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CHAPTER ONE
 
Jess left the town of Dundee behind him, turning in the saddle several times to look back at it until it disappeared. He knew that he would return there to visit whenever he could. For now, he was on his way to his hometown of Black Creek, Kansas, to visit for Christmas. He looked forward to seeing all his friends there, but he wasn’t looking forward to the cold. He hated it.
He was headed for Rasher, Texas, where he hoped to find Harvey Spence who was wanted dead or alive for murder and was worth three thousand dollars. The fact that Rasher was on the way to Black Creek helped in his decision to hunt him. Jess had picked up a light jacket at a crossroads trading post to help keep the chill out of his bones, but he knew when he rode farther north, he’d have to get a heavier one.
He sat atop his horse and scanned the town of Rasher from a half mile away through his spyglass. Nothing particular stood out. It was just another small town like so many others scattered around the huge state of Texas. He put the spyglass away and headed for town. He pulled his Winchester out and placed it across his legs as he rode along the dusty street.
Somewhere he heard a dog barking and someone yelling at it to stop. He rode past a general store that had two pine trees leaning against the front wall. He remembered how his father would let him help cut down a pine tree for their house at Christmas. His mother would tie bows and wrap ribbons around it. She also tied candy sticks to the tree and let him and his sister, Samantha, each have one at night. And by Christmas Eve, there was always one gift around the tree for each of them. He especially remembered the last Christmas he’d spent with his family. His gift had been the hand-carved wooden pistol his father had made for him despite his mother’s strenuous objections. 
His thoughts were broken by a single gunshot followed by a loud yelp that sounded like it came from the dog that had been barking. He reined Gray to a quick stop and looked in the direction of the shot as he slipped his hammer strap off. The wind pushed a tumbleweed along the boardwalk in front of the saloon where the shot had come from. He slid from his horse, knowing that Gray and Sharps would stay wherever he left them.
He made his way to the batwing doors and looked inside. He shoved through them after pushing his jacket behind his pistol. It caught on the handle of his bowie knife, holding it in place. The saloon reeked of spilled beer and whiskey. Cigar and cigarette smoke hung heavily in the air and flames in the round stove in the middle of the place popped and danced behind the dirty glass door. A couple of men were engaged in a poker game and two stood at the bar drinking and eating what looked like stew. All four men stopped and watched him walk to the stove and warm his hands, all the while keeping an eye on all of them.
“What was that single gunshot for?” asked Jess as he strolled past the stove after noticing the men playing poker didn’t have any guns on them.
The men at the bar, however, both wore six shooters haphazardly around their waists. A barkeep stood behind the bar, with a towel draped over his shoulder and an attitude on his unshaven face. Jess looked over the one man at the bar. He was stout and clean shaven and he seemed bothered for some reason. The other was a slim, tall, lanky young man with a handlebar moustache and a goatee that was wet with whatever he was eating. Jess walked up to the bar and looked at them as he put his rifle on the bar.
“Does anybody in this place have ears that work?” queried Jess. The man with the goatee swiveled his head toward him as he stepped back from the bar.
“I can hear just fine,” he said, chewing with his mouth full and a drop of gravy trickling down the corner of his mouth. He slicked his tongue out and slurped it.
“Then what was that gunshot for?” Jess asked again. The other man turned his head and looked past Jess to the floor where a few drops of blood were being soaked up by the old wood.
“He shot Blacky,” the man said in a most disgruntled voice.
“Who is Blacky?”
“An old dog who keeps beggin’ and barkin’ till you give him something to eat,” replied the man with the goatee.
“He’s just an old hungry dog,” argued the clean shaven man.
“Then why don’t you buy him a bowl of stew and feed him if you’re so dang worried about it?” asked the man with the goatee.
“I ain’t got money to buy food for myself.”
“Then shut yer yap,” carped the man with the goatee. The barkeep moved over to where Jess was standing.
“Mister, do you want something?” he asked.
“A good whiskey and a bowl of that stew,” he said as he placed a five-dollar gold coin on the bar.
The barkeep poured the whiskey and went into the back room to get the stew. Jess followed the drops of blood out to the back door of the saloon. The screen was missing from the door. He opened it and heard moaning coming from under the back porch. He stepped off it and leaned over to see a large black dog with some gray hair around his snout. The dog lifted his head and looked at him through fearful eyes before lying back down with his head on his two front paws.
“How you doing, boy?” The dog made a guttural sound, but didn’t move. He kept staring at Jess, moving his brown eyes back and forth as if he didn’t want to look him directly in the eyes. Jess reached into his back pocket, pulled out a piece of jerky and took a bite of it. He held it out to the dog.
“Come on, this might be a little tough, but it’s good,” he told the dog.
Blacky lifted his head and sniffed the air. He crawled on his legs until his head was just out from under the porch. He whimpered a little and sniffed the air some more, but Jess could tell the dog was afraid to take the jerky from him. Jess threw it down on the ground in front of him. He crawled a little farther out from the porch, picked up the jerky, stuck it between his paws and began to gnaw on it. Jess could see the bloodstain on the back of the dog’s neck where the bullet had cut a groove in the flesh. He stood up and walked back into the saloon to where his whiskey and bowl of stew sat on the bar. He looked at the barkeep and smiled as he pulled out the wanted poster on Harvey Spence. He showed it to him and the barkeep shook his head.
“He came through here yesterday right after some old man and a kid rode though with a wagon full of wooden toys,” he explained. “The old man tried to sell some goods to the townsfolk, but no one here has any extra money to spare.”
“What kind of toys?” asked Jess, his interest piqued.
“Handmade stuff like wooden wagons, a few sleds and some corn husk dolls for little girls,” replied the barkeep. “A lot of hand-carved stuff shaped like animals. Some were painted and some weren’t. I gotta say, he had some pretty nice stuff.” Jess took a sip of his whiskey and spat it out on the floor.
“I told you good whiskey, not this rotgut,” he complained to the barkeep.
“I didn’t pour you any rotgut,” the barkeep said defensively. The clean-shaven man grunted.
“He switched the glasses,” he said as he nodded to the man in the goatee.
Jess slowly walked to the man, who started to put his hand on the butt of his revolver, but was stopped when he found himself looking down the barrel of Jess’s cocked pistol that seemed to have appeared out of thin air. The man slowly raised his hands, his fingers trembling now after seeing how fast Jess had drawn it.
“Ah, take it easy, Mister. I wasn’t going to draw on you, I was just being cautious,” he said in a broken voice.
“I ain’t like the dog. You pull a gun on me, I shoot back,” Jess warned him. “Now give my good whiskey to this other man here.” He slid the glass down the bar in front of the clean-shaven man.
“Thanks. Mister,” he said as he took a sip of it. Jess’s pistol disappeared as quickly as it had appeared and he turned to see the dog sitting at the end of the bar, watching him. He walked over to him and bent down to look at the wound.
“I’m gonna pour some whiskey on that; but if you bite me, I’ll bite you right back. Do we have an understanding?” he asked, wondering why he was talking to a dog.
He took the good bottle and poured some on Blacky’s neck. The dog whimpered and moaned, but he didn’t attempt to bite Jess. He wiped it off gently with a bar towel. He stood back up and looked at the barkeep. “What meat did you use in the stew?” he asked.
“I got a chunk of horsemeat from the livery owner.”
“Cut me off a large piece and bring it here.”
“It ain’t exactly free, you know.”
“And I ain’t asking for any change from that five-dollar gold piece.”
“Okay then,” he said as he went in back and returned with a large piece of the raw meat. He handed it to Jess, who leaned down to let Blacky smell it. He carefully took it in his mouth and ran outside.
“Well, someone has money to spend,” muttered the man with the goatee. Jess ignored him, ate his stew and sipped his whiskey. The clean-shaven man watched him eating and Jess heard the man’s stomach rumble. He looked at the barkeep and smiled.
“Bring him a bowl of stew and put it on my tab,” Jess told him.
“Thanks, Mister,” he said. “This must be my lucky day.” Jess nodded at him and finished his stew. He picked up his rifle and walked out to find Blacky sitting on the boardwalk by his two horses.
“Good luck to you, old timer,” he told Blacky as he climbed up on Gray and nudged him into a slow walk out of town.
Blacky kept walking along the boardwalk, watching him. When the boardwalk ended, he jumped down and walked alongside Sharps, who kept looking at the dog. Jess reined his horses to a halt and turned to Blacky, who immediately sat down.
“You can’t come with us. You’ll never keep up with my horses,” Jess told him. He barked twice and Sharps snorted and shook his head at him.
“You go on back.” Jess started his horses again and the dog kept walking alongside Sharps. Jess stopped and looked down at the dog, who was sitting with his tongue out and his tail wagging.
“Look, you stubborn old cur, I can’t have you following me around. Now get on back to town,” he told him sternly. “Someone must own you.” Blacky barked twice and Jess shook his head. He started his horses again and the dog kept walking alongside Sharps. Jess let out a long sigh as he looked at him.
“All right, but you’ll have to catch up to us later,” he told him. “Besides, if you stayed back there, you might end up in that stew pot before long.” Blacky barked twice and kept walking.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Jess followed the tracks left by a wagon and two horses. The wagon wasn’t of interest to him; it was the single set of hoof prints left by a rider that was obviously following the same trail as the wagon. The wind was blowing, kicking up dust in the air, reducing his visibility. He kept looking up from the tracks every few minutes and then he saw the outline of two people walking through the dust. He slid his Winchester out and slowed his horses to a fast walk, keeping the rifle ready. As he got closer to them, they heard him and turned around.
Standing in front of him was a tall, lanky old man with a snow white head of hair that grew down to a bushy moustache and long beard. The man wore a tattered old duster. Standing next to him was a young boy of maybe fourteen. He wore a jacket with holes in it, along with some boots that looked like they’d seen better days. The man and the boy both raised their hands and had fearful looks on their faces.
“You can put your hands down. I mean you no harm.”
“We’ve already been robbed today,” blurted the old man. “We ain’t got nothin’ left.”
“I’m not here to rob you,” he said as he put the rifle away and removed the wanted poster on Harvey Spence. He showed it to the man. “Is this the man who robbed you?”
“Yeah, that’s him.”
“How long ago?”
“Maybe an hour or so.” Jess put the wanted poster back into his pocket and smiled at the two of them.
“You know how to ride a horse, old man?”
“I ain’t forgot how and my name is Woodson, Woodson Duling. And this boy is my grandson, Jacob.”
“Well Woodson, my name is Jess Williams. You and the boy climb up on my packhorse, Sharps, and we’ll get you your wagon back.”
“How’d you know we had a wagon?”
“From the tracks on the ground and the fact that the barkeep back in town told me you left before Spence came through,” explained Jess. “He’s wanted dead or alive for murder, so robbing an old man and a young boy just comes natural to a man like that.”
“You ain’t gonna kill him, are you?” queried Jacob.
“That was my thinking, yeah.” Jacob lowered his head and shook it.
“I don’t think that’s right, killing another person,” he muttered.
“Maybe you should tell that to Harvey Spence before I put the last bullet into him.”
“I don’t think you should shoot him,” lectured Jacob as they heard some barking. Jess turned in the saddle to see Blacky running toward them. He rushed up to Jacob, jumped up on him and began licking his face.
“I think he likes you,” Jess told Jacob, who rubbed Blacky’s ears.
“Is this your dog?” asked Jacob.
“Not really. One of the men in the saloon back in town shot him. Not too bad though. He’ll heal. I fed him and I guess he’s waiting on another free meal.”
Blacky finally sat down and looked up at Jess, his tail wagging. Jacob saw the bloodstain on the dog’s neck and frowned. He pulled a corn dodger out of his pocket and fed it to the dog, who devoured it in seconds.
“Jacob, we don’t have much to eat ourselves. Don’t be feeding that dog your food,” cautioned Woodson.
“But we’re supposed to share with others,” he said defensively.
“Don’t worry, I have plenty of food in my saddlebags and besides, he ate about two pounds of meat not long ago,” Jess told them. “Now do you want a ride or not?”
“What about the dog?” questioned Jacob.
“He found me this time, so I’m sure he’ll find us again,” replied Jess. “Now climb up in the saddle and let’s get your wagon back.” Woodson climbed up on Sharps and hauled Jacob up behind him.
“You hang on to Woodson because these horses are fast,” Jess cautioned Jacob.
Jess nudged Gray into a moderate gallop at first and then pushed him a little harder. They rode for about fifteen minutes before he brought his horses to a quick halt. Woodson was surprised by the sudden stop and fell against Sharps’ neck.
“Give a man a warning when you’re gonna do that,” griped Woodson.
“Sorry,” muttered Jess as he saw the faint outline of a covered wagon up ahead through the swirling dust. “I see your wagon. I think we should ride way around it and let him come to us.”
“Do you do this all the time?” asked Woodson.
“Yeah, it’s what I do for a living. Now hang on and let’s go to the right and ride around him.” Jess turned his horses to the right and pushed them until they were running at a fast pace.
It took them a while to get around and back to the trail they had been on. Jess climbed out of the saddle, leaving the horses about fifty feet off the trail. He pulled his Winchester out, racked a shell into it and smiled up at the two on Sharps.
“These horses are ground reined and will stay here. You two should stay here and let me handle Spence,” he explained.
“Al. right,” agreed Woodson.
“I don’t want you to kill him,” announced Jacob. Woodson turned in the saddle to him.
“You let the man do his job,” he told him firmly.
Jess walked out to the main trail and stood there waiting. He waited about a half hour before he heard the creaking of the wagon and the clomping of the horses pulling it. The wind was blowing a little less now. Jess removed his hammer strap and pushed his jacket back behind his pistol. He raised the rifle and thumbed the hammer back, watching the wagon come into view through the dust. He saw Spence sitting in the front seat. When Spence looked up and saw the outline of a man standing in the middle of the trail pointing a rifle at him, he reacted out of instinct. He grabbed his rifle, but dropped it on the floor as a slug ripped through his left arm. He squealed in pain as Jess moved purposefully toward him after racking another shell into his rifle, pointing it directly at Spence, who looked down at his pistol.
“Go on, give that a try,” threatened Jess, as his finger tightened on the trigger.
“No, don’t kill him,” cried Jacob who was running up to where Jess was.
“Jacob, get back to the horses,” demanded Jess without turning around. Jacob reached him, grabbed his coat and yanked on it.
“I don’t want you to kill him,” he begged.
“But he’s a murderer and the law wants him dead or alive,” explained Jess as he kept the rifle trained on Spence, who was laughing now.
“Then take him to the next town and turn him into the law,” pleaded Jacob.
“That’s not how I do things.”
“Please, do it for me.”
“He robbed you of all your belongings.”
“But we got them back.”
“Only because I happened to be trailing him.”
“No, I think someone sent you to help us.” Spence was still laughing, even though he was holding his bloody arm. Jess gave him a cold stare.
“You keep laughing and I know right where to put the next slug,” he told him with meaning, as Woodson came running up to Jacob.
“Don’t interfere with the man, Jacob,” he advised. “You’re going to get yourself hurt or worse getting between these two.”
“I just didn’t want him to kill him.”
“He’s got a job to do and it’s not our business,” argued Woodson. “We should be thankful we got out things back.” Jess glared at Spence and he tightened his finger on the trigger again, but for some reason he didn’t quite understand, he moved his finger from the trigger and frowned.
“Woodson, go take his pistol out of his holster and tie his hands up tight,” said Jess reluctantly, not sure why he was even telling him that. It felt as if something or someone was making him do the opposite of what he wanted to do. He kept the rifle aimed at Spence until Woodson had his hands tied with some rope. Jess looked at Spence.
“Get down from that wagon and walk toward me,” he ordered. Spence crawled out of the wagon and over to Jess.
“Come on, I’m going to tie you down to my packhorse,” he said as he moved behind him and shoved him forward with the rifle barrel.
Spence took two steps and whirled around, knocking the barrel away from him, but Jess brought the buttstock up hard and it crashed into his jaw. He fell to the ground on his side, out cold. Woodson and Jacob walked over and looked down at him.
“He ain’t dead, is he?” asked Jacob.
“No, he’s just out cold,” replied Jess. “Woodson, keep an eye on him and wrap something around his arm while I get my horses. And check his pockets for any money he took off you.” Jess handed the rifle to Woodson and went to get his horses. When he returned, Spence was sitting up, spitting blood out of his mouth. A white cloth was tied around his bloody arm and both of his pockets were turned inside out.
“You knocked out two of my teeth,” complained Spence.
“Count yourself lucky. If it weren’t for the boy here, you’d be dead already,” Jess told him as he looked at Jacob. “Now, get on my packhorse.”
Spence climbed up in the saddle. Jess used some rawhide strips to tie his hands to the saddle horn and then tied his feet together under Sharps’ belly. Jess looked at the boots with the spurs on them. He pulled them off and handed them to Woodson.
“These look like they’ll fit you,” he told him.
“You’re stealing my boots?”
“You ain’t raking my horse with those spurs,” elaborated Jess. “And you won’t be needing them where you’re going.” Woodson removed the spurs and threw them into the dirt. He took off his old boots, pulled Spence’s on and smiled.
“They fit perfectly.”
Jess stepped up into the saddle and waited for Woodson and Jacob to climb onto the front seat of the wagon. As Jacob put his foot on one of the spokes, he heard barking. He stepped back down and saw Blacky appear out of the wind-driven dust. Jacob leaned over and rubbed his head. His tail was wagging and his tongue was hanging out of the side of his mouth. He was panting as he tried to catch his breath.
“You’d better give him some water,” Jess told him.
Jacob used a bucket to water him and then helped him climb into the back of the wagon. Before Jess turned his horses around, he saw Blacky’s head pop out between Woodson and Jacob. Jess shook his head and turned his horses back along the trail, with Spence muttering something under his breath.
“Great, now I have a murderer who’s still breathing, an old man and a kid who’s all righteous and a dog that won’t leave,” whispered Jess to himself as he put Gray and Sharps into a moderate pace that the wagon could keep up with.
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
The odd-looking group rode into Brandon, Texas later that day. Jess headed straight for the jail. A man wearing a tin star walked out and looked at Spence tied up in the saddle. The sheriff recognized both Spence and Jess.
“Since when do you bring ‘em in alive?” he asked Jess with a comical grin on his face.
“Since I have a young boy riding with me who doesn’t want me to kill him,” he replied as he nodded at the wagon.
“That doesn’t seem to fit right either,” advised the sheriff. “You got paper on Spence?” Jess pulled the wanted poster out and handed it over.
“All right, but I won’t have your three thousand until tomorrow morning.”
“That’s fine,” said Jess. “It’s going to be dark in less than an hour and my horses need some rest and good feed.”
“Livery is over there and that’s Mabel’s Boarding House,” he said pointing in two directions.
“Thanks,” said Jess as he untied the straps from Spence and helped him out of the saddle.
The sheriff grabbed Spence by the collar and walked him up the steps to the jail. Jess started to walk his horses to the livery, with the wagon following behind him. When they got there, Jacob and Woodson got down from the wagon.
“We’ll sleep in the wagon behind the livery,” said Woodson.
“No need. We can get two rooms at the boarding house,” Jess told him.
“What little money I have in my pockets can’t be spent on luxuries like a room.”
“I can pay for it; I’m making three thousand dollars tomorrow for bringing in Spence.”
“You mean you get paid that much money for bringing in wanted men?” inquired Jacob.
“Yeah, but most of the time, they ain’t breathing when I do.”
“Do you get paid more for bringing them in dead?”
“No, it pays the same.”
“Then why kill them?”
“Because the men I hunt are very bad men,” Jess told him. “As a matter of fact, it’s a miracle Spence didn’t kill the both of you.” 
Woodson grunted. “He said the only reason he didn’t is that he only had two shells in his pistol. My rifle was plumb empty.” 
Jacob looked back and forth the between Woodson and Jess. “You don’t really think he was gonna kill us, do you?” he asked Jess.
“I’d bet the three thousand dollars I’ll collect tomorrow that he’d have shot both of you down like dogs,” Jess told him bluntly. “Now, let’s get a room and some grub in our bellies.”
Jess paid the livery man to take care of all the horses and the wagon. They got rooms and ate at a café in town before retiring for the night. In the morning, they were eating breakfast in the same café when the sheriff came walking in with an envelope holding the bounty money on Spence in it. Jess counted out two hundred and handed it to the sheriff, who gladly accepted it.
“Whew, with this money it looks like my kids will get a nice Christmas after all,” he said as he shook hands with Jess. “I can get the missus that new dress and hat she’s been wanting and maybe I can get my son that sled he’s been begging for.” He thanked Jess again and walked out, whistling a tune. Jess stuffed the envelope in the inside pocket of his jacket.
“Wow, I ain’t never seen that much money in my whole life,” acknowledged Jacob.
“And I haven’t made that much in all the years of making and selling toys,” admitted Woodson as he shook his head. Jess patted his jacket and felt the money as he thought about what the sheriff had said about the sled. Then, the idea hit him like someone had dropped a sack of flour on his head. He looked at Woodson and Jacob with a sly smile crossing his lips.
“Why are you looking at us like that?” queried Jacob.
“Do you have a sled in that wagon?”
“Why, yeah,” muttered Woodson. “Oh, I should go and catch up with the sheriff and try to sell him one for his son.” Woodson started to stand up, but Jess stopped him.
“I think I have a better idea,” he told them both. Woodson sat back down, looking confused.
“What idea?” he asked Jess.
“First, where were you two headed in the long run?”
“Well, we was making our way up through that small patch of Oklahoma Territory to Kansas,” replied Woodson. “Figured we’d sell what we could, use the money and find a larger town to settle down in. Maybe get a job and keep making toys to sell to people for birthdays and holidays. Christmas is coming up real soon, so I was hoping to sell a few extra, but those small towns we were riding around were poor and folks didn’t have much money to spare on toys.”
“How much do you think all the toys in your wagon are worth?” Woodson lowered his head in thought and counted on his fingers.
“Without taking inventory of all I have, I’d guess about a hundred dollars or so,” replied Woodson.
“I’ll pay you two hundred dollars for all the toys you have in that wagon.”
“That’s way more than I could take from you,” he said somewhat embarrassed because the thought of making two hundred dollars enticed him thoroughly.
“Maybe, but I need you to deliver the toys to my hometown of Black Creek, Kansas, and you should be paid for your time, both of you.” Jacob looked at Woodson expectantly.
“This sounds like a good idea to me,” submitted Jacob. “Maybe we could settle down in Black Creek.”
“It’s a thriving town and I guarantee you’ll have a place to stay.”
“Really, you can guarantee it?”
“Yes, I own some of the homes there and my banker sells them or rents them out,” he explained. “I can find you one to stay in and you can pay me whatever you can each month.” 
Woodson’s eyes filled with excitement and became slightly watery. “Well, it sure sounds like a great opportunity for us,” he said as he put his hand on Jacob’s shoulder.
“What are you going to do with all the toys though?” asked Jacob.
“We’re going to give them away to the poorer families around Black Creek, so that everyone has a good Christmas.
“This is the best thing that’s ever happened to us,” Jacob told Woodson. “And I want to give all the toys away personally.” Jess paid Woodson two hundred dollars, which he took with a thankful expression on his face.
“All right, now that it’s settled, let’s get two more horses for that wagon so it can move faster,” said Jess.
He stood up, left money on the table for the food and followed them out and over to the livery. The wagon was rigged and Jacob helped Blacky up inside. Jess stopped by the boarding house and retrieved his things. Woodson steered the wagon to the jail and the sheriff walked out.
“Leaving town?” he asked.
“Yes, but did you say you wanted a sled for your son for Christmas?” queried Jess.
“I did, but I haven’t gone to the general store to order it yet. Hopefully it will get here in time for Christmas.” Jacob stood up in the wagon and reached inside it. He pulled out a handmade sled with bright red and white paint on it.
“Here, you can have this one,” said Jacob.
“How much are you asking for it?” Jacob glanced at Jess and then at Woodson before turning back to the sheriff.
“Not a penny. Merry Christmas to you and your family,” Jacob beamed proudly as he leaned over Woodson to hand it to the sheriff.
“Why, I don’t exactly know what to say,” stammered the sheriff.
“I do,” said Jacob.
“What?”
“Say you’ll buy a toy or gift of some kind for one of the poorer kids in town,” he told the sheriff, who smiled widely as he saw the excitement dancing like firelight in Jacob’s eyes.
“I’ll do just that. I know exactly who I’m going to pick out already,” exclaimed the sheriff. “And Merry Christmas to you and yours.”
“Well, we need to get moving,” Jess said as the sheriff gave him a curious look. He watched the wagon disappear around the corner as he stood there dumbfounded.
“Jess Williams giving out gifts for Christmas and bringing a wanted man in alive,” he whispered to himself. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
The next few days on the trail went pretty uneventfully. Blacky’s wound was healing nicely and Jacob seemed to be bonding with the dog. They even slept together under the wagon and Blacky kept Jacob warmer. They had crossed through Oklahoma Territory and were close to the border of Kansas when Jess saw the outline of a small town. He turned in the saddle and called out to Woodson.
“We’ll stop in that town and resupply.”
“Okay, I’m getting hungry anyway,” said Woodson.
When they rode into Wabash, a few people were strolling around. It was early in the afternoon and Jess headed for the livery to get the horses fed and watered. After that, the three of them went to the café for a hot meal. They walked in, leaving Blacky outside. Jess noticed a man sitting at a table. He wore a tin star and was talking to another man who seemed upset about something. Jess nodded to him as he passed by, heading for the last table in the back. They ordered their meals and filled their bellies. Then Jacob took some leftovers to Blacky. The sheriff stood up and shook hands with the other man, who walked outside. The sheriff turned and walked toward Jess’s table. He removed his hat and spun it around in his hands.
“What brings you to my little town, Mr. Williams?” he asked.
“I’m just passing through on my way to Black Creek, Kansas.”
“And you’re hauling an old man, a young boy and a dog along with you?”
“Who you calling old?” argued Woodson as Jacob came back to the table.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean any offense/ It’s just that it seems odd is all, given his reputation,” explained the sheriff.
“That man you were talking to seemed a bit upset,” Jess mentioned as he took another sip of his coffee.
“He’s my brother, Zachary, and I can’t blame him for being upset,” he explained. “His wife had a clothing store in town selling mostly children’s clothing. My brother made shoes and boots for children. The bank finally had to call in the note and they lost the store. He said they’re heading to Kansas to look for another place to live. I tried to help him, but he’s a proud and stubborn man.” Just then a covered wagon rolled by the front of the café with a man and woman in the front seat. The man waved at the café and the sheriff waved back at him.
“So, what did they do with all the merchandise in the store?” queried Jess.
“Oh, they kept all of that,” he replied. “That wagon is full of trunks filled with clothing, shoes and boots. The bank let them keep the sewing machines and tools.
“Why didn’t they set up shop in their house?” asked Woodson.
“Bank took that a week after they took the store,” he replied. “My brother punched the banker when he informed him about the house, so there’s no love lost between him and my brother. That’s really why he’s leaving town. He knows he’ll never be able to borrow money from that banker again. Well, gotta do my rounds. Try not shooting someone before you leave.”
“He won’t be shooting anyone,” announced Jacob as he gave Jess a firm smile. The sheriff looked at Jacob and then back to Jess.
“I guess you’d better listen to the boy,” he chuckled as he donned his hat and strolled out. Jess sat there staring into his coffee cup for a long moment.
“You got that same look in your eyes again, so what are you thinking about now?” queried Woodson. Jess took another sip and set his cup down.
“Well, those people are heading to Kansas to set up shop somewhere and I think I know exactly where they can do it,” he answered. “Let’s go to the general store, get some supplies and head out.”
The three of them strolled over to the store. Jess started telling the man what he wanted and the shopkeeper ran around collecting everything. He had boxes on the counter and sacks on the floor. Woodson and Jacob looked confused.
“Why are you getting so much stuff?” inquired Woodson “We don’t need it.” 
Jess turned around and smiled at him. “Do you have enough room in your wagon for all these supplies?”
“Yeah, sure I do.”
“Then go get it and bring it over here and load everything up.”
Woodson and Jacob headed out of the store and returned with the wagon. They loaded all the boxes and bags and climbed up in the front seat while Jess retrieved his horses. He climbed into the saddle and rode to the wagon.
“All right, let’s go and find that couple who just left town,” said Jess.
“What for?” queried Woodson.
“Those people are looking for a new town to set up in and Black Creek is the perfect place for them,” explained Jess. “Plus, they have what I need for the town at Christmas.” 
Woodson looked confused for a bit and then it came to him. He lifted his head and smiled. “Oh, all those clothes, boots and shoes for the childre,” he said. “Exactly what every kid needs, especially when it’s cold outside.”
“I knew you’d catch on sooner or later,” Jess told him as he nudged Gray into a walk until they reached the end of the street. When they did, Jess pulled out his spyglass and saw the wagon almost out of view. He put the spyglass away and rode back to Woodson and Jacob. He pulled out a box of cartridges for Woodson’s rifle and handed it to him.
“You load that rifle just in case anything happens. I’m going to catch up to them and you can meet us on the trail. If you see anyone coming your way, fire off three rounds and I’ll come running back here as fast as my horses can carry me.”
“Okay,” he said as he handed the box to Jacob so he could load the rifle. Jess spun his horses around and urged Gray into a fast gallop along the trail.
Zachary and Sissy Lenburg were sitting on the seat of the wagon, both with looks of discontent on their faces. Sissy finally leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder and sighed heavily before starting to sob quietly, wiping her tears on his shirt.
“Everything will be all right, sweetheart, you’ll see,” he told her as he put his arm around her in an attempt to comfort her.
“That’s what you said when we lost the store and the same thing you said when we lost the house,” she moaned. “How much more suffering do we need to endure before something good happens?”
“Something good will come along soon.”
“You keep saying that, but it doesn’t happen,” she moaned louder.
“Listen, we just have to keep believing there is good in the world. Eventually some of it will find us. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but I know it will eventually happen. As long as we continue to work hard, we’ll prosper, I just feel it in my bones.”
“I hope you’re right,” she told him as she grabbed his arm with both hands now. Zachary stiffened slightly and she felt it. She sat up straight, with a worried look on her face as he reached for his rifle.
“What is it?” she asked anxiously.
“I could swear I heard the beating of hooves,” he said as he hauled back on the reins to stop the horses so he could listen better as he looked all around.
As soon as the wagon came to a halt, he heard the noise behind him. He edged his head around the side of the wagon and saw a man riding fast toward them with a packhorse following him. He motioned for Sissy to get inside the wagon and hide as he racked a shell into his rifle. He got on his knees on the seat and edged around the wagon with the rifle.
“Stop right there or I’ll shoot,” he hollered loudly. Jess brought his horses to a quick stop. Their hooves skidded in the sand.
“I mean you no harm!”
“Yeah, then why are you wearing all them guns?”
“Are you Zachary, the brother of the sheriff back in Wabash?”
“Yeah, how’d you know that?”
“I spoke with him today.”
“He knows who you are?” asked Sissy from inside the wagon.
“I guess so,” he whispered to his wife. “All right, come closer, but don’t be reaching for any of those guns.” 
Jess nudged Gray into a walk toward the wagon, keeping his hands slightly up in the air. When he got close to the wagon, he smiled at Zachary. “Where is your wife?” he asked.
“How’d you know I was married?”
“Your brother told me all about your plight and what happened to the two of you back in Wabash.”
“Who are you anyway?”
“My name is Jess Williams.”
“Why are you wearing so many guns?”
“I’m a bounty hunter.”
“Really?”
“I just turned an outlaw over to the sheriff in Brandon and got paid three thousand dollars.”
“That’s a lot of money.”
“I’ve made more.”
“Didn’t I see you in the café?”
“Yeah, I walked by you when you were talking to your brother.”
“I guess you’re not here to rob us of our meager belongings then,” he said as he lowered the rifle.
“No, but I am willing to make you a business proposition.”
“And just what would that be?” asked Sissy as she poked her head up over her husband’s.
“Well, two friends I met recently are heading to Black Creek, Kansas with me for Christmas. They make toys for children and I’m going to help them settle there. Now, your brother told me that you make kids’ clothing and that your husband makes shoes and boots. I’d like to buy everything you have in the wagon and then set you up for work in Black Creek. I can rent you a house and build a new store for you two.”
“And why in tarnation would you do something like that for complete strangers?” queried Zachary suspiciously.
“For one, I want to give all those clothes, boots and shoes to the poorer families living in and around Black Creek; and two, I’m a businessman and have investments there. I’m sure I have a few houses sitting vacant right now. If not, I can have them built quickly.”
“We’re no charity case,” claimed Zachary proudly.
“I’m not talking about charity,” explained Jess. “You’ll pay me for the store and the house over time and at very low monthly payments. And I’m paying you for everything you have in the wagon, except the machines and tools you use.”
“You want to buy everything?” inquired Sissy.
“All of it. Name your price,” he told her. She moved to look in the wagon, making a mental count of everything they had to sell. She poked her head back out.
“I can’t tell for sure. I don’t remember how many things I put into each trunk,” she said.
“Make a guess and double it,” Jess told her.
“Uh…well…maybe…one hundred and fifty dollars or so,” she said in an unsure tone. Jess reached into his pocket and counted out three hundred dollars. He leaned forward and handed the money to Zachary as they heard Woodson and Jacob approaching in the wagon. Zachary handed the money to his wife after staring at it for a few moments.
“I…I…don’t know what to say,” stammered Sissy.
“Say you’ll join us and go to Black Creek,” said Jess, raising his eyebrows and shrugging his shoulders.
“We can afford to pay rent and make payments on a new store now with this much money,” commented Zachary. “Are you sure about this?”
“I’m positive,” he said bluntly.
“Okay, we’ll lead the way then,” agreed Zachary as he sat down in the seat and slapped leather.
The team started moving, with Woodson and Jacob following far enough behind to stay out of the dust. Jess took the lead and they rode until an hour before dusk. They camped in a spot picked out by Jess. Introductions were made, supper was cooked and everyone went to sleep thinking about good things.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Mayor Jim Smythe put his hands on his hips and cocked his head to the left. “Tony, move it about a foot that way,” he told him. 
Tony spun around and gave him a frustrated look. “The post ain’t gonna look any better there than it does right here.”
“But I don’t think it’s in line with the one across the street.” 
Tony looked at the one across the street he had installed yesterday and frowned. “It looks just fine to me.”
“I want it to look perfect when Jess gets here,” said Jim. 
Tony grumbled something under his breath as he yanked the post out of the ground with his big hands. “The next time you want to change where a post goes, do it before I dig the hole and bury it.” he said, losing his patience. “Now, exactly where do you want this thing?”
“I already told you, about a foot this way,” Jim said pointing.”
“You got two bits?”
“You volunteered for this job.”
“I’m not talking about gettin’ paid,” groused Tony. “Put the quarter on the boardwalk exactly where you want the post.”
“Do you have to be so fussy about it?”
“Jim, I mean Mayor, I’ve been digging and putting these posts in for two days now and I’m gettin’ plumb tuckered out, especially when you keep asking me to move them once they’re buried. So if you want it moved, place a quarter on the boardwalk where you want it, because I’m not pulling any more of them out.”
Jim removed a quarter from his pocket and set it on the boardwalk. Sara Smythe came walking along the boardwalk carrying bags of things she had purchased. She looked at Tony holding onto the post, while kicking dirt back into the hole.
“Tony, what are you doing?” she asked. 
He looked up at her and forced his best smile through clenched teeth. “I’m burying these lamp posts…twice,” he answered as he shot a look at the mayor.
“Well, the spot you had it in was just fine,” she told him.
“Tell that to the mayor,” said Tony as he put the post down and started digging another hole right where the quarter was.
“Jim, why don’t you let Tony take care of this and you go on back to the store,” she told him with an unyielding look on her face. Jim rolled his eyes in the back of his head and waved his hands around.
“Fine, but don’t complain to me when they don’t line up with the ones across the street,” he carped as he headed along the boardwalk toward the general store. 
Tony let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Mrs. Mayor,” said Tony.
“Don’t call me that. Just call me Sara,” she told him as she walked away.
Tony looked up at the sun and then down the street, calculating how many more posts he’d have to bury to make it to the end. Mayor Smythe had convinced him to put the posts up so they could have oil lamps on them before Jess came to Black Creek for Christmas. He wanted Main Street lit up so everyone could see. One of the four newest residents in town walked along the boardwalk, his nose stuck in a book as he did. The large man tripped on a raised board and almost fell on his face. He stumbled, righting himself, but he dropped the book, which slid along the boardwalk until it stopped right next to Tony. He picked it up. It was a dime novel about Jess. Tony smiled at it as he handed it back to the man.
“Homer, how many times are you gonna read that same book?”
Homer took it and smiled, which made the scar running down the side of his face wrinkle up. He was a big man who could wrestle a bear and win. Some of the townsfolk had been afraid of him at first until they realized how gentle a man he was.
“I’ve read this dime novel a dozen times already,” replied Homer after he got his wits about him. “I’ve read every one of them written about Jess Williams.”
“Don’t believe everything you read in those.”
“Why? You don’t think they’re correct?”
“Oh yeah, but they don’t know half of what he’s done,” chuckled Tony.
“So, is he really coming here?”
“I sure hope so. Otherwise I’ve dug holes for two days for nothing.”
“My brothers are going to be so happy to finally meet him.”
“Where are those three anyway?”
“Well, Don is over at the reading room the mayor donated to us setting up shelves for the collection of books we have,” he explained. “I think Roy is helping him. Those two stick together most of the time. Russ is probably trying to order some more books, but he’s so cheap, they keep throwing him out of the store. He wants everything for nothing.”
“Well, I gotta get back to digging holes. I hope I get them finished before the mayor comes back and starts giving orders again,” said Tony as he picked up his shovel.
“All right then,” said Homer as he turned to leave.
“And watch where you’re walking or you’ll find yourself falling off the boardwalk next time,” Tony told him. Homer stuck his nose in the book again and started walking slowly. About ten seconds later Tony heard a thump followed by a loud grunt. He turned to see Homer on the ground looking around for his book.
“I’m okay,” he told Tony as he got up, dusted himself off and continued walking along the street.
“That boy is goin’ to get himself run over by a horse next,” Tony muttered as he watched Homer disappear around a corner.
 
***
 
Jess found a camp about six hours away from Black Creek. He had wanted to make it all the way, but the Lenburgs’ wagon only had two horses pulling it and it was slow going. Sissy cooked supper while Jess and Woodson took care of the horses. Jacob came running back into the camp with Blacky alongside him. His arms were full of dead branches for the fire.
“Just in time for supper, Jacob,” she told him. Blacky leaned his head forward and sniffed the aroma coming from the two skillets. Sissy smiled at the dog and shook the spoon.
“You’ll have to wait until we eat,” she told him. He shook his head, ran to one of the wagons and lay down, watching everybody. Jess walked to the fire and poured himself a cup of coffee. He shuddered from the cold, wrapping his hands around the hot cup. Sissy smiled at him and stood up.
“I have something for you,” she told him as she walked to her wagon. When she returned, she had a heavy wool coat and a pair of thin leather gloves. “These will keep you warmer than that thin jacket you’re wearing.”
“Thank you, Sissy,” he said as he changed from his jacket to the heavy coat.
“Don’t thank me. You paid for it.”
“I guess I did, didn’t I?”
“I would have given you heavier gloves, but I know you need to keep your hands available for all those guns you’re wearing.”
He stuffed the gloves into the pockets on the coat and raised the collar around the back of his neck. Everyone produced a plate, scooped some food out and began eating. Zachary sat next to his wife. He dropped his spoon on the plate and looked up at Jess.
“So, what’s so special about Black Creek?” he asked. 
Jess finished chewing before answering. “The town is full of nice people and many of them are good friends of mine,” he explained. “Jim Smythe is the mayor and he and his wife, Sara, took care of me after my parents were murdered. I have a lot of investments in Black Creek, houses, businesses, things like that.”
“So, you have a lot of money?” asked Zachary. Sissy elbowed him.
“You don’t ask someone that,” she scolded him. Jess took a sip of his coffee.
“That’s quite all right,” he said. “I don’t know exactly how much money I have now. I keep getting deposits all the time from people who’ve borrowed money for a house or to build a new business and my banker, Mr. Jameson, handles all the paperwork. He’ll take care of lending you the money you need to buy a building in town or build a new one for your business.” 
Woodson looked up from his food. “Maybe we could build one big enough for both of our businesses,” he suggested.
“That’s a wonderful idea,” agreed Sissy. “The more items we have to sell, the better for the both of us.”
“You said this was supposed to be some special Christmas in Black Creek?” queried Woodson.
“That’s what the message I got from Mayor Smythe said,” he replied. “I’m not sure what they’re planning, but when we get there, we’re going to have plenty of gifts for everyone, especially for the kids who don’t have much to look forward to.”
“I think it’s a nice thing you’re doing for the children,” said Sissy.
“I just wish it weren’t so cold,” he said as he pulled the coat tighter around him.
After everyone finished eating, Jacob took what was left and spooned it onto a plate for Blacky. He walked over to him and the dog barked with excitement, his tail wagging wildly. Jacob put the plate down and Blacky swiftly disposed of it, licking the plate clean as it slid around on the ground. Sissy got out some extra blankets and handed them out. They all went to sleep, wondering what they would find in Black Creek when they arrived.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
Mayor Smythe was helping Sara decorate the pine tree they’d put up in the large meeting room at the town offices. He was on a stool, hanging strings of popcorn and tying bows and ribbons to it. Sara was working on the bottom half of the tree. She had tied well over a hundred candy sticks to it already. Jim got down from his stool and looked over at Don, who was hanging some small round bells that were connected by string. He walked over as he finished and used his hand to brush the half dozen strings of bells. They jingled merrily and Jim smiled.
“Nice work, Don,” he said. “Where did you come up with the idea of stringing them?”
“I don’t really know,” he said. “I was moving them around in the box and they started jingling, so I decided to string them together.”
“So, how’s that reading room working out for you?”
“Just wonderful. Do you want to see what we’ve done with it?”
“Sure, I need a break anyway.” 
Sara shot him a look. “Ten minutes and then you get back here and help me finish the tree,” she told him.
“Yes, dear,” he said softly as he followed Don into the small office on one side of the large meeting room.
Roy was sitting in a chair reading. Homer was removing books from a small box and placing them on the shelves. He was lining up all the dime novels written about Jess in a row on one shelf. He turned to Don and the mayor.
“Thank you again for the reading room, Mayor,” said Homer. “Most of these books are from our collection we brought with us and some are from people in the town who donated them.” 
Roy looked up from his book. “Now the townsfolk can come in here, borrow a book to read and return it so someone else can read it,” announced Roy as his brother Russ walked in. He had a frustrated look on his face.
“What’s that look for Russ?” asked Roy.
“I tried to buy five more dime novels at the small general store in town, but he wouldn’t take my offer,” he said as he plopped down in a chair.
“What did you offer him?”
“Two bits.”
“There’s a reason they call them dime novels, Russ,” exclaimed Homer.
“Well, I’m not paying full price, especially when it’s for the reading room,” carped Russ. The other three brothers all moaned and shook their heads at him.
“So, what was the clerk’s final offer?” Don asked.
“He said because it was for the reading room at the town hall, he’d let me have them for forty cents.” Don pulled out some change and handed Russ fifteen cents.
“There, now go and buy the five books so we can add them to our collection,” said Don. Russ took the change and walked back out, heading for the small general store in town.
“That brother of mine would swallow a penny if he thought it would come out as a nickel,” said Roy as they all laughed.
“Well, I’ve given you all the books I had in both my stores,” said the mayor. “I ordered some more, but they won’t arrive for a few weeks.”
“You’ve been more than generous, Mayor,” said Homer as he waved at the books on the shelves. “We’ve got a pretty good collection already and it’s growing every day. Just keep announcing to people to bring in any books they want to donate when they come to town.”
“I’ve sent riders out about the Christmas supper at the town hall to all the cabins and ranches in the area and informed them about the reading room,” said the mayor. “I’d better get back to decorating that tree before the missus comes and hauls me out by the collar.” Jim left the reading room and went back into the large meeting room, where Sara was still working.
Russ had left the town hall and headed back to the small general store in town. When he walked in, the clerk was waiting on someone else, so Russ walked over to the books and picked up one of the five he wanted. He began reading it while the clerk finished helping a woman pick out some cloth. She left and the clerk walked to Russ and snapped the book closed.
“You wanna read it, you gotta buy it,” he said as he put the book back on the shelf.
“So, what’s your best deal on these five books?” he asked.
“I already told you it’s forty cents if it’s for the reading room at the town hall.”
“It’s for a good cause so people have books to read.”
“And that’s why I discounted them for you.”
“Would you take thirty cents?”
“Nope, it’s forty cents,” he said. Russ put the change on the counter and moved it around until he had thirty-five cents in one pile, the other nickel under his thumb.
“How about thirty-five cents?” asked Russ as he pushed the coins toward the clerk, whose ears turned bright red as he pursed his lips tightly.
“All right, if it gets you out of my store, I’ll take thirty-five cents,” he barked as he took the coins and put them in his till.
Russ grabbed the books and ran out of the store before the clerk could change his mind. He walked back into the reading room where his brothers were sitting and reading. Don looked up at Russ holding the new books.
“I see you finally made a deal with the clerk,” said Don.
“Yeah, the cheapskate made me pay him forty cents,” he said, smiling inwardly as he sat down and opened the book he’d started reading while he was in the store.
 
***
 
Jess and the others woke to see a dusting of fresh snow on the ground. Jacob quickly threw some more branches on the fire, sitting next to it trying to warm himself. All the travelers slowly gathered around the fire with blankets wrapped around them. Sissy got out one of the pans and started frying bacon and ham.
“Sissy, keep it simple since we can all get a hot meal in town once we get there,” Jess told her.
“You’ll get no argument from me on that,” she said.
“How long a ride is it to Black Creek from here?” asked Woodson.
“About six hours as long as we don’t have any problems,” said Jess.
“I greased all the wheels yesterday and they all looked fine to me,” said Woodson.
The snow started falling heavier. They ate quickly and Jess helped Woodson hitch up the team, while Zachary got his wagon ready. Jess brushed the snow off Gray and Sharps and saddled them. He rubbed Sharps’ forehead.
“I’ll have you boys in a nice warm stable before the day is over,” he told them.
Sharps pushed his muzzle against him. Jess climbed up in the saddle on Gray and walked his horses to the trail leading into town. The two wagons swayed back and forth. Jess took the lead, buttoning his coat and putting his gloves on. The snow hit him in the face as he rode.
 
***
 
Tony was nailing the last oil lamp to the posts on Main Street. He was the first to hear the wagons riding into town through the snow, which was blowing and swirling around. He got down from his stool and stood there waiting. He finally saw Jess riding toward him, leading the wagons.
“Who does he have with him?” he asked in a whisper. He walked toward Jess, who stopped his horses and slid from the saddle.
“Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes,” said Tony as he gave him a bear hug, almost lifting him off his feet. “What’s in the wagons?”
“Lots of gifts for all the kids in and around town. And clothing, too,” he said as he rubbed his hands together. “I need a spot in the livery to keep the wagons.”
“That’s not a problem,” said Tony. 
Jess turned to Zachary. “Take the wagons into the livery and take care of the horses,” he told him. Zachary moved his horses forward and past Jess. He waved at Tony, who waved back.
“They seem like nice folk,” acknowledged Tony.
“They are,” he said as Woodson rode past them. Jacob waved at Tony, with a wide smile on his face.
“An old man and a kid?” inquired Tony.
“I heard that,” Woodson called back.
“Sorry, no offense,” said Tony. “I guess there’s an interesting story behind all of this, but let’s get these horses out of the cold and into my livery.”
Jess followed Tony, leading his horses behind him. The wagons were rolled in, horses stabled and some more wood put in the cast iron potbellied stove in the middle. Introductions were made all around and Jess smiled at Tony.
“Tony, how many houses do I have available for rent in town?”
“Three right now.”
“Do they have wood for the stoves?”
“Always, and completely furnished, too,” he replied. “Mr. Jameson pays me to take care of the houses and keep them ready at all times.”
“Would you do me a favor and take these people to look at them so they can pick one out?”
“Sure, are all four of them staying in one house? You have some with two bedrooms.”
“No, Sissy and Zachary will take one and Woodson and Jacob will take another.”
“All right, follow me folks and I’ll let you in and even stoke the fire for you,” said Tony.
“I’ll meet you all in Ruth’s Café on Main Street after you get settled in,” Jess told them. “I’m going to see Jim and Sara.”
“They’re gonna be happier than a weasel in a chicken coop when they see you,” chuckled Tony as he led the group out of the livery, closing the door behind them to keep the heat in.
Jess looked up and down Main Street at all the lampposts lit up. The snow stopped falling as he headed for Jim and Sara’s house, which was attached to the large general store. He could see the front door of the store was closed, but the “open” sign was still visible on the glass. He walked up the steps and opened the door to feel warmth emanating from the two stoves inside. Jim was showing a man a rifle. When he noticed Jess standing there after closing the door, his eyes lit up with glee.
“I’ve been praying that you’d make it for Christmas,” he said as he scooted over to him and shook his hand briskly.
“You said it was a special Christmas, so I had to come, even though I hate this cold,” he said shivering as the warmth started pulling the cold out of his bones.
“It will be; we have a lot planned,” he said as Sara came running out of the back room. She gave him a long hug, shaking him as she did.
“Do you want something to eat?” she asked as she took him by the arm.
“Just some coffee and maybe a slice of bread,” he replied. “I brought four friends with me and I’m meeting them at Ruth’s Café for supper.”
“Who did you bring with you?” 
He quickly explained who it was and why he had brought them to Black Creek as she led him into the kitchen.
“They should fit in quite nicely and it will make Christmas even more special than we hoped for,” admitted Sara as she cut a thick slab of bread off a loaf and handed it to him.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Jess met the four of them at Ruth’s Café after catching up with Jim and Sara. Ruth allowed Jacob to bring Blacky into the café as long as he sat quietly next to the table. They ordered food and it was delivered quickly. Ruth hung her head out the window of the kitchen.
“Jess, thanks for helping me expand the café,” she said. “I have ten more tables now.”
“Good, and your food is still fantastic,” he told her as he took another bite of the meatloaf.
“The house Zachary and I picked out is perfect,” beamed Sissy. “It has everything in it. Pots, skillets, a stove, furniture and even some food supplies. It’s perfect for us.”
“We took one of the two-bedroom houses,” said Woodson. “Jacob can have his own room.” 
“Tomorrow we’re going to look around town for a good location for our store,” said Sissy excitedly.
“We’ll probably have to build a new one because Mayor Smythe told me there ain’t any vacancies at the moment,” Jess informed them.
“New would probably be better since we’re going to have two businesses in one building,” said Zachary.
“I noticed all the lampposts along Main Street,” mentioned Woodson.
“Jim told me they just put those up for Christmas so it’d be bright enough for everyone to walk around.”
“I have an idea for the oil lamps if you wouldn’t mind,” submitted Woodson.
“What?” asked Jess.
“You let me take care of it; it’ll be a surprise,” said Woodson.
“Okay, but don’t upset the mayor, he’s been planning this whole thing,” Jess told him.
“I promise he’ll like it.”
After finishing supper, they left the café. Woodson, Jacob, Zachary and Sissy all headed for their houses. Jess headed for Andy’s Place to get a drink and see his old friend the saloon owner and barkeep. When he walked in, Andy stopped what he was doing and walked out from behind the bar. He shook hands with him and patted him on the shoulder.
“It sure is good to see you, my friend,” he said. “Still drinkin’ the good stuff?”
“Of course,” he said as he strolled to the bar, while observing everyone in the place. Andy poured him a glass of whiskey along with one for himself.
“I heard you brought some folks to town with you.”
“Yes, four people, a married couple and a young boy and his grandfather. They’re both opening businesses in town.”
“Good, this town has grown a lot since you were last here.”
“I’m going to take a look around tomorrow, but I need a favor from you.”
“Sure, just ask.”
“I want to buy some steaks and roasts from a local rancher who needs the money and I want you to cook it and deliver it to the supper the mayor has planned for Christmas.”
“I know just the fella you can get it from,” explained Andy. “There’s a young man by the name of Lawrence Web who has a small ranch to the north a few miles. His wife took ill a while back and he had to send her out East for treatment. It broke them financially, but she’s doing okay now. They have two girls who ain’t old enough to help with the ranch, so Lawrence works himself to the bone. To make matters worse, someone has been stealing his cattle, not that he has that many. I’m sure he could use the money and you have a lot of it to spend.”
“Will you take a ride out there with me tomorrow?”
“Can I ride Sharps?”
“Sure,” he said, as he heard a piercing squeal coming from the back. “Oh no, that isn’t…”
“Yep, she’s back again like a bad penny,” moaned Andy. “She’s been married twice more since you left the last time.” LeAnn came running out of the kitchen with open arms. She wrapped them around him tightly.
“Why, Jess Williams, why didn’t you let me know you were here? I’ve missed you. Have you taken a wife yet? I bet not and you know, I’m available again. Why don’t you quit fighting it and just marry me. I can’t seem to find the right man to settle down with.” 
He finally untangled himself from her and smiled. “It’s good to see you, too,” he said. “But I’m not ready to take on a wife yet.” 
Andy moaned and lowered his head.
“You’re just playing on my heartstrings, aren’t you?”
“No, I’m really not ready to tie the knot.”
“Well, you’ll marry me one day, I know it,” she said as she threw her head back.
“Do it now,” groaned Andy in a quiet voice. “Git her out of my hair once and for all.”
“I’m right here, Father,” she said snippily.
“How many times does it take?” asked Andy in a frustrated tone.
“As many times as it takes to find the right man,” replied LeAnn as she ran her fingers across Jess’s cheek before leaning in and delivering a wet kiss on it.
“Git back in the kitchen, woman,” barked Andy.
“All right, but you’re going to sit next to me at supper at the Smythes,” she told Jess as she sashayed back into the kitchen. He took a large sip of his whiskey and looked at Andy’s pleading face.
“I told you before, not a chance,” he told Andy in a firm voice.
“Yes there is,” blurted LeAnn from the kitchen.
Jess finished his whiskey and headed for the Smythes. He had coffee and pie and they talked for hours. He went up to the spare room where he had slept before. He fell off to sleep thinking about the meager Christmases he and his family had had, until they were taken from him.
In the morning, after a huge breakfast, Jess headed for the livery. The sun was out and the air was crisp and clean. It wasn’t quite as cold as yesterday, but the snow still covered the ground. Tony was saddling his two horses and Andy was watching Woodson removing some of the oil lamps.
“Hey, Tony, that new guy is taking down some of the oil lamps you put up,” said Andy. Tony walked out to the front door to take a look.
“What does he think he’s doing?” questioned Tony.
“Don’t worry. I told him to go ahead and do what he wanted to do,” advised Jess.
“What’s he gonna do?” asked Tony. Jess finished tightening the cinch strap and looked over the top of his saddle.
“Actually, I have no idea.”
“I hope he doesn’t make the mayor mad messing with them,” Tony said warily. They finished with the horses and Jess and Andy climbed onto their saddles.
“Lead the way,” Jess told him.
It didn’t take long to reach Web’s small ranch. Jess counted about thirty head as they rode toward the cabin. The door opened before they reached it and a man walked out carrying a rifle. As soon as he saw who it was, he leaned the rifle against the doorway.
“Morning, Andy, Mr. Williams,” he said as he rubbed his hands together. “What can I do for you two?”
“Andy says you have cattle for sale?”
“Yeah, I’m gonna have to sell all of them in the spring just to make enough to survive a little longer,” he admitted sourly. “Maybe get me a job at one of the larger ranches so at least I can keep my cabin, such as it is.”
“Who is it, Father?” asked a young girl of about eight. She walked to the door wearing only socks on her feet along with a worn-out dress.
“Never mind. Go on and play with your sister,” he told her as he spun her head around and gently pushed her farther inside. He closed the door to keep the heat in.
“So, you want to buy some cattle?” he asked.
“Actually, just one, but I need you to cut the meat into steaks and roasts and deliver it to Andy’s Place so he can cook it all for the Christmas supper the mayor has planned at the town hall.”
“All right, I can do that.”
“How much money do you need?” queried Jess.
“I reckon I can sell you one of my head for twenty dollars, plus another five dollars to cut up the meat and deliver it,” he said with a hopeful glint in his eyes. Jess slid from the saddle and walked to him. He took a hundred dollars and shoved it into the man’s hands, closing it tightly.
“I don’t want to hear any objections about the money, understand?” he told Lawrence.
“Uh, okay,” he agreed nervously.
“And make sure you bring your wife and daughters to the Christmas supper at the town hall.”
“But my young’uns don’t have shoes to wear,” he said as his face turned red with embarrassment.
“You bring them anyway,” he told him. “And don’t spend any of that money on shoes or clothes for them.”
“But, that doesn’t make any sense,” he stammered.
“Oh, for cryin’ out loud, Lawrence,” lectured Andy. “The man’s got money falling out of his ears, so just take the money and do what he says.”
“Well…all right,” he agreed. Jess spun around and climbed up on Gray. They tipped their hats to him as he opened his hand and saw the bills.
“But this is too much money,” he stammered. Jess and Andy spun the horses around and rode away, ignoring his objections. He looked down at the money and smiled as he opened the door to the cabin.
“Honey, you won’t believe what just happened,” he said, smiling from ear to ear. On the way back to town, Andy kept glancing at Jess and he finally turned to him.
“What?” he asked Andy.
“Well, I know you want all the people around the area to come to the Christmas supper, but a few of these folk living out around the town don’t have a way to get there except walking, and it’s too cold for them, especially the children.”
“Then we’ll have to make sure they have a way to get to town.”
“How?”
“Tony has two covered wagons in his livery right now and horses to pull them, doesn’t he?” 
Andy smiled and looked up at the sun, feeling the warmth on his face. “As a matter of fact he does,” he said grinning.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
When Andy and Jess returned to town, they stopped the horses at the livery. Jess saw that the glass on six of the oil lamps had been painted green and red. He rode over to one and looked at it closer. The lamp wasn’t lit, so it didn’t really show him what it would look like in the dark. He saw Woodson and Jacob walking with four more of the lamps that were painted. Jess rode over to where they were hanging one of them.
“Hi, Jess, how do you like it?” asked Jacob.
“I don’t rightly know,” he replied scratching his stubbly chin. “What’s the paint for?”
 Woodson climbed down from the stool. “I painted the outside of the glass with a very thin coat of paint so that at night, when they’re lit, they’ll glow green and red instead of just yellow,” he explained.
“Will people be able to see good enough?” queried Jess.
“Yes, which is why I only put a very thin coat of paint on the glass,” he replied. “I promise you it will look nicer, especially during Christmas.”
“All right,” agreed Jess. “Tony and I are going to take the wagons to the town hall and unload everything since we’ll need them to go out and bring people to the supper on Christmas.”
“All right, and we’ll have the rest of these lamps painted before dark,” said Woodson.
Jess stabled his horses and Tony helped him hitch up the two wagons. They walked the horses to the town hall and stopped outside the front porch. Jim and Sara walked out to see what the commotion was all about.
“We’re gonna need some help unloading these wagons,” Jess told him.
“I’m so excited to see what you have,” Sara said gleefully. Jim waved at some men, who came over and helped them unload all the things in the wagons. Once they had everything inside, Jim and Sara looked at all the toys.
“Oh my, there’s going to be a gift for every child,” she said as she moved to the trunks and began opening them. When she saw all the clothing, shoes and boots, she put her hand over her mouth.
“Jim, look at all these things,” she told him as she pulled out a jacket that would fit a child. Jim pulled out a pair of boots that would fit a small boy. He turned to see Jess smiling at them.
“You’re really going to make a lot of people very happy,” said Jim with excitement coursing through him. “We collected some things from my two stores, but nothing compared to all this. That was some luck you had running into those people who made all these things.” Jess looked at Jim strangely.
“I don’t think luck had much to do with it,” he said. “I think this was meant to be.”
“You know, maybe someone bigger than all of us had a hand in this,” suggested Sara. Jim and Jess exchanged glances and then smiled at Sara.
“Maybe,” they said in unison. Sara looked through the trunks some more.
“I’ll get some of the women from town to help me put these things out on tables according to size,” she said utterly excited. “This is going to be wonderful, just wonderful.” 
Jim put his hand on Jess’s shoulder. “I haven’t seen her this excited in years,” said Jim, with a twinkle in his eyes.
“Well, living with you every day might explain that,” teased Jess as he smiled at him.
“What do you mean?”
“Oh, nothing. I have to take a walk around town,” Jess told him. He turned to leave when he saw four older men sitting on a bench across the street. Three of them were reading books and one was just sitting there looking around.
“Jim, who are those men?” 
Jim peeked around him and smiled. “Oh, those four knuckleheads? They moved into town a few weeks back. They read books all the time and they’ve started a reading room over there in that office. I had shelves installed for them. They have a large collection of books along with every dime novel written about you.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, you want to see?”
“I suppose so,” said Jess.
Jim took him to the reading room and opened the door. Jess looked around at all the books on the shelves. Eventually, his eyes settled on the row of dime novels written about him. He looked them over and smiled.
“I didn’t know there were so many,” muttered Jess as he put one of them back on the shelf.
“Yeah, and your novels are their favorite part of the collection.”
“So, how does this work?”
“They’re going to open it on Christmas Day,” he explained. “Anyone who wants to take a book can do so, but they have to return it before they can take another one.”
“I guess that’s a good idea,” admitted Jess.
“They want to meet you in person,” Jim told him.
“Why?”
“Because they think you’re famous.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, they’re brothers and they’ve been reading about your life ever since the first dime novel was written about you,” explained Jim. “They read anything they can get their hands on. They just bought five more at the small general store in town and I believe one of them was the latest dime novel about you.”
“Who are they?”
“Homer, Roy, Don and Russ.”
“Well, let’s go and meet them,” said Jess.
Jim headed out the door with Jess right behind him. They started to cross the street and Russ was the first to notice since he wasn’t reading. He elbowed Roy who looked at him. Russ pointed to Jess and the other two brothers removed their noses from the books they were reading to see Jess and the mayor heading their way.
“That’s him,” said Russ excitedly.
“Yeah, it really is,” admitted Roy. The four men stood up and waited. 
Jess smiled at them. “The mayor showed me your reading room. It’s a great idea,” he said.
“Thanks,” said Don, as he stuck his hand out. Jess shook his hand, followed by the others one at a time. Don showed Jess the latest dime novel written about him.
“Do you think you could sign this book for us?” asked Don.
“Sure, do you have a pencil?” 
Don produced one quickly and handed it to him. He signed it and gave it back to him. “Welcome to Black Creek,” Jess told them as he noticed that the one called Russ didn’t have a book in his hand.
“You don’t like to read as much?” Jess asked him. 
Russ looked at Don. “I’m waiting for Don to give me the new dime novel on you when he’s done reading it,” he said sheepishly. “He’s sure taking his time though.”
“I’m enjoying it and trying to make it last,” Don said defensively.
“Why? You’ll just read it again,” retorted Russ.
“And so will you, about a dozen times,” barked Don.
“It was nice meeting you,” Jess told them in an attempt to stop any argument. “Make sure you’re at the Christmas celebration at the town hall.”
“We wouldn’t miss it for anything,” said Homer. “We’re opening the reading room on the same day.” As Jess and Jim walked away, Jess listened to the back-and-forth banter between the men.
“Are they always like that?” Jess asked.
“No, I think they were just excited to meet someone they’ve read about in a novel,” replied Jim. “They’re very good people and a great addition to this town.” 
Jess looked around at all the benches and lampposts and smiled. “I guess the town went all out setting up for Christmas,” he said as he pointed to everything.
“Oh, the town didn’t pay for any of it, you did.”
“I did?”
“Sure, you always told me if the town needed something to ask your banker for the money, so I did.”
“So, I paid for the lampposts, the oil lamps and all the benches?”
“Every last penny, including the shelving in the reading room.” 
“Good, then you won’t have anything to say about the oil lamps,” said Jess. 
Jim looked down the street at them. “Hey, who painted them?” he asked.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
Jess followed Jim over to where Woodson and Jacob were installing the last of the painted lamps. Woodson stepped off his stool and admired his work.
“Who said you could paint these oil lamps?” demanded Jim.
“Well, Jess did, why?”
“Because I’m the mayor of this town and these lampposts were my idea.”
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Mayor,” said Woodson as he stuck his hand out. Jim shook it and smiled at Jacob. “This is my grandson, Jacob. We just moved to town with Jess’s help. I offered to do this as my way of giving back to the town.”
“But why did you paint them?”
“Because when they’re lit up, they’ll glow green and red and it’ll look merrier, I promise,” asserted Woodson.
“Well, I suppose we can see how they look tonight,” said Jim. “But if they’re not bright enough, you’ll need to scrape that paint off.”
“Mayor, they’ll be bright enough, I promise,” stated Woodson. “If you don’t like them, I’ll remove the paint.”
“Well, all right then,” he agreed. “And thank you both for your efforts.”
“I’m in charge of handing out the Christmas gifts,” blurted Jacob.
“But I was going to do that,” said Jim. 
Jacob looked up at Jess through expectant eyes. “You paid for all the toys grandpa made,” advised Jacob. “And I told you then I wanted to be the one to hand them out and you said it was settled.”
“I suppose I did, in a roundabout way,” admitted Jess as he turned to Jim. “Mayor, why don’t you and Sara hand out all the clothes and Jacob and Woodson can hand out all the toys?” 
Jim put his finger to his chin in thought and then he smiled. “I suppose that will work out just fine,” agreed Jim. “Especially after seeing all the toys you made. It would take too long to hand them all out, help with the clothes and do everything else I have to do.”
“Good, now that that’s settled, I’m taking a walk around town,” Jess told them as he left the mayor and Woodson talking about how they would coordinate things.
Jess walked along every street in town. He was surprised at how much it had changed. Two more streets had even been added and each of them had businesses and houses along them with some empty lots here and there. He noticed two boarding houses, several small businesses and dozens of new homes that hadn’t been there before. The town had definitely grown larger. He heard something behind him and when he turned around, he saw Dozer pushing himself in his wheelchair.
“Jess, they told me you was back in town,” said Dozer with an excited expression on his face.
 Jess walked over to him, climbed the boardwalk and shook hands with Dozer. “Nice to see you, Dozer,” he said. “Are you coming to the Christmas celebration?”
“I sure am,” he said. “I heard about all the toys and clothes you brought with you and I’m hoping to get a new pair of gloves. These wheels get cold in the wintertime.”
“Aren’t you still working at the mayor’s second store?”
“Yeah, I do what I can from my chair and the other man takes care of everything else. Why?”
“You could ask Jim to let you take a pair of heavy gloves to use for the winter and take it out of your pay.”
“I could, but I wanted to see if I’d get a pair at Christmas first.”
“Well, if you don’t, I’m buying them for you.”
“Jess, you’ve always been so good to me, what with buying me this chair and letting me stay in Annie’s house for free,” said Dozer. “I hope you have a good Christmas. You sure deserve it.”
“Where were you headed anyway?”
“I just had lunch at home and was going back to the town hall when I saw you wandering around,” he replied. “Well, I better get back there to help some more.”
“All right then, I’ll see you at the supper at Jim and Sara’s on Christmas Eve.”
“I’ll be there for sure,” he said as he turned his wheelchair around.
Jess walked around some more and when he got to the house that Woodson and Jacob had picked out, he heard some pounding coming from inside. He walked to the front door and rapped on it. Woodson opened the door and walked outside, quickly closing the door behind him.
“If there’s something wrong with the house, I can have Tony come and fix it,” Jess told him. Woodson smiled cagily at him.
“That’s quite all right, but I just was building a few more toys for Christmas.”
“Don’t you think we have enough already?”
“Maybe, but I thought about a few other special gifts.”
“All right, but if you need any help, you let me know.”
“Thank you, but Jacob is all the help I need,” said Woodson, smiling through his white beard as he quickly went back inside the house, opening the door just enough to slip through before closing it quickly. Jess turned and left, heading for the town hall.
“I wonder what he’s making now,” he whispered to himself. Jess reached the town hall and when he went inside, the place was bustling with women stacking clothes, shoes and boots on tables. Jim was talking to Tony and Andy. 
Jess walked over to Sara. “I see you’re getting everything in order,” he told her.
“Yes, I had some of the ladies from the church come to help,” she said as she took a break. “Tony and Andy set all the toys in a pile. That man sure can make some nice things. He was just here a little while ago and asked for a pair of boy’s boots.”
“Probably for Jacob,” acknowledged Jess. “His were quite worn out.”
“Well, he certainly deserved them,” she said. Jess pecked her on the cheek and headed in the direction of where Jim, Tony and Andy were discussing something. Jim saw him first and waved him over.
“We were just going over the plans for the big supper on Christmas Day,” explained Jim. “We’ve got smoked hams, turkeys and all the fixings. LeAnn will cook the roasts and steaks and Andy will deliver them here. We’ll be set up for at least fifty people or more. Most of the folks in town will have their own private suppers so this will be mostly for the poor ones who don’t have much.”
“This is turning out to be better than I thought,” admitted Jess.
“Especially with all the toys and clothes you brought to town,” chuckled Jim. “It’s like a Christmas miracle!”
“I’m not sure I believe in miracles,” cautioned Jess. “I think it was a little fate, destiny and luck all rolled up together.”
“Anyway, Tony and Andy are going out with the wagons on Christmas Day and collecting all the people in need who want to come,” continued Jim. “I’ve…well you bought plenty of new blankets for the people to use to keep them warm on the ride into town.”
“I paid for them?” Jess asked.
“Yes, I told you it was a special Christmas.”
“I suppose it is.”
“Well, I got to get back to the store,” said Jim as he headed for the door. Andy grinned at Jess amusingly.
“What are you smiling about?” Jess asked.
“I love it when he spends your money,” he chuckled.
“I’ll just bet you do,” he replied as he looked over at the reading room to see the four brothers sitting inside reading. “Listen, I’m going to ride out there with you and the wagons on Christmas.”
“All right,” said Andy. “But don’t forget that tomorrow night is Christmas Eve supper at the Smythes.”
“I’ll be there,” he said as he headed toward the reading room.
“Good. And remember to sit next to LeAnn.”
“All right, but that’s all that’s going to happen,” he told Andy. Jess knocked on the door of the reading room. Don waved him in and he opened the door. He saw Russ holding onto a book.
“I see you finally got a book to read,” he said.
“I convinced Don to let me read it as soon as he was done,” Russ said smiling.
“Only because we didn’t want him complaining any longer,” advised Homer.
“Just remember, I get it next,” Roy said snippily.
“You boys enjoy your books because you open up in two days,” he reminded them.
“All four of us will have this new dime novel about you finished before that,” asserted Don.
“Enjoy it,” he said as he closed the door and headed out to see Mr. Jameson before getting some supper at Ruth’s Café. When he walked in, Jameson was getting ready to leave.
“Jess, I was hoping you’d stop in to see me,” he said as he put his coat back down on his chair.
“I thought I’d make sure the mayor hasn’t spent all my money yet,” he laughed as he shook hands with him.
“No chance of that,” advised Jameson. “You have more money than he could possibly spend and I just got a wire from the Resch Bank and Trust in Dundee about some money that’s going to be coming here in your name on a regular basis.” Jess explained everything about Dundee and Jameson wasn’t surprised.
“Right now you’re collecting money on notes for eight houses and seven business, including the expansion of Ruth’s Café,” said Jameson. “I heard about the hotel you built in Dundee. You know, we could use a hotel like that here in Black Creek.”
“I was thinking the same thing when I was walking around today,” agreed Jess. “I’m thinking about having one started in the spring.”
“If you do, you have your first permanent renter,” he remarked wittily. “My house is too much for me anymore. I live alone and having a hotel with a restaurant in it would be perfect for me.”
“So, how is my money doing?”
“Very well,” he replied. “I think in another year or so, you might surpass two million in cash, investments and assets. What are you going to do with all that money when you quit the bounty hunting business?”
“I have no idea, but I won’t be quitting anytime soon,” he replied. “I’m used to living out on the trail most times. Maybe when it’s time for me to give it up, I’ll figure out something.”
“You’re still a young man, Jess, but keep in mind that making a living with a gun is a young man’s game,” caution Jameson. “Eventually, even with that special gun and holster, you’ll begin to slow down. You make sure you get to enjoy some of your money before that happens.”
“I will. Make sure you take a bonus for yourself for Christmas out of my account.”
“Thank you, Jess. That’s mighty considerate.”
“Just take care of my money,” he said as he walked out, ate supper at Ruth’s and headed for the Smythes’ house. When he walked outside, it was almost dark and when he saw the red and green glow coming from the lit lampposts, it made him feel warm inside.
“They really look…well…like Christmas,” he said to himself.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
The next day Jess rode out to his old homestead. He brought flowers to put on the three graves where his mother, father and sister were laid to rest. He stood over his father’s grave for a long time without saying anything. He glanced over at the house. It had been painted recently, probably by Tony, who had promised to keep it in good shape. The barn had been painted, too. He finally sat down in front of his father’s headstone and stared at it for a few minutes before taking his hat off.
“Well, Pa, it’s been a few years now since I’ve come back to visit. I’ve got Tony taking care of maintaining the place in case I move back one day. You teaching me how to use that wooden pistol sure came in handy. I don’t know where you found the gun and holster I’m wearing right now that I discovered under your hat in the barn. I’ve been using it ever since and it’s probably the only reason I’m still alive today.
“I know that Ma wouldn’t want the life I’ve chosen for myself. I’ve killed more men than I can count or even want to remember, but most of them were very bad, the same kind of men who did this to you. I think you’d be proud of me, at least I hope so. I’ve had to kill some men because they forced me to and I know you probably were faced with that too when you wore the badge.
“I’m trying to make up for the bad things I do in life by helping others who are in need. You always told me to share with others and I’m doing that as best I can. I don’t reckon that’ll buy me a seat upstairs, but it just seems the right thing to do anyway. We’re having a very nice Christmas in town this year. I brought toys and clothing for all the poor families around. 
“I hope that one day I’ll get to be buried next to you, but most likely I’ll end up being critter food after being back shot out along some trail. I miss the three of you badly and I carry you in my heart every day. Well, I suppose I should get back to town now. I’m having supper at the Smythes with all my friends.” He stood up, donned his hat and turned to his horses when he heard the snorting of a horse coming from inside the barn.
He whirled around, his cocked pistol already in his hand. He looked at the barn as he kept himself protected by the large tree that provided shade for the gravesites. He was about ready to work his way to the barn when he heard the front door of the house creak open. He shifted his stance to give him some cover, but as the door slowly opened, a young boy covered with a blanket stood there looking at him. Jess released the hammer on his pistol as a woman grabbed the boy, pulled him back inside and closed the door. He glanced around the entire area, but saw nothing that could be a threat to him. He stayed behind the tree, watching the house for a few minutes. When nothing happened, he called out.
“Show yourself. I mean you no harm,” he hollered. He waited a minute and the door slowly opened. A woman stood in the doorway with a blanket, the young boy standing behind her.
“Who are you?” asked the woman.
“Name is Jess Williams.”
“That’s the same last name that’s on the headstones,” she said.
“That’s because I used to live here with my family, until they were murdered,” he said. “Who are you and who else is in there?”
“I’m Holly Elinger and I have my two children in here with me.”
“No one else?”
“No, you can come and see for yourself, but I’d rather you put your gun away.”
Jess slowly holstered his pistol and walked toward the house. When he got to the front door, the woman moved back to let him in, but his feet were stuck and wouldn’t move. He wanted to, but the memories all came flashing back through his mind. The woman could see his hesitation and she reached out her hand. He took it and she gently squeezed it.
“Is something wrong?” she asked.
“No, it’s just that I haven’t been inside this house since…” his voice trailed off.
“There is nothing in here that can hurt you, I promise,” she told him in a comforting voice that made him believe her.
Jess did something totally out of the ordinary and closed his eyes as he crossed the threshold and planted his left foot inside the doorway. Then he slowly moved his right foot inside and stood there. When he opened his eyes, the place looked exactly the same as before except the inside had been painted, even the floor. He forced himself to look in the doorway where his mother had been, but the new coat of paint on the floor covered the old memories. He finally let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding in.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” said the woman.
“No, I’ll be fine in a few seconds,” he said as he looked around. He saw the young boy wrapped in a blanket sitting on the floor next to a young girl who was also wrapped in a blanket. Jess took a minute to look through the rooms to make sure no one else was inside and then he realized how cold it was.
“Why don’t you have a fire going in the stove?”
“We only found enough wood to cook the cans of beans on the shelves and I wait until nighttime to do it so we get some warmth in the house for sleeping,” she said.
“You should have had your son find a saw in the barn and cut up some of the railing from the corral for wood to heat the place.”
“But it’s not our house and we didn’t feel we had the right to do that.”
“And yet you moved in,” countered Jess. 
She lowered her head slightly. “I had no choice,” said Holly apologetically. “We ran out of food and had no place to go. My children were freezing and then we found this place. I assumed by the headstones that the family that owned it perished and it was empty.”
“Actually, all of them died except me,” Jess told her. “And I haven’t been able to step inside the house since then.”
“It’s well maintained, so someone has to be taking care of it,” she observed as she looked around.
“Tony from the livery in town comes out once in a while and keeps it up for me.”
“You said your name was Jess Williams, so I assume you still own this place.”
“Yes I do,” he said. “I haven’t been able to convince myself to sell it and don’t think I ever will.”
“Well, we’ll leave if you want us to,” she said. He looked at the three of them all bundled up with blankets.
“Oh, of course not, you can stay as long as you need to,” he told her. “What’s your boy’s name?”
“I’m Dewey,” he said before his mother could answer.
“Well, Dewey, why don’t you and your sister come outside with me. I’ll cut up some of the railings for fire wood and you two can load the pieces in the wheelbarrow and bring them into the house for the stove.”
“I’ll come, but my sister is crippled and can’t walk,” he said.
“Oh, I’m sorry, I just assumed…”
“Don’t worry, how would you have known?” said Holly.
About an hour or so after Jess cut the wood, Dewey finished loading the last batch in the wheelbarrow and took it to the house. He handed the wood to Jess, who stacked it up near the stove. He threw a few pieces into it and they slowly caught fire from the smoldering embers. Jess walked back outside, grabbed some cans of peaches and beans, along with a chunk of salt pork from his saddlebags. He brought them inside and put them on the table as Holly and Dewey carried Noel to a chair by the stove.
“This is much warmer, Mother,” she said as she held her hands out closer to the stove.
“This is very nice of you to do this for complete strangers,” Holly said as she looked at the food.
“Listen, the town is having a very large Christmas celebration tomorrow starting in the afternoon,” he explained. “There will be food, singing, toys will be handed out to every child who comes and they have shoes, boots and all kinds of clothing for children. You should bring your kids and get them some new clothes to wear, not to mention a great feast of every type of food you can think of. Also, I have a home in town you could use until you get back on your feet.”
“Oh, I couldn’t live in town,” she said as her face reddened. “All I have to wear is this old worn-out dress with holes in it. We were heading farther northwest into Kansas to live with my sister, but it got so cold and we ran out of food. We’ll be leaving as soon as spring comes.”
“All right, but the offer stands and after you get a few new dresses and a pair of shoes tomorrow, you’ll feel comfortable in town. They’re all nice people.”
“I don’t know. Let me think about it,” she said sheepishly.
“If you decide to stay here, I’ll have a wagonload of wood delivered along with plenty of food supplies after the celebration.”
“You’re just a guardian angel who came to help us in our time of need,” she said as she gave him a thankful look.
“I’m not sure about the angel part, but it is Christmas and a time to help others,” he said somewhat embarrassed. “I’ve got to get to a supper with some friends in town. Don’t forget to come to town tomorrow. If you don’t, I’m sending someone out to get you and the kids.”
“We’ll be there, I promise,” she said as she looked at her children. “Especially for them.” She kissed both of them on their heads and smiled at Jess, who tipped his hat and left. He walked out to his horses and climbed up in the saddle, looking down on the three graves.
“I hope you don’t mind someone living in the house,” he said as he turned his horses and headed to town for supper at the Smythes.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Jess returned to Black Creek and stabled his horses. He noticed two of the four horses that had pulled the wagon Woodson and Jacob were in seemed restless. They were snorting and pawing at the ground once in a while. He took two apples from the table and fed one to each of them. It seemed to calm them down a little. The other two horses he had bought to pull the wagon seemed fine.
He took his things and headed for the Smythes. When he walked in, the place was noisy with talk and laughter. He took his things up to his room and left them. When he walked into the kitchen, there were two long tables set up. All of his friends were there along with Mr. Jameson, Woodson, Jacob, Zachary, Sissy and even the four brothers, Don, Roy, Russ and Homer. LeAnn and Sissy were helping Sara with the meal. Jess took a seat next to Andy and noticed a white lace handkerchief on the chair next to him.
“Is that what I think it is?” he asked Andy, who smiled and nodded.
“You didn’t think you weren’t sittin’ next to LeAnn, did ya?”
“No, I suppose not,” he said.
Platters of food were placed on the table and it looked wonderful. After the three women finished, they sat down. LeAnn picked up her handkerchief and purposely bumped into Jess as she took her seat. Jim stood up and tapped a spoon against a glass.
“I’d like to say a few words before we enjoy this wonderful meal,” he said after clearing his throat. “This town has thrived since our good friend Jess Williams began donating to it. He built the new church, the schoolhouse, the town offices and so many other things. He paid for the new lampposts, which look real nice after Woodson painted them red and green, and even installed benches in town. I wanted this to be a celebration of everything he’s done for us, but it seems he’s once again worked a miracle by bringing so many toys and clothing for the children around town. I don’t know how he did it, but tomorrow’s Christmas celebration will be the best one anybody could pray for. No kid will be left without shoes or boots or warm clothing for the winter. And every child will receive a toy to play with. Jess, you really outdone yourself this time.” Everyone cheered and clapped, embarrassing Jess so much that his cheeks flushed. He stood up and looked around at all his friends, old and new.
“I don’t believe in miracles,” he said. “I just happened to run into these fine people who had all these things with them. Maybe fate or destiny played a role, but not a miracle. Anyway, tomorrow isn’t for us, it’s for the children and the less fortunate.”
He sat back down and LeAnn leaned over and kissed him on his cheek. Andy elbowed him and he elbowed him back. Platters were handed around the table and they all filled their plates. Dozer fell asleep twice during supper, but Andy caught his head before it fell into his plate of food. After supper was finished, the women started cleaning the plates. Jim got a bottle and poured all the men a drink. Woodson looked down at Jess.
“So, you really don’t believe in miracles Jess?” he asked.
“Well, I’m not a very religious man Woodson, although I hope there is a man upstairs looking down on us, mostly for everyone else,” he said. “I mean, you know the business I’m in and I wouldn’t think he approves of what I do. I believe in destiny and fate, because I’ve seen it personally in my own life. But miracles, I’m not so sure.”
“Well, every man has to believe what he believes, I suppose,” lectured Woodson. “I tend to believe in miracles and I think one is going to happen tomorrow for sure.” The women all started passing around pieces of pie. All the men objected, moaned and padded their full bellies just before digging into it. After the pie vanished, Don, Homer, Russ and Roy all stood up.
“We can’t thank you enough for this wonderful meal and your friendship,” said Don. “But we need to check the reading room one more time before turning in tonight. 
Jim looked at them and smiled. “I left the town offices unlocked, so make sure you lock things up when you leave,” he told them.
“I’ll make sure of it personally,” promised Don as they walked out.
The woman all started cleaning up and Jacob took a large platter of food out to Blacky, who was patiently waiting on the back porch. The men retired to the study where Jim did most of his mayoral duties for the town. He poured everyone another glass of brandy.
“So Jess, where are you headed to after the big day tomorrow?” asked Jim. Jess reached into his front pocket and pulled out a wanted poster on a man by the name of Craig Lancaster. He handed it to Jim who frowned when he read it.
“Do you have to leave right away?”
“No, I’ll stick around a few days, but you know how I hate this cold weather.” 
Woodson chuckled. “Son, you have no idea what cold really is,” he said.
“Maybe, but I don’t intend to find out either.”
“So, this man you’re going after, what did he do?” queried Woodson.
“Some really bad things,” replied Jess. “Read the wanted poster for yourself.” Jim handed it to Woodson.
“One has to wonder why any man would do such things,” said Woodson as he read the long list of offenses.
“I’ve often wondered the same thing myself.”
“And you think it’s your responsibility to stop these men?” asked Woodson.
“Someone has to stop them before they harm another innocent person.” Woodson handed the poster back to Jess.
“Well, I have to go and collect Jacob and get back to work,” said Woodson as he stood up. “Mayor, thank you so much for your hospitality.”
“You’re certainly welcome,” Jim told him. Everyone finally left one by one, eventually leaving Jess, Jim and Sara alone in the kitchen.
“I say it’s time to turn in for the night,” suggested Sara. “We have lots to do tomorrow and I’m so excited.”
After returning to his room, Jess washed up and was looking in the mirror at himself. He thought about the woman and her two children out at his old homestead and hoped he could talk her into staying in one of the houses he owned in town. It would be much safer for her and she could probably find a job. He fell off to sleep, dreaming of his family and the meager Christmases they’d had. Gifts weren’t plentiful, but the happiness and love he remembered was far more important than gifts. Maybe one day he’d have it again with his own family.
The next morning brought sunshine, but the air was brisk and cold. The first thing Jess did after eating breakfast was check on the house he wanted Holly and her two kids to move into. It had two bedrooms and already had food stocked in the pantry. The cook stove had a few embers smoldering at the bottom. He put some pieces of wood in and blew on them until they caught fire. He made sure the oil lamps were full before he headed to the livery where Tony and Andy had the wagons all ready to go to collect anyone needing a ride into town. Jess rode along with them and made a stop by his homestead to see Holly hitching up a mule to a small wagon. He rode over to her.
“Are you sure you don’t want to ride with the others?” he asked her.
“No, I’m afraid Noel might get hurt,” she replied. “She’s very fragile.” Jess slid from the saddle and removed the blanket from her shoulders and gave her his coat.
“But what about you?” she asked.
“I’ll get another one as soon as I get back to town.”
“I don’t know how to thank you,” she said as she put the coat on.
“I do.”
“What?”
“Promise me you’ll look at the house I have waiting for you in town.”
“But we’re fine out here.”
“It’s not safe for you and the kids and besides, I think you can find work in town.”
“All right, I’ll look at it.”
“Great, I’ll see you there then,” he told her as he swung up in the saddle and headed for the two covered wagons that were full of people.
When they got back to town, it started snowing. Andy and Tony rode the wagons to the front of the town hall. Jess stabled his horses and took his things to his room at the Smythes’ house. He walked out and over to the town hall. Still more people heading to it, some walking and some in wagons or riding horses. He walked inside and it was noisy with people bustling around. Kids were running around playing. Mothers were at the tables picking out clothing, shoes and boots for themselves and their children. Coats were being handed out, even some long dusters for the men. Smiles were stuck on everyone’s face and it made him feel good inside.
He saw LeAnn and Andy working on the food tables. There were large bowls and platters of food of every kind available. Some people were standing and eating. Some were sitting in the chairs at tables. Jess glanced over at the reading room and saw people inside. Don, Russ, Roy and Homer were talking with them and showing them books. He walked over to where Woodson and Jacob were organizing the toys. Woodson stopped and looked at Jess.
“Ah, you’ve come to see the miracle of Christmas, have you?” he said in a jolly voice.
“I don’t know about the miracle, but this sure is a wonderful day,” he said as he looked around. “Look at the children having fun. They have new clothes and shoes and full bellies. This is just perfect.”
“Well, why don’t you make an announcement that we’re ready to hand out the rest of the toys?” suggested Woodson.
“All right,” he said as he saw Holly and Dewey carrying Noel in and setting her in a chair. She went about picking out some clothes for her two children and Sara handed her two nice dresses and a hat for herself, along with a nice pair of women’s shoes. Jess whistled loudly to get everyone’s attention. Everyone became quiet.
“I hope everyone is having a great time,” announced Jess. “Keep eating food and take more clothes with you. I don’t want one item left on those tables even if it means everyone has more than one set of clothes and shoes. If you have what you need and know people who need something but didn’t attend today, take it to them. Now for the children, we have all kinds of toys for you so we need all the children to start lining up here by me and Jacob will hand out the toys.”
All the children quickly lined up in front of Jess. He saw one young boy about seven years old walking with a limp. He noticed the boy had lost his right foot and walked on a leather-covered stump. A lump gathered in his throat as he saw the boy still smiling happily.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Jess took a seat near the toys and watched as Jacob seemed to pick out the perfect toy for each child. When the young boy with the missing right foot reached Jacob, he tousled the boy’s hair which made him laugh.
“What is your name?” asked Jacob.
“Toby.”
“Well, Toby, what would you like for Christmas?”
“Do you have any sleds left?”
“As a matter of fact, I do,” he said as he reached behind him and pulled out a sled. Jacob stood it up in front of Toby who wrapped his arms around it.
“This is the best Christmas ever,” he said with glee. He started to leave, but Jacob gently grabbed him by the arm.
“We have another special gift made just for you, Toby.”
“Really? Two gifts for Christmas?”
“Yes, now let me find them,” he said as he rifled around until Woodson produced a pair of boots and handed them to Jacob.
“Ah, here they are,” announced Jacob as he handed the pair of boots to Toby.
 Toby looked at them smiling, but he only took the left one. “I can only wear this one on account of my missing right foot,” he said.
“No, you put them both on,” said Jacob.
“But…”
“Please, do it for me,” pushed Jacob.
“Well, all right,” agreed Toby. He put the left boot on and it fit perfectly. When he put the right boot on, he had a look of confusion that turned to a look of surprise and then to a look of wonder.
“It fits perfectly, but how?”
“Never mind, just try to walk in them,” Jacob told him. Toby walked around the room and his steps were perfect and both of the boots reached the floor evenly.
“They work, and it doesn’t hurt my stump!” he said excitedly as he ran to his parents and hugged his mother.
“Look, Mother, I have magic boots!”
“Oh my, how…who?” she asked, wiping tears from her face. She looked over at Jess, who simply shrugged his shoulders and made a funny face, just as confused as anyone. The two parents walked toward Jess and stopped in front of him as he stood up.
“How did you know to make those boots to fit my son so he could walk straight?” she asked.
“I didn’t have anything to do with that. Woodson must have made them,” he told her, still a look of confusion splashed across his face.
“Who is Mr. Woodson?” she asked.
“That man right behind Jacob,” replied Jess as he nodded at Woodson, who simply smiled. The parents walked over to Jacob and Woodson.
“Thank you so much for the boots,” she told Woodson. “But how could you have possibly known? We’ve never met you before.” Woodson smiled at her and winked at Jess.
“It’s the miracle called Christmas,” he told her.
They thanked him repeatedly and then walked away. Woodson smiled at Jess strangely as Jess expressed a questioning look on his face. Woodson simply shrugged his shoulders and went back to helping Jacob hand out the toys. Jess sat back down and Tony walked over with a chicken leg in his hand.
“What was all that about?” asked Tony as he watched Toby walking around with the other children.
“I have no idea,” admitted Jess. “Does Toby live in town?”
“Naw, he and his folks live a good eight miles to the east,” replied Tony as he chewed on the chicken leg.
“Did you see Woodson leave town since he arrived?”
“Not unless he walked, because those wagons haven’t moved except for when we delivered the toys and clothes here and picked up people today,” recalled Tony. “I would’ve known if they were used other than that.”
“That’s strange,” muttered Jess.
Tony finished the chicken leg and headed back over to the food tables. He saw Andy and another man carrying Noel in the chair over to Jacob now that the line was almost empty. Holly and Dewey walked behind them. Holly was wearing a new dress and shoes and she smiled warmly at Jess. Dewey went first and he asked for a ball. Jacob produced one that was plum-shaped and soft. Dewey dropped it on the floor and began kicking it around the room. Other children quickly joined in until the mothers stopped them due to the ball hitting people in the legs. 
Jacob looked at Noel warmly. “And what would you like for Christmas?” he asked her.
“Are you sure every other kid got a toy?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Because I wouldn’t want to take the last one if some other child didn’t get one,” she said in a serious tone.
“You mean you’d give up the last toy and let someone else have it?” queried Woodson from behind Jacob.
“Of course, wouldn’t you?”
“Yes, I certainly would,” admitted Woodson. “But the good news is, we still have plenty of toys left, so what would you like?”
“I’d really like a doll to play with,” she said. Jacob leaned backward and produced a hand-sewn doll with clothes on it. He handed it to her.
“This is a very nice doll,” she said. “Thank you very much and Merry Christmas to you.” Andy and the other man started to take Noel back to her spot, but Woodson stopped them.
“Hold on there, I think we have one more gift for Noel,” chuckled Woodson. They turned her back around and set her down.
“But I already have a gift. How did you know my name?” she asked, hugging the doll.
“I know lots of things,” said Woodson. “And I know you’re a very special little girl and deserving of a very special gift.”
Woodson walked behind the tree and a piece of canvas came flying out. He walked around the other side of the tree and returned pushing a wheelchair that looked like it would fit her perfectly with some room to grow. Holly put both hands to her face and gasped. Jess was so stunned he stood up again. Woodson looked at Andy and smiled through his thick snow-white beard.
“Put her in this chair,” said Woodson.
Andy picked her up and set her down in the wheelchair. The seat was padded. Noel felt the wheels and Andy put her feet in the bottom footrest. She wheeled herself around in a circle and back to Woodson.
“Did you make this just for me?” she asked.
“I certainly did,” said Woodson as he winked at Jess again. Noel picked up the doll from her lap and handed it to Woodson.
“You don’t want the doll?” he asked.
“Yes, but I only need one gift,” she said. “And this chair is the most wonderful gift I could ever wish for.” Woodson smiled at her and handed the doll back.
“Since this is a special Christmas, you get to keep both the chair and the doll,” he said. She looked at the doll and smiled happily as she looked up at Woodson.
“Can I touch your beard?” she asked.
“Why, of course you can,” he said and leaned down. 
She ran her fingers through his beard and giggled. “It feels kind of strange, like it tickles my fingers,” she said.
“That’s the miracle of Christmas,” he told her as he kissed her on the top of her head.
“Thank you very much,” she told Woodson and Jacob. Woodson pointed to Jess.
“Make sure you thank him too. He paid for all the toys and gifts.” 
She wheeled over to Jess and looked up at him. “Thank you, kind sir, for this wonderful gift,” she said, with a smile stuck on her face.
“You’re certainly welcome,” he said as he looked at Holly, who was still overcome with joy and disbelief.
“Did Woodson come out to the house?” he asked her. 
Holly shook her head. “No, no one even knew we were out there except you,” she said.
“Then how did he know?”
“It was a Christmas miracle,” said Noel, not looking up from her doll when she said it.
“Something strange is going on here because there never was a wheelchair in that wagon when I bought all the toys,” said Jess as he watched Woodson getting himself something to eat. Jacob walked around handing out the last of the toys to people, asking them to give them to someone in need. Holly put her hand on Jess’s arm.
“I’d like to take you up on your offer to look at the house in town,” she said. “I’ve talked to several of the ladies and they all welcomed us with open arms. Ruth said I could work at her café as a waitress.” 
Jess was still in a state of confusion. “Oh, uh, all right,” he said as he waved for Tony to come over. When he did, he saw the puzzled look on Jess’s face.
“Is everything okay?” inquired Tony.
“I’m not sure,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “But can you take Holly and her two children to that two-bedroom house I told you about earlier.”
“Sure, and the ramps that were put up for Dozer will come in handy with this wheelchair,” said Tony as he grabbed the handles. “Are you ready for a little ride, young lady?” 
Noel looked up at him and smiled. “Yes, please,” she said. Tony led them out of the town hall and to the house. When he opened the door, the warmth hit them. They walked inside and looked around.
“This is absolutely perfect,” exclaimed Holly, holding back tears of joy. “A few days ago we were living in a cold house with almost nothing to eat and now I have a house for me and my children to live in and people who have accepted us with open arms. I even have a job waiting for me. I just can’t believe this is all happening so fast.” 
Tony smiled at her. “Listen, if something needs fixing, you come and get me,” he told her. “I’ll go out to Jess’s place tomorrow and gather up all your things and deliver them here.”
“Thank you so much,” said Holly as Tony left and headed back to the town hall. When he walked in, Jess was still standing and watching Woodson and Jacob eating. 
Tony placed his hand on Jess’s shoulder and he flinched. “Whoa, why are you so jumpy?” asked Tony.
“I have no idea, but something strange happened here today and I haven’t a clue as to what it was,” he replied as he kept staring at Woodson and Jacob.
“Why don’t we get us a plate and eat?”
“I thought you already ate.”
“I’ve been sampling the food all afternoon, but now I want a full meal,” Jess followed Tony to the food tables and they each made a plate. They sat down next to Jim and Sara, who were talking with some of the other folks about how nice the day had turned out.
“Jess, we want to thank you for everything,” said Jim.
“And especially for what you did for Toby and that new girl,” added Sara. “How did you know to do that?”
“Listen, I had nothing to do with any of it,” he said flatly. “It was as much of a surprise to me as anyone else.” He saw Jacob and Woodson standing up. They walked over to where Jess was.
“Well, this has been a long day and we’re plumb tuckered out,” said Woodson. “Thanks for the wonderful food. We’re going to retire for the night.”
“Thank you two for everything,” announced Jim. “We’ll see you for breakfast tomorrow morning at our house.”
“That sounds wonderful,” said Woodson as he and Jacob headed out. Jess watched them leave and he picked at his food for the next few minutes. Don walked out of the reading room and sat down at the long table.
“We handed out over twenty books today and received ten donations to the reading room,” he told everyone. “A grand day this has been for sure.”
Jess looked over at the reading room. Russ, Homer and Roy were all waving at him. He nodded back and took another bite of the food and chewed it, thinking about the boots and wheelchair. He finally put his fork down and stared at his food. Sara noticed it and she put her hand on his.
“What’s bothering you, Jess?” she asked.
“I have to go and speak to Woodson and Jacob,” he said as he stood up and headed for the door. Sara looked at Jim, who had a look of concern on his face.
“What do you think is bothering him so much?”
“I don’t know, but it’s probably nothing to worry about,” he told her.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Jess walked along the boardwalks and crossed the street, heading for the rental house that Woodson and Jacob were using. The snow was falling heavily now and he shuddered at the cold, realizing he had forgotten to get another heavy coat. When he reached the house, he couldn’t help but notice that there were no foot prints in the fresh snow on the front porch. He saw that the lamp inside was set on low. He rapped on the door, but no one answered. He tried the door handle and it opened.
“Woodson? Jacob?” he called out. No answer.
He walked inside and checked the two sleeping rooms, but the beds were neatly made and no one was in them. He walked back to the main room. Everything was in its place. He walked outside, closed the door and headed for the livery. When he arrived, he opened the large door and walked inside. The wagon Woodson and Jacob had driven was gone, along with the two original horses that had pulled it. The other two horses he had purchased were still in their stalls. He walked outside and looked around. He saw foot prints and hoof prints in the snow, but no wagon wheel tracks leaving the livery. He kept looking around with a total look of confusion on his face. He turned his head around to see if the wagon would just reappear somehow, but it was definitely gone with no trace of it ever leaving. There was no sign of Blacky anywhere either.
“I don’t understand,” he whispered to himself. “Where did they go, and why?”
He closed the door and walked to Jim and Sara’s house. They were sitting in the kitchen. There was a box on the table with a bow on it. He poured himself a cup of coffee and sat down, removing his hat and sitting it by the box.
“Where did you go off to?” questioned Sara.
“I went looking for Woodson and Jacob.”
“Did you thank them for us? Because we didn’t get a chance before they left,” said Jim.
“No, I didn’t.”
“Why not?” asked Sara.
“Because they disappeared into thin air.”
“They took their wagon and left at this time of night?” queried Jim.
“That’s the strange thing, the wagon is gone, but there were no tracks leaving the livery, and there are two inches of fresh snow by the door,” explained Jess.
“They probably got wiped out from the other horses and wagons leaving town,” advised Jim.
“No, I’m telling you, I know how to track an ant over a rock and there were no marks of a wagon wheel leaving the livery, but Woodson’s wagon is gone, along with him and Jacob. Even Blacky is missing.” Jim and Sara exchanged glances of concern and then shrugged it off.
“I’m sure there must be some kind of explanation,” asserted Sara. “Why don’t you open the gift Woodson left for you?” Jess looked at the box as he took a sip of his coffee.
“He left that for me?”
“Yes, he gave it to me this afternoon and said to make sure you got it,” said Jim.
Jess put his coffee cup down, removed the bow and opened the box. Inside was a beautifully crafted brass spyglass that looked thicker than the one he had in his saddlebags. He picked it up and examined it. There was a note inside the box. He picked it up and read it to himself.
 
Dear Jess, 
I’m sorry we had to leave so soon, but I wanted you to have this. This spyglass is one of the finest you can get. It was made in Germany by a master craftsman. I’m sure it is much better than the one you use now. I know you won’t change what you do for a living and you’ll have to reconcile that with the man upstairs one day. But, I’m sure he’s aware of all the good things you’ve done for people and maybe the scales will tip in your favor. I know you’re a good man at heart and I’m sure he knows that, too. Anyway if you’re still going to hunt men for a living, you might as well have the best tools for the job. I know you said you didn’t believe in miracles, but maybe you’ve changed your mind by now since you experienced a few of them yourself today. Jacob says hi and we have a full load of toys in the wagon and much more work to do yet tonight. I hope you had a very Merry Christmas.
 
The note wasn’t signed at the end. He put the note down, stood up and walked to the window. He extended the spyglass and peered through it. The clarity was so much better and he could see much farther, even in the dark. And then, in the blink of an eye, he swore something crossed the spyglass that looked exactly like a wagon being pulled by two horses. He took a step back, moved it from his eyes and looked along the street, but saw only people milling around, finishing up their festivities for the evening.
“What did you see?” asked Sara. He folded up the spyglass and turned to look at the two of them with a bewildered gaze.
“Do you two believe in miracles?” he asked.
“Of course we do,” said Sara.
“Well, I think I just saw one,” he said as he stared at the spyglass.
 
The End
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