The Trail to Jessie’s Heart

"Look, Grandpop! That one looks like a rabbit!" 

"It sure does, Jimmy. Let’s see what else we can find."

Jim Evans was wandering like a lost puppy through memories of long ago. He was a boy living with his grandfather, Ethan Evans, on his ranch near Four Corners, Wyoming. They were lying on the ground searching the clouds for magical shapes. They had ridden their horses out and had been camping for several days. It was one of Jim’s most cherished memories.

Jim was brought back to the present by the ringing of the telephone. He didn’t answer it. "Oh, Grandpop, what am I going to do without you?" Jim moaned. He’d just returned home from the reading of his grandfather’s will, who had passed away 2 weeks previously. The ranch and nearly everything else was left to Jim. A few years earlier, his grandfather had built cabins on small 5 acre tracts for Ben Cole, the ranch foreman, and Zed Williams, the ranch cook and these he left to them. They’d both worked for Ethan for over 30 years. 

Two weeks later, Jim received a call from Ben, "Jim, I have something I really need to talk to you about. Could you meet with me and Zed this weekend?" 

"Sure, Ben, where do you want to meet?" Jim was eager to see Ben again anyway. He’d always been close to him when he was a boy.

"Can you come back out to the ranch? I think you’ll be interested in what we have to tell you and the ranch plays a big part in it so we’d really like to talk to you about it here." Ben didn’t want to mention over the phone what it was all about.

"Okay, I’ll be there Saturday. See you then." Jim was curious about what they wanted to say to him but he could wait. He knew, if Ben wanted to tell him on the phone, that’s exactly what he would have done. Ben never beat around the bush about anything so if he thought it should wait until Saturday, then there was a reason for it.

Jim caught a flight out of La Guardia early Saturday morning and arrived at the Gillette, Wyoming airport by that afternoon. He had let Ben know when his flight would be in so he was there to pick him up. Zed was waiting at the main ranch house when they arrived and they entered the house together. 

It was a large, two-story log home built on a small hill overlooking the ranch on all sides. It was surrounded by trees; blue spruce, cedar, and ponderosa pine. A wide verandah spanned the entire house, adorned with relatively any type of rocking chair ever made. In front of the house were several hitching posts. 

A fire was roaring in the fireplace when they entered the den. Large bookshelves, filled with all types of books, covered an entire wall. A sofa and two overstuffed chairs sat in front of the fireplace. They all sat down and talked for awhile about trivial things before Ben finally came to the point of the meeting. 

"Your grandfather has made some major changes to the ranch, Jim, and we thought you should know what his plans were. You may or may not want to continue with those plans. Feel like going riding?"

"Sure, why not. I haven’t been on a horse in over a year. Sounds good to me." Jim had grown up on horseback and really missed it after moving to New York City. He’d gone to law school and been hired by a large corporation right out of college. He’d never been really happy with his job. What he really longed for was working cattle or any of the other numerous things that running a ranch entailed. He’d always thought he’d been born 100 years too late.

"I already have the horses saddled and ready to go." Zed knew Jim well enough to know what his answer would be, so he’d readied the horses in advance.

"What’s happened to all the fences and where’s all the cattle?" Jim was astounded at the changes that had been made. "I don’t understand what Grandpop had in mind here."

"He knew how you felt about the old west and had been working for months to get ready for a wagon train. He wanted to start a mock wagon train for people who wanted to know what the old west was like. There’s a chuck wagon and three covered wagons in the big barn, ready and waiting. We just had to finish up on the trails before we could get the business going." Ben paused to let Jim soak it all in. "Jim, he did this for you. It was supposed to be a surprise. He knew you were unhappy in New York and wanted to come home. He figured this venture would do well enough to support all of us. He wanted you home as much as you wanted to be home."

"So the question is, do you want to continue with your grandfather’s dream? It would mean quitting your job and coming home. It’s a big step so we know you’ll need time to think about it." Ben was pretty sure what his answer would be.

"There’s nothing to think about. I just wish Grandpop were here to see it happen." Jim said with mixed emotions. He was thrilled with the idea but he missed his grandfather immensely. "I’ll have to have a couple of weeks to get things in order in New York but I can think of nothing I’d like better."

"We should have the trails finished by then. We need to advertise and find some prospective clients so we can get started as soon as possible." Zed was as excited about this as Jim was. "Ben and I figured you’d be able to take care of that part of it."

"I can take care of that in New York. How does three weeks sound for the first trip?" Jim didn’t want to wait any longer than he had to. This was a dream come true. ‘Grandpop knew me better than I know myself.’ he thought.

"I can see no reason why we can’t be ready by then." Ben said. They spent they rest of the day going over the details. Jim flew home Sunday morning and within two weeks had reservations for 3 families: Frank and Julie Thompson and their 6 year old son, Bobby; David and Sherry Ross; and the Fultons, Joshua and his daughter Jessie.

The trip would begin at 6:00 a.m., they would travel until noon, stop about an hour for lunch, then head out again. At dusk, they would make camp for the night.

The first night, after a meal of beef stew and skillet cornbread, they all sat around the campfire, getting to know one another. Jim took out his guitar and began to play. Joshua Fulton joined him on his harmonica and before long, everyone was singing and having a great time! Frank and Julie got up to dance and before long, David and Sherry joined them. 

Jessie was sitting by the campfire, enjoying the music and dancing. Her dark hair glowed in the firelight and Jim kept glancing at her, wishing he could ask her to dance. She was an extraordinarily beautiful women of about 35, with long, curly, dark brown hair and eyes the color of emeralds. The first time he’d laid eyes on her, he’d felt an unexplainable emotion for her. He’d been attracted to women before but nothing to compare to this.

Jim was sitting on an old metal bucket, playing the guitar and Jessie couldn’t seem to take her eyes off of him. He was a tall man, over 6 foot, wearing a red and black flannel shirt, Levi’s and cowboy boots. His hair was almost black with a sprinkling of gray, mostly at the temples. It touched his collar and sort of curled up at the ends. He had a habit of running his fingers through it when he was thinking and she had a strong urge to do the same. She estimated his age at about 40. He’d been on her mind since her and her father’s arrival at the ranch. She had just been thinking how nice it would be to get to dance with him when Ben walked over to him and took the guitar.

"Why don’t you go ask that pretty little philly to dance with you? I’ll take over here." He began playing a very slow love ballad and Jim couldn’t resist the temptation.

"Jessie, would you like to dance?" She smiled and Jim’s knees went weak. How could someone he had just met have such an effect on him? 

"Yes, Jim, I’d like that." Jessie’s heart was beating erratically and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. ‘What is wrong with me,’ she thought. ‘You’d think I’d never met a handsome man before!’ 

When Jim took her in his arms, he noticed how well she fit, like she was made to be there. Her smell brought back memories of laying in a field of wildflowers and her hair felt like silk against his hand on her back. He felt like he was finally home after a long journey.

After dancing to a few love ballads, Ben picked up the tempo. Joshua was playing and stomping and having a really good time. Even Bobby was dancing; clapping his hands and laughing! 

"I think I’ll take a walk before I turn in. Would you like to join me? I don’t think anyone here will miss us for a while." Jim said with a chuckle. He wasn’t ready for the night to end and wanted to be alone with Jessie, to get to know her a little better.

"On a night as beautiful as this, I can think of nothing I’d like better." Jessie had never felt such strong feelings for a man before and was a bit confused but still eager to learn more about this quiet man. 

They walked down by a little creek that ran close to the campsite. There was a big rock outcropping and its size and smooth top made a wonderful makeshift bench. Jim asked Jessie if she wanted to sit for awhile. They sat in silence for a few minutes, just listening to the music faintly playing in the distance and the many other night sounds; an owl hooted in the trees nearby and a coyote was howling somewhere in the hills. 

For over an hour, they just sat and talked as if they’d known each other all of their lives. Jim told Jessie about how he’d lost his parents in a car accident when he was 5 and how he’d been raised by his grandfather on the ranch, which had been in his family for several generations. He learned that Jessie was a freelance photographer and was kept pretty busy by several prestigious magazines. Her mother had died 3 years ago with breast cancer leaving Joshua devastated. She’d moved back home to help him deal with her mother’s death and had just ended up staying.

"This is good for Dad. He needed something to bring him back to himself. I think it’s helping. He hasn’t played his harmonica in years. It’s wonderful to see him enjoying himself again." Jessie had been so worried about her dad.

They lapsed back into a companionable silence, each in their own thoughts. The sound of the running water of the creek was so soothing and inviting. Jessie jumped up, "Let’s go wading, Jim!" She took her shoes off and waded into the creek. "Come on, the water’s cool; it feels wonderful!"

Jim pulled his boots off, rolled up his jeans and joined Jessie in the creek. She splashed water at him and he grabbed at her, just barely missing. They were laughing and splashing each other and really enjoying themselves when Jessie slipped on a slick rock. Jim caught her before she could fall and didn’t let go right away. They immediately sobered and gazed into each other’s eyes.

"Jessie, I really want to kiss you. I’ve wanted to all day." Jim’s voice was hoarse with desire.

Jessie stood on tiptoe, put her hands on each side of Jim’s face and gently kissed him. "I know, I’ve been feeling the same way." She’d always been a bold, no nonsense, kind of girl. When she knew what she wanted, she went for it and she had wanted to kiss Jim all night.

Jim took her in his arms and kissed her with a fierceness he never knew he possessed. Jessie just melted in his arms. He loved her boldness and thought how refreshing it was; she was certainly no shrinking violet!

Jim slowly pulled away after a few seconds, still holding her gently. We’d better get back, they’re probably wondering what’s happened to us." He had noticed that the music wasn’t playing anymore. He also knew that if he didn’t put some distance between them, he’d have a hard time stopping with just a kiss. 

They walked arm in arm back to the camp, both of them deep in their own thoughts about what was happening between them. When they got back to camp, all was quiet. With a goodnight kiss still fresh on their lips, they slipped quietly off to their own beds; Jessie in her wagon and Jim in a sleeping bag on the ground, close to the campfire.

Jessie couldn’t remember having a better time in her life and she’d been all over the world with her photography assignments. She hadn’t brought her camera equipment with her this time, though, because this was supposed to be the 1800s and she didn’t want to take away from the effect with modern equipment. Even the clothes they wore depicted the old west; vintage long dresses with gathered skirts and some of the ladies even wore bonnets. The men wore jeans, flannel shirts, boots, and of course, cowboy hats. They even ate and drank out of the old blue graniteware. The wagons were covered with tarplike material, with wooden wagon wheels and water barrels were mounted on the sides, just like the pioneers used in the old west; a little rough riding but true to history. She thought how well Jim and Ben had done, even to the smallest detail, to recreate the old wagon train.

"You sure do whistle alot lately, Jim, what are you so happy about?" Ben loved to tease Jim. He was keeping his fingers crossed that Jim and Jessie would eventually realize what was happening between them. He already had a soft spot in his heart for Jessie and Jim had been like a son to him since he’d come to live at the ranch. Jim just scowled at him. Ben slapped his knee and laughed. 

"Mind your own business, you gray-haired old coot!" Jim loved Ben and enjoyed their harmless banter. His old friend was a 63 years old, wiry old man who loved a good argument. "Don’t you have something you could be doing besides sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong?" Jim growled. Ben just laughed again and rode off on his chestnut gelding, Blaze. 

"I don’t know where she went, Jim. She just said she was going for a walk and no amount of talking would stop her." Joshua was really getting worried about Jessie. She’d been gone for over an hour.

"Why didn’t you let me know when she left? There’s so many things that could happen to someone out here. This country is still pretty wild. There are wolves and cougars; all kinds of wild animals." Jim was frantic and furious with Jessie. They had talked about this the day before and he’d told her not to go off by herself. "I’ll go see if I can find her."

"That hard-headed, independence is going to get Jessie into trouble and I hope today isn’t that day." Jim mumbled as he searched. He spotted her in the distance about then and kicked his horse into a run to reach her.

"Hi, Jim. I’m just exploring; look at the wildflowers....

"Jessie Fulton, I ought to turn you over my knee. Do you know what kind of danger you could be in right now." Jim interrupted her in mid-sentence.

"I think you’d have a pretty hard time turning me over your knee, MR. Evans! I’m a grown woman and you have no business telling me what I can and can’t do." Jessie was steaming mad.

"As long as you are on MY wagon train, you are my responsibility. Don’t you ever go off by yourself again. If you want to do some exploring, let me know and I’ll take you." Jim was calming down a little now that he knew she was safe.

#

"I can almost see the buffalo in the distance. I feel like I’ve been transported back in time at least a hundred years. I’m really enjoying this trip, Jim." Jessie was mesmerized by the scene in front of her. Jim had asked her the night before, if she’d like to go on a picnic with him today. He knew where they’d be stopping and had the perfect place in mind. He also thought it might keep her from wandering off by herself again.

They were on top of a small butte which looked out over a green valley that seemed to go on for miles. The blue mountains stood majestically in the far off distance. Jesse felt such contentment when she was with Jim. 

"I know exactly what you mean. When I was a boy, my grandfather and I would ride our horses out here. We’d stay for days at a time, sleeping under the stars. It’s one of my favorite memories." Jim had a far-off look in his eyes as he reminisced about his childhood. "I wish you could have known Grandpop. You would have loved him and he would have adored you."

He could picture the two of them together. Grandpop had a soft spot for strongwilled women. He’d always told Jim, "You need a feisty little lady to keep you on your toes. Makes for an interesting life." Jim could understand what he meant, now that he had met Jessie.

"I feel like I do know him, Jim. From the things that you and Ben have said about him, I believe you must be an awful lot like him." She touched his cheek and kissed him lightly on the lips.

Jessie’s heart broke for Jim. She knew how much he missed his grandfather although he didn’t talk much about his feelings, she could see it in his eyes whenever he mentioned him. Even when Jim was silent, those warm brown eyes spoke volumes.

Jim smiled and his eyes shone all the love that he hadn’t yet confessed to her. At that moment, Jessie knew; all her doubts were gone. ‘Jessie Fulton, you’re in love with this man and there’s not a thing you can do about it!’ Jessie’s thoughts were reeling, ‘What do I do now?’

Jim noticed the panic in Jessie’s eyes and thought he’d said something wrong. He felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. He didn’t want to say anything that would upset her. He was just coming to the realization of his feelings toward her. 

"I guess we’d better start back. It’s about time to get on the road again. We’ll be getting back to the ranch tomorrow afternoon." Jim knew he was falling in love with her but didn’t figure he had much of a chance. ‘What woman in her right mind would give up her life to move out in the middle of nowhere for someone like me?’ He’d agonized over this so many times in the last 2 weeks. Yes, it was time to get back and get on with his life, no matter how lonely it was going to be when she left.

#

"Why can’t I ride horseback with you today? It’s our last day; we’ll be back to the ranch by noon." Jessie thought it would be fun to ride alongside Jim. She’d grown up on horseback, so she was no novice. She had enjoyed the time they’d been spending together and wanted to be close to him on this, their last day.

"Because, Jessie, we don’t have any spare horses." Jim was not in a good mood. All he could think of lately, was what his life was going to be like without her. He was about to find out, in just a few hours. He didn’t think he could handle her being right next to him while he was in this mood. He might say something he would regret.

"She can ride old Blaze, here. I can ride in the wagon with Joshua. Give me another chance to get to know the old coot a little better." Ben chuckled. He was always ready to lend a helping hand. He winked at Jessie and handed her the reins.

Jessie kissed Ben on the cheek, turned her attention back to Jim and smiled her most convincing smile, "See there’s no reason...

"Ok, ok; you can ride! Just stay out of the way!" Jim interrupted her before she finish. He’d just have to be careful what he said. Why waste the last few hours away from her when he would have a lifetime of that after today. His mood darkened considerably.

They rode for hours, mostly in silence, before the ranch house came into view. Jessie panicked! ‘Oh no, we’re almost there’ Her thoughts were in turmoil. ‘What should I do?’ She glanced at Jim. He didn’t look too perceptive. He had been in a horrible mood all day. Oh, well, nothing ventured, nothing gained. 

She rode her horse in front of Jim’s and blocked his way. "Jim, I have something to say to you." He stopped, along with the entire wagon train. Everyone was watching and listening intensely when Jessie said, "This is the 20th century, not the 19th and I’ve never been too much on social etiquette. The thought of you riding this trail all alone, for even on more day, breaks my heart. I want to ride along beside you." Then in a whisper for his ears only, "I love you, Jim."

Jim dismounted and slowly walked to Jessie’s side. He reached up and took her hand, "Jessie, it may be the 20th century but I’m still an old fashioned man. I love you too but I want to do the asking."

Ben had jumped up when they’d stopped and was standing in the wagon with his ears perked and a grin on his face. He hadn’t missed a thing. "So ask already! What’re you waiting for?" 

Jim turned around and scowled at Ben then turned back, "Jessie, you know the life I lead because you’ve been a big part of it the last couple of weeks. This is it; what you see is what you get. We’re out in the middle of nowhere, literally miles from the nearest town. I love you like I’ve never loved anyone in my life and now I know that you love me but can you live like this? Will you get lonely for the city life? I want to marry you and spend the rest of my life with you but not at the expense of your happiness. It would tear me apart to see you unhappy."

"Oh, Jim, there is no place on earth that I’d rather be. This is what I’ve dreamed of my whole life and nothing would make me happier than being your wife. I don’t even want to imagine what my life would be like without you in it. I would be very happy to be Mrs. Jim Evans. I thought you’d never ask!"

Jim pulled Jessie down to him and kissed her. "I love you, Jessie." He whispered. Then he jumped back up on his horse in a big hurry to get home now that he knew Jessie was staying. "IEEE HAAAAA! Let’s go home!" 

