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Synopsis: A woman takes a chance on life and heads out to
the west to become, first, a companion to a widower and to help him
with his children. When she tells him her secret, and fears that he
has deserted her, she decides to tough it out and make her own
living in town. Things start to go downhill from there.

 


 


Mary Jackson looked at the crumpled letter
in her hand and a few tears trickled down her cheeks. Her nephew
Dusty, and everyone had
called him that since he was a child but his real name was Daniel,
had written in desperation. She could see that through every wobbly
word on the page. His writing was not easy to decipher but she knew
that it must have cost him a great deal to put pen to
paper.

Dusty Jones had grown up in Montana where
her sister and husband had made a new life. He loved the
wide-open spaces and he had
matured into a fine young man and a good, reliable cowboy. Riding a
horse had seemed as natural as breathing to Dusty and then he met
and married Barbara. Mary was proud of her nephew and his family.
She was their only living relative and Dusty, Barbara and the three
children were her pride and joy even though she was many miles away
in Boston.

Barbara's death was a tragedy and now, Mary realized, even
more of a major disaster than she could ever have imagined. She
could smell the whisky on the streaky paper and see where the words
had run together.

"What of the children?" She thought in
panic, and her eyes filled again as she read.

"Please help me somehow, Aunt Mary. I am all
alone."

Mary Jackson pulled on a jacket and walked
down to the little church at the end of the street. It's white
painted walls always filled her with happy expectation and she
quietly went inside and knelt down to ask for help. Then she smiled
a little, straightened up and set off on her mission.

 


 


Hannah Carter was praying very hard that
this stagecoach journey
would soon be at an end. Prayers had been her mainstay over the
long and uncomfortable journey from Boston to Hilltop Spring. She
was twenty-five years old and this journey had seemed like a
wonderful opportunity for a whole new start in her life. She
clutched at the side handle as the coach lurched violently yet
again. Now the reality of it all she was beginning to wonder if she
had made the right decision.

The only other woman on the coach grabbed her
hand and squeezed it and the two women held onto each other.

"We are almost there, ladies,"
the man opposite told
them, but he too, was holding on to the handle for support. "We've
been lucky. No robberies, no attacks and no accidents."

Hannah found a weak smile as she
responded.

"Just shaken about a lot." She replied. It
had been a very long two weeks of travel and the Bozeman Trail was
not for the faint hearted. Gold mining had seen the area explored
and become much more dangerous. She looked out at the passing
countryside. It seemed empty and frightening. The other lady
squeezed her hand again and Hannah reminded herself that this was
the start of a new life.

"I’m frightened," she thought. An hour
later the stagecoach drew up in front of the hotel in Hilltop
Spring. She raised her chin, asked silently for The Lord to give
her strength and stepped down onto firm ground outside of the
hotel.

 


 


Hannah had two bags and she carried them up
the steps to the porch of the Hilltop Hotel and stepped inside. A
man was behind a small counter and she hesitantly went towards
him.

"How may I help you?" he asked and Hannah smiled.

"I may need a room but I am not sure. Do you
happen to know where I might find Dusty Jones?" The man looked at
her.

"Dusty Jones? Are you sure?" She nodded.

"His aunt sent me to help with the
children."

"Ah" the receptionist answered. "He is easy
to find. Follow me." He came round the counter and she followed
into the bar room and across to where a man was slouched at a table
with his head on his arms and an empty glass beside him. The man
nodded with his head.

"Dusty Jones, ma'am," and he walked away.
Hannah sat at the table and touched his arm.

"Dusty. Are you awake?" A voice from behind
her answered instead.

"Awake is what he won't be ‘til morning."
She saw a tall man in cowboy clothes. "Can I help?" He
asked.

"His aunt sent me to help with the children
but until I reach his house I will have to stay in the hotel. The
man sat down.

"I'm Jake Dunbar." He held out his hand.
"I work with Dusty, or did till he started hitting the bottle. I've
got the wagon for supplies so a ride to the ranch is easy. I'm
going to sling Dusty in the back." He smiled "My wife will be
relieved to see you. She helps as best she can." He paused. "Grab
yourself something to eat. It's a fair journey. I'll leave in about
an hour."

 


 


Feeling much better after a good meal and
time to freshen herself up Hannah found Jake outside with Dusty
over his shoulder. The drunken cowboy was hoisted unceremoniously
onto the cart and Jake helped Hannah up to sit beside him in the
front. Her bags safely stowed in the wagon, she started to think
that maybe it would somehow all be all right in the end.

"Thanks for this," she said to Jake and he looked sideways at
her.

"You are taking a lot on board,"
he said. "I hope you can
manage."

"Tell me about the ranch,"
she asked him and over
the course of the hour long journey Hannah built up a picture of
her new home and family. They drove in through a tall, rounded
archway declaring that this was T Bar property and stopped outside
some cabins. Jake helped Hannah down and she found herself facing a
well made woman in her forties who had hands on hips and a look
that expected Jake to give an explanation and sharpish.

He grinned.

"Molly, meet Hannah Carter. Dusty's aunt has
sent her to take care of the children." He nodded to the cart.
"Dusty's in the back as usual."

"Ah." Molly said. "Come inside my house
and we can talk before you meet the family." She led Hannah to the
first cabin and went inside. The warmth and color made such a
welcome that Hannah exclaimed aloud.

"Oh what a lovely room." Molly smiled,
relaxed and reached for the coffeepot.

 


Jake returned and said Dusty was on his bed
and he had warned the family that they had a visitor.

"Little Esther, bless her, is trying to
tidy up." He looked at Hannah. "You ready?" She stood up and
nodded.

"A bit scared but ready."

Inside Dusty Jones' house, the three
children were lined in front of the fireplace. Hannah's heart
reached out to them but she accepted the formal hand that each
child offered and said she was pleased to meet them all. Molly said
they were to listen to Hannah and help her if they could. She said
to Hannah

"We’ll leave you to get acquainted." She
took Jake's arm and pushed him out of the door.

 


 


Hannah Carter sat down on the nearest chair
and surveyed her new charges. They stood rigidly to attention and
waited. The youngest child started to cough violently and
immediately the older boy moved to grasp the child's shoulders. He
held the younger boy until the coughing fit subsided and then
returned to stand and wait for Hannah to speak.

"Have you any medicine for that cough?"
she asked the older boy and he shook his head.

"Right," Hannah said briskly. "We will sort that one out in the
morning." She smiled.

"Your aunt in Boston knew you needed help and
she sent me but I need your help to find my way around and you must
tell me what you need. Come and sit down."

The little girl came over shyly and spoke for
the first time.

"Can you bake bread?" she asked. Hannah nodded and pulled the
child onto the seat.

"I sure can, and cakes as well. I worked
in a big house and you would be surprised how much I learned to
do."

Esther snuggled a bit closer. "Can you
sew?" she asked and the two boys had moved beside her as
well.

"When we get some material from the store,
I will make you a new dress," she replied "And if you find me a
needle and thread, I will mend Matthew's shirt tonight." Matthew
ran and brought a basket of sewing materials and handed it
over.

"If you find me some blankets to keep me
warm on the sofa and get ready for bed yourselves. I will sew this
shirt and tomorrow we will sort everything out." Esther ran to find
the blankets and Matthew went to change his clothes. The little boy
sat beside Hannah and her heart was already lost. She had problems
of her own but these brave children had lost their momma and their
dad was drunk on the bed. Hannah sighed. She had taken on a
monumental task.

 


 


When the tear in the shirt was mended she
handed it to Matthew.

"Bed now and a new start in the morning." He
thanked her and took little Mark by the hand. She smiled down at
Esther and knelt down.

"I am going to say prayers before I lie down.
You can do the same if you would like to." Esther held her hand and
nodded. She knelt down beside Hannah.

"Thank you Lord for bringing me safely to
this family. Please help me to look after them and keep them safe.
Please remember Aunt Mary and keep her safe." She paused. "And take
care of Barbara Jones in heaven. Amen."

"Amen" Esther repeated and asked "Is Momma in
heaven?"

"She sure is, Esther. She is one of those
sparkling stars in the sky and one day you will see her again."
Esther stood on her tiptoes and gave Hannah a quick kiss.

"Night Night." She whispered and ran off to
join her brothers.

Hannah said another silent prayer to ask for
strength to help this family. Her heart was already lost

 


 


In the morning Hannah heard the shuffling
noises and realized Matthew was bringing the fire back to life and
trying to be quiet.

She sat up, still in her rumpled clothes and
said "Good morning, Matthew."

"I've put the coffeepot on,"
the boy said and turned
as his father stumbled to the doorway rubbing his eyes.

Hannah was unprepared for the twist in her
tummy as she looked at this cowboy. Despite the need of a shave and
the eyes made bleary by whisky and despair, he was the most
good-looking man she had ever seen. He was about six feet tall and
had the lean, sinewy body and easy grace of the cowboy. His shock
of dark blonde hair tumbled about his face and he ran a hand
absentmindedly through it. His grey eyes were puzzled and maybe a
little bit afraid. Hannah stood up and held out a hand.

"Hello. I'm Hannah Carter and your aunt
thought you maybe needed a little help around the house for a
while. I can go away again if you don't need me."

Dusty Jones moved forward to take the hand
and Esther ran and grabbed Hannah's crumpled skirts.

"We do need her. We do. Please stay,
Hannah."

She cried and Dusty Jones took the
outstretched hand and gave a slow smile for the first time in many
months. The shiver that
ran up her arm was like a lightning bolt and she drew back
wondering if he had felt the same sensation.

"If Esther says stay and the boys as well,
then that is fine with me." He rubbed his hand absentmindedly with
the other hand.

Esther tore off into the other room and came
back with her brothers.

"They say stay as well,"
she shouted, and the
boys nodded in agreement.

"Coffee would be just fine
then," Hannah said, and
Matthew produced mugs. Dusty poured himself a coffee and then
remembered his manners and handed it to Hannah.

"Sorry. Things have been upset here for
awhile."

"Your family needs help and I need a new
start so we can help each other," Hannah said, sipping at the
coffee. "Maybe I should make some porridge to start the
day."

"Yes, please," came a voice from the next
room and Dusty managed another smile.

"Jake would have brought my horse back, I
guess," he said, and Hannah agreed that was indeed the case. She
had met Molly and Jake had brought her to the ranch.

"I had better get to work
then," he said. "The
kids will help you find everything." He turned at the door.
"Thanks," he said simply and picking up his hat, he left the
house.

 


 


"Dad will eat at the bunkhouse," Matthew said matter of factly
and Hannah looked at him.

"What will you three eat then?" The boy
told her that sometimes Molly brought them something and sometimes
they just had bread.

"Or, maybe nothing at all," Hannah thought
to herself. "I'll have a look in the cupboards, see what we have
and ask Molly to help me out to start with. If you can find me some
eggs we can have pancakes."

For an answer Matthew tore out of the house and she surmised
that eggs would appear when he returned. She searched the
cupboards, which were woefully empty, and tidying herself up a
little she went to ask Molly when the next wagon to the store would
be available.

Molly pulled the girl inside. "Sit and
have a coffee before you start your marathon.” "What did Dusty
say?"

"He said that if it was fine with the
children it would be fine with him," Hannah told her and Molly
said, "Thank The Lord. I can give you what you need and Jake will
take the wagon into town in a couple of days. Settle in today and
I'll take you round the ranch tomorrow."

Hannah hummed a little tune as she went
back to the children and spent most of the day cleaning,
washing, organizing and
finding out where everything was.

Dusty returned later in the day to a
tidy house, a cooked
meal, and the children around the table.

"Do you say Grace?" she asked and Dusty
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