larger piece of property with plenty of room to ride. I was in Tombstone earlier, and the place didn't feel right. Would either one of you know of a place or a parcel of land that's available? I have enough money, and I need to purchase something right away."

The mayor swallowed down his drink, then stood. "Jim, you can help this feller with the room. I've got to get home, or Candy will skin me alive. Mr. Matthews, tomorrow you can meet me at the town hall. I know of a few places that might fit your needs. Both parcels need a lot of work to make them livable, but we do have young men always looking for work, the ones whose fathers won't let them go into the mines. That's dirty, dangerous work."

Phillip stood and shook the mayor's hand. "Sir, I thank you kindly for the information. Before you leave, I have one more question. In my haste to get here, I almost knocked down a girl who was running through the street. I didn't have a chance to stop and apologize, but I'd like to make amends tomorrow and make sure she wasn't hurt. She was quite pretty and petite, with big brown eyes and dark brown curly hair. She was young as well. My guess was sixteen or so."

"I'm sorry, Mister. I can't say I know of any girl who fits that description. Ruby, perhaps, but I wouldn't use the word pretty to describe her. Jim, you'll take care of our new friend. I'll see you tomorrow sometime. I bid you both goodnight. Tick, see you in the morning." The mayor waved at the bartender before scurrying out of the bar.
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