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While visiting with Uncle Justin and Aunt Abigail at their potato farm in Itching Tree, Idaho, I was lollygagging around and feeling sorry for myself because I had to tell the girl that I deeply cared for that I would be leaving town and not returning. That was after I received a telegram from the mayor of Windy Butte, New Mexico. A double bolt of lightning zigzagged and streaked across the sky, bringing right behind it the rumble of distant thunder. It looked as though it was going to be a gully washer. I pushed my leather hat back off my forehead and opened the telegram.  

It was from Mayor Madison of Windy Butte, New Mexico. I had taken care of a problem they had when we passed through there on our way to Velvet Sky, Arizona, and it seemed they now had a similar situation. The new sheriff they hired was causing all kinds of trouble. He had taken over the town and was demanding that everyone does exactly as he said, or else. He hadn’t killed anyone yet, but the mayor felt it was just a matter of time before he did. This was the kind of mission I felt God had ordained me to handle—alleviating trouble where and whenever needed.    

I also needed to see if the mayor had lived up to his promise of allowing his young daughter, Melody, to have more freedom in her life.   

I stuffed the telegram in my shirt pocket and stepped indoors to tell my friends of our new journey, just as the rain started pouring down. I decided since it was so far away that I would take the train. I had never ridden a train before. As a kid I saw a lot of them, when they stopped in or passed straight through Angel Falls. I went over the plan with Orville and Half Loaf. They would follow with the horses and wagon, and meet me in Windy Butte in a little over a month.  

We told Uncle Justin and Aunt Abigail how much we enjoyed our visit, and they were very sad that I was leaving. I explained to both of them that this was what God wanted me to do. People needed me to help them in New Mexico. 

“You will remember our talk about you coming and living with us, won’t you?” asked Uncle Justin. 

“You can’t begin to understand how happy it makes me to know that I’m wanted like that,” I said. “I just can’t stay when I’m needed elsewhere. I hope you understand.” 

“You’ll be in our prayers,” said Uncle Justin. “But I want you to be extra careful as you travel to unknown dangers. I gave Orville a hundred pounds of potatoes, so I guess you will be eating potatoes for a while.”  

“We need to get into town so I can get a ticket and board the train. I will be praying for you, and thinking of you each day,” I told them. “Goodbye.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 

[image: ]




When we got to the train station, there was one of the prettiest girls I had ever seen sitting on the platform. 

“I believe I would like to take a train trip, if that girl is going to be riding also,” said Half Loaf. 

“Half Loaf, you know you have to travel with and help Orville. He might get lost without your young eyes to see for him.” 

“Aw, come on, Jed,” said Orville. “You know I got eyes like a hawk.” 

“I know. I’m joshing you. You and Half Loaf take good care of Sugar for me. I will really miss my horse,” I said. 

“Ain’t you gonna miss us?” asked Orville. 

“I thought that was a given.” I said. “You both should know by now how much I care for you.” 

I walked over to the ticket office to inquire about a ticket. He said a first-class ticket to Windy Butte, New Mexico would cost me eighty-five dollars, and a second-class ticket would cost forty-five dollars. I asked what the difference was between first class and second class, and he told me first class was a sleeping berth, which meant the seats turned into a bed for sleeping. A second class was just a seat, nothing fancy, and then there was the immigrant car. It has one long bench running the entire length of the car. He said it was usually filled with Chinese railroad workers. 

“The train will be stopping once a day for the noon meal. That’ll cost one dollar for each one.” 

I figured, since it was only going to take about three or four days, then I would get a second-class ticket. I paid him the forty-five dollars and he handed me the ticket, then I walked back to where the guys were waiting for me. 

“Well, did you get it?” asked Orville. “Let me see it. I ain’t never seen a train ticket before.” 

“Please. I would like to see also,” said Half Loaf. 

I showed them both the ticket. 

“Why that ain’t nothing but a piece of cardboard, and very thin cardboard at that,” said Orville. 

“No, it’s a lot more than that,” I said. “It’s a key to the door of a new adventure.” 

“Boy, you’re sure talking fancy today,” said Orville. 

“I’m not talking any different today than I do any other time,” I said. 

“Sure sounds fancy,” said Orville. “I bet I know what you’re doing. You’re practicing for when you meet that pretty girl that’s fixing to get on the train.” 

“You could be right about that,” I said. “Let’s go get something to eat. I think I’d like some barbecue ribs before I leave.” 

We walked to Flugger’s Eatery and ordered three servings of ribs with three glasses of ice tea, then we talked about the trip they were going to have to take with the wagon and the animals. 

“I figure it’ll be a lot like our last trip without you—boring and more boring. Sure wish we didn’t have to split up,” fussed Orville. 

“I wish we didn’t either, but the mayor said the sheriff could kill someone at any time. That’s why I have to hurry. You fellows will be alright. It’s just a little over 800 miles.” 

“I probably need to go to Perkin’s Emporium and stock up with supplies,” Orville said. 

“I would go with you,” I said. “But I’ve already told Jennifer goodbye. There’s no reason to open old wounds. You guys go ahead. I want to go visit Jonah at the blacksmith shop and have him check Sugar’s left rear shoe. I think it may have worked loose.” 
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They went one direction, and I went the other. I stopped by the livery stable and got Sugar, then I walked two streets down to the Blacksmith shop. I could hear the sound of metal hitting metal from quite a distance away. When I got to the door of the shop, there he was, swinging that hammer like he was mad at the piece he was hitting. I stood there waiting for a break in his swings.  

I guess he felt my presence, because he turned and, when he saw me, his eyes lit up and his shiny white teeth broke into a wide smile that seemed to light up the entire room. He was very distinguished looking, with his tight curly gray hair. You could tell from his composure that he was content with his life. It was a pleasure just being in the same room with him. 

“Hello there, Jed. I’m glad you came back. I heard that you’re gonna be leaving soon. Yes, word travels fast in a town like Itching Tree. I’m sure glad you came to see me before you go.” 

“I’m glad to see you, too. I also need something, so the visit isn’t entirely personal. I need you to take a look at Sugar’s left rear shoe. It felt like it was loose last time I rode her.” 

“I’m still glad to see you. When you figuring on leaving?” 

“The train leaves at three thirty.” 

“If you don’t mind a little advice, I would recommend taking a basket of food with you. The stops between meals get awfully long, and then they sometimes ain’t very good anyhow. Take my word for it, take a basket.” 

“Thank you, Jonah. I wanted to thank you again for the kind words you said about my pa.” 

“Didn’t say nothing that wasn’t true. Your pa was one of the finest, and I would say his boy is turning out just like him. May the Good Lord bless and keep you as you travel this road He has placed you on.”   

“Goodbye, Jonah, and God bless you.” 

I turned and walked back to Flugger’s Eatery to see about a basket of food to take with me. 

There was one other place I wanted to go before I left. I walked through the alley and came out on Main Street, then stood at the corner of the building and waited, looking across the street at Perkin’s Emporium. I felt I had to look at her one last time. I stood at that corner until it was time to go to the train depot, and I never did get to see Jennifer.  

Orville and Half Loaf were waiting at the depot for me. 

“Here you are,” said Orville. “It’s getting late. I was wondering where you were.” 

“I took Sugar to the blacksmith shop to get her shoes checked,” I said. “You need to pick her up, either today or tomorrow. I’m sure going to miss you guys. You’re the best friends a man could have. Please, be safe as you travel to meet me.  I figure it’ll take a little more than a month for you to get there. Did you get all the supplies you needed?” 

“Yeah, we got ‘em,” said Orville. “I reckon it’s time to say goodbye. So long, Jed. We’ll see you when we see you.” 

“Goodbye, Jed,” sobbed Half Loaf. “I will pray for you each night.” 

“You two good friends will be in my prayers, too.” 
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The train was just pulling into the station, and we stood back out of the way while passengers got off. Then I picked up my bag and was climbing aboard when I spotted that good-looking young lady struggling with her trunk.  

I jumped back to the platform and walked over to her. “Excuse me, ma’am, didn’t you check your trunk when you bought your ticket?” 

“I didn’t know I was supposed to. This will be my first time to ride on a train.” 

“It’s my first time too. Here, let me help you with that.”  

I pulled the trunk over to one of the freight cars and banged on the door.  

It pushed open, and a man stuck his head out. “Yeah, what’s you need?” 

“This young lady didn’t check her trunk when she bought her ticket. Can you load it for her?” 

“Sure thing.” He pushed the door opened wider. “Toss it right up here.” 

I struggled to lift the trunk, but finally got it over the edge of the door.  

“I got it now, thanks for your help.” 

I turned to the young lady and introduced myself. “My name’s Jed Jenkins. I’m going to Windy Butte, New Mexico. Where might you be going?” 

“I’m Pamela Hunsacker, and I’m going to teach school in Neville’s Brand, Nevada.” 

“Aren’t you a little young to be a school teacher?” 

“I’ll be twenty-three next July. I graduated with honors from Miss Pritchett’s School for Young Women. In fact, I was number one out of fifteen students.” 

“That’s very impressive. Your folks must be very proud?” 

“My parents died when I was eleven. I was sent to live in Applegate’s Orphanage. I was very lucky to be appointed to attend Miss Pritchett’s School. You said you were going to Windy Butte, New Mexico. Are you visiting kinfolk there?” 

“No, I have a sort of job there.” 

“If I might be so bold, might I inquire what kind of job?” 

“I’m going there to persuade a man to leave town or die.” 

“That sounds dangerous. Especially if he doesn’t want to do either one.” 

“Oh, I assure you he will do one or the other.” 

“You’re a gunfighter, aren’t you?” 

“There have been some who called me that. I don’t consider myself a gunfighter. More of a person who helps those in need. I do everything I can to bring the situation to a conclusion without gunplay, but if I can’t, then someone is going to die.” 

“Have you ever considered that person might be you?” 

“Yes, that thought has entered my mind, but then I remember who I work for, and it erases that thought.” 

“Who do you work for that can bring peace of mind that easy?” 

“The Lord God Almighty is the One I work for. He has ordained me to travel the country, rooting out evil and destroying it.” 
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