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Having sat beside her father for far too many hours on the long train journey they were completing, Bess Symes felt her heart beat strongly in anticipation of their journey ending. Finally their endurance in patience was about to pay off as they neared their destination. In the distance, as the train turned the subtle corner of track, Bess could finally see what was to be her new home – Bull Ranch Hill, Montana.

It wasn't the first time her father had insisted the two of them pack up their meager belongings into their two trunks. It also wasn't the first time those well worn trunks had made such a long journey. Even so, Bess sure hoped it would be the last – just as she always wished the latest town they moved to would be the last. 

When her mother had died five years earlier, Bess had been just 12 years old. Since then, her father had continued to say his wife’s passing had been a blessing. Bess’s mother had suffered for a long while before she had finally let go and drifted off to her final place of eternal peace. 

Every time her father spoke of such a thing, Bess did understand the logic of his saying it was a blessing that her mother had to suffer no more, but Bess also knew that every time he spoke those words, his eyes would glisten as he visibly fought back the tears of his sadness. 

Although Bess could concede that she was young, she wasn't too young to have been able to witness and comprehend just how much her father and mother had deeply loved each other, or to know that such a depth of love wasn't common.

To Bess, the years that had passed since that time had contributed to her mother slowly becoming a fading memory. Although Bess honored the memory of her mother in every way she'd ever been told to, now, at seventeen years of age, she knew her mother's face was already lost from her memory. 

The small portrait of her mother that Bess owned was her one treasure, but when she tried to summon a memory of the living person, she found no true memory to grasp onto. 

The only person who continued to remain visible in her life was her father. He was always and reliably there for her, she knew, that day and for always. No matter what they'd been through, he'd stuck by her and held her close, always keeping her safe while knowing what was the best way to do that.

At seventeen, Bess found herself growing more and more thoughtful about things she’d seen and experienced, with a growing enthusiasm for something new to happen in her life. Not just a change of scenery, but also a change of something. 

Listening to the noise of the engine and the wheels churning along the rail tracks, she fought to push her silent wishes aside. There was nothing to be done about those and her father always told her to be positive and kind. She was resolved to always do her best to be as he’d encouraged her to be.

Seeing the train nearing the small township that would soon become their new home, Bess looked up at her father. Although he was relaxed, she could see the now familiar weariness on his face. She knew he had his reasons for moving them around so much, and she never questioned why they had to do it. When the time came that he gave the instruction, she obediently packed up everything she owned and got ready to board another train. 

The first time it had happened, she'd been confused. With each additional time that he'd said they had to go, Bess's desire to know why had lessened and eventually disappeared altogether. 

Her father knew what was best for both of them. With her increasing age, she’d grown to accept that whatever his latest reason for moving yet again was, they would be safe and they would be happy wherever they ended up. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


“We are almost there, Bess,” her father, Jacob, said to her, his voice breaking into her thoughts. Looking into her eyes he saw her usual complacency. He knew he'd been a lucky man to have a child who accepted what she was told, without complaint or question. 

As he studied her young face, he also knew he could no longer deny she was past being a child, and instead was quickly becoming a young woman. He suspected that one day soon, someone would come knocking on the door of whatever home they were in at the time, in whatever location that may be. One day soon, that someone would ask for her hand in marriage. About that, Jacob had no doubt. Bess looked like her mother had at the same age, and she'd also been a beauty. 

As his mind settled on calm contemplation about the past, the present, and the possible future, Jacob moved his gaze upwards to make it appear as if he was looking out the window at the view. In his silence, behind the façade, he let his mind wander back to the first moments he'd met Bess's mother, Mary. 

He'd been a blacksmith even then, just as he still was. Mary had been a gentleman's daughter, doing nothing more than walking past the blacksmith’s premises. Something had blessed them both that day, when a young man had knocked her to the ground and then just run off, right in front of the blacksmith's shop. Having seen the incident, Jacob hadn't even stopped to think before running out to help her up and check she hadn’t been hurt. 

To Jacob's surprise, Mary had looked at him – a common blacksmith apprentice – not with contempt like others of her station so often did. She didn't pull away from his dirtied hand that had helped her up. She didn't yell or scream, or do anything that another woman in her position might have done. Instead she'd held her head high, looked him straight in the eye, and simply said, 'Thank you'. 

He could still remember fondly the few times after that day that he'd caught her wandering past the blacksmith, pretending to not look in when it was very obvious that she was looking in. He'd laughed at her then, and he still laughed now at the memory. He'd never known what it was about him that had captured her attention. She'd been beautiful, and from a good family. She could have wed anyone she'd desired, but she hadn't desired anyone else – only him. 

They'd had a good thirteen years together before she'd been taken by the illness. It might have appeared a short time to some, but Jacob had cherished every moment he’d been lucky to be able to spend with her. From her, he also had his beautiful daughter. Although he and Mary hadn't been blessed with any more children, they'd been happy together, both agreeing that Bess was enough. 

Looking at his daughter again, Jacob gently raised his hand to pull her head closer to him. As he so often did, he kissed the top of her head. It certainly wasn’t the first time they’d moved, with the plan to start a new life, but this time they would stay for good. 

Yes, they had moved enough, escaping prejudice after prejudice when people had learned he was a father raising a daughter alone. It wasn't right, they all said. She shouldn't be raised by a man, they said. In response to the negative reactions he so often saw and heard, he'd kept moving the two of them from place to place, trying to protect Bess from the harsh things that were said. Now, he knew, she was old enough to hear it, if it happened again. Hear it and face it. He loved his daughter. He wasn't going to apologize to anyone for loving her and doing whatever he could to keep her safe while raising her to be a good, honest and kind young woman.
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“We will be greatly happy here, will we not, Papa?” Bess asked her father as the train edged even closer to the station ahead. She could tell by her father’s face that he was in a moment of quiet reminiscence. Throughout her life she’d seen that very expression on his face a great many times before. 

In response to her question, she saw him look at her while delivering a sad smile. It was a smile Bess had also seen a great many times before.

“We will, Bess,” he reassured her. “This town, we are going to stay in, I promise. No more moving.”

“What if they do not like us?” Bess asked, knowing more about how things had gone before, than what her father suspected she understood.

“Then more the pity for them,” her father replied. “We shall be polite, and we shall be friendly. We will work hard and we will continue to be good people. That is the best that any of us can do in our lifetime.” 

Bess smiled at him before turning away to resume her view out the window. She could already feel the train beginning to slow. The sound of the steam engine had become a reassuring sound to her, she realized as it slowed and became less noisy, little by little. For the longest time, it had been like a steady heartbeat, humming into her soul. Soon it would stop completely and it might be the very last train journey of her life. In one way, she hoped it would be. In another, she hoped it wouldn't be. 

Leaving any place was always hard, but at the other end of the leaving one town was the arrival into another, and arriving was always exciting. There was something scary in the unknowing, but also something thrilling.

Finally, the engine stopped and grew silent and the long process of passengers carefully stepping down from carriages blended in with luggage of all shapes and sizes building into mountains off to the side. 

“Mr Symes!” Jacob heard a deep voice call out. 

As he and Bess turned toward the voice, they saw a middle aged man making his way through the crowd toward them. 

“Oh, dear. I had quite forgotten how frightfully tedious it is when the train arrives!” the man added.

Bess watched her father as he stepped toward the man and smiled broadly while holding out his hand. 

“Joseph, how good it is to see you at last,” Bess heard her father say while exuding a level of friendliness and happiness that Bess was always pleased to see on her father.

While the two men shook hands in their greeting, Bess looked from her father to the stranger. In no town they’d previously settled into had she met someone her father already knew. The familiarity in her father's voice intrigued her.

“And you, Jacob. It has been far too long,” the older man said before pulling Jacob into a manly hug. “And this must be little Bess. My, Child, how like your mother you are!” 

Bess curtsied and allowed her hand to be held in a handshake as she'd seen exchanged between men. 

“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Sir,” she said timidly. 

“Sir? Sir?! Jacob, what is this formal nonsense,” Joseph said, grinning as he cast his view to Jacob and then back at Bess once more. “Miss Bess, did your father not tell you who I am? Why, I am your uncle. You may call me Joseph.”

On hearing his words, Bess was confused. She had family other than her father? In contrast to what she’d always believed, and not sure it could be true, she looked at her father in question. 

“Joseph is your mother's older brother, Bess,” Jacob said quietly. “It is he who has offered to let us stay with him and his family while we get settled here.”

“Yes, yes,” Joseph said, smiling. “We can talk about family lineage later, once we get home. For now, however, where are your trunks? These ones? Good. Robert!” 

Bess watched as another man came forward. Before she could watch the process of the trunks being gathered up and moved, she was led away with her father and uncle. 

“Come, come,” Joseph ushered them. “We have the buggy here, as you see. It will not be as comfortable as the train, I am sure, but it will get us home to my Sarah. She is eager to see both of you. It has been too many years, Jacob!”

Bess remained silent as the men talked amongst themselves. She was intrigued with the degree of everything being different compared to previous times she and her father had moved to a new town. She was equally excited by the discovery that she had a family she'd never even heard about. What would they be like? And would they be enough for her and her father to stay for? Was Bull Ranch Hill truly going to be a long-term home after all? The idea of being permanently settled excited Bess.
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In the confine of her uncle’s buggy, Bess couldn’t deny Joseph hadn’t been underestimating the discomfort of the small form of transport. The journey to her uncle’s home was so long and uncomfortable, Bess couldn't be sure but did begin to wonder if Robert wasn't going out of his way to hit every uneven piece of the dirt road they traveled along. She felt like she'd been bounced to the point where she was certainly feeling tender in places she never mentioned.

“Here we are,” Joseph finally said so all could hear. 

Glancing toward where her uncle was pointing, Bess saw the buggy begin to move up what appeared to be a long road but, at the top end of it, was a house. Brick and wrought iron intermingled through the frontage of the two story home, with a compactness to it but, at the same time, a feeling of grandness. It was certainly no mansion, but as a structure it still emanated a house of power. 

Letting her imagination flow freely, Bess chuckled silently at her own thoughts. It was silly to imagine a house emanating power. It was just brick and mortar after all.

The buggy came to a halt in front of the home’s large entranceway, startling Bess out of her thoughts. After she climbed down and felt the comfortable security of the ground under her feet once again, she saw the grand door open and a woman walk out with her arms wide.

“Oh, Jacob!” Bess heard the woman say as she wrapped her arms around Jacob. “It has been far too long. You should have come sooner. Any time, you and Bess would have been welcome.”

“I know, and I do thank you for that, Sarah,” Bess heard her father say. “We can talk about that later, if you do not mind. But let me look at you. You look very well indeed! Joseph here must be doing something right,” Jacob teased as he gave Joseph a knowing glance.

Sarah laughed. Day to day, she spent time with women who considered certain subjects taboo. It wasn't much that Jacob had said, but it was enough to make her certain she would be glad to share conversation with him. 

“As always,” she said as Joseph moved close to her and put his arm around her waist. “Never was there a better husband.”

Having watched the happy reunion, Bess smiled at the honest joy she could see on her father’s face. Day to day, he always tried to look happy but she’d grown to know the truth of his emotions when they took hold of him. He wasn’t always happy, even though that was what he tried to make her believe. On the occasions when she could tell his smile was sincere and true, she could only smile herself.

“And now, Bess!” she heard the woman exclaim as she moved out of Joseph’s embrace. “My, you are a lovely young woman! But see now how your father and your uncle are so happy to see one another that they still have not ensured you and I are acquainted! I am your aunt Sarah.”

“I am pleased to meet you, Aunt,” Bess said as she attempted to curtsey, only to hear a happy tone stop her progress.

“Oh, there is no need for such formality, young Bess,” the woman said. “Please call me Sarah, and know that you and your father are both very, very welcome. I am sure it must seem odd at first, going to a new home, but I hope that in time you will regard our home as your own.”

“Thank you,” Bess said quietly before she saw her aunt turn and resume conversation with the men.

The more she watched the adults interact with each other, the broader Bess smiled. It was always good to see her father smile, but it was also the first time since her own mother had died, that she'd witnessed a wife and a husband look as if they really were truly happy together. She warmed to their open regard for each other, and welcomed the sight of it. Would she ever find such a love herself? She knew she wasn’t quite of age to worry about such things, but she also knew that she often did. 

Once inside the grand home, she was shown to her room, where her own trunk was delivered shortly afterward. Directly below her window, she could see a small stable, and the horses being led there by Robert. Further away, she could see a small area of water that looked like a pond. Having a scattering of trees around it, she could already picture herself sitting on the grass there, with her imagination working hard in the silence of her mind. 

One thing Bess did love to do when she could was make up stories. When she'd been younger, they'd been about dragons and knights. More recently, her stories had started to veer toward princes and love. She didn't know if she should be thinking about such things, but as she never spoke of them to anyone, she supposed that only one person could hear her thoughts and know where her imagination sometimes took her. She made a point to not consider what he would think of her thoughts.

Seeing a small amount of hot water on top of the dresser, Bess eagerly moved toward it and took her time rinsing her face and hands. Ideally, she would have loved to have had a warm bath. She would look forward to that, in the hope that the opportunity may present itself to her. In the meantime, she unpacked her trunk, changed into a simple but acceptable dress from her small collection, and made her way back down to the drawing room.
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Once settled into their new home, Jacob sat on the small two-seater chaise on one side of the fireplace. With the flames so well stoked, the warmth coming off it was welcome. Facing him were Sarah and Joseph on their own three-seater chaise. It wasn't a large room, but it was large enough for there to be a scattering of other chairs, plus a writing desk and a small table near the windows. 

“Are you eager to get to work, Jacob, or would you prefer to just settle in and relax?” Joseph asked. 

“Oh no, Joseph,” Jacob replied. “If you have work for me to do at the smithy, I would much prefer to get on and do that for you.”

“You do not have to, you do know,” Sarah added into the conversation. “You and Bess are welcome to stay here as our guests, Jacob.”

“Thank you, but I must admit I do feel I must work,” said Jacob. “I do not find it easy to be idle, and I do so love my work.”

“Then so be it,” Joseph said. “We do have enough work on to be able to use you at the smithy, and we make enough for me to be able to put you on a good, honest wage...”

“No, I will not have that, Joseph. You need not pay me!” Jacob exclaimed. “Not while Bess and I are staying with you...”

“Nonsense,” Joseph insisted as he chuckled. “Nonsense! If you will work for me, then you will earn an honest wage, and you will stay here as our guests. Those are the conditions of my offer of employment to you, and they are final. Now do you accept my offer, or shall I toss you out now?”

Jacob laughed softly at the teasing words and tone. His brother–in–law was a likeable fellow, that was for sure. For a moment, he regretted Joseph hadn't been the first choice of where to go after Mary had passed. 

“Thank you, Joseph,” Jacob said, smiling as he pushed aside his moment of regret. “I accept your terms. But as soon as we can find somewhere to settle, Bess and I will be out of your way.”

“Jacob!” Sarah said, grinning broadly. “Please do not say such things. You know I live here with a husband, a male housekeeper and, when they are home from school, our two sons. Men, men, Men! Please do not be so cruel as to even suggest taking Bess away! No! I will not allow it! You absolutely must indulge me and share your daughter with me for a good long while.”

Just as Jacob laughed out loud, Bess entered the room. It was the first time she'd seen her father laugh like that for many years. She couldn't help but smile. It was a good sign, that he was already so happy.

“And here she is,” Sarah said, grinning at her niece. “Now, Bess, please do come and sit beside me
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