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INTRODUCTION

MY PATH TO CHRISTMAS STORIES

JOSEPH LEININGER WHEELER




Like Lucy Maud Montgomery’s immortal heroine, Anne of Green Gables, Barbara was a voracious reader with a love for literature. Due to her near photographic memory, she could memorize thousands of pages of poetry, readings, and short stories. By the age of twelve, she was what some called an “elocutionist,” a performer so mesmerizing, so dramatic, with such stage presence, that she was able to take control of any audience she addressed. In fact, she was only fourteen when she held her entire high school spellbound with Amelia Burr’s “A Song of Living.” Prophetically, it would become her life’s signature poem. Sixty years later, in her “Cradle to the Grave” performance, invariably she would conclude with the same poem.

And how Barbara loved stories—especially Christmas stories! Timeless Christmas stories such as Parmenter’s “David’s Star of Bethlehem” and Sangster’s “The Littlest Orphan and the Christ Baby,” both so charged with emotion and feeling that when she concluded either one, both she and her audience would be weeping.

Barbara fell in love with a man named Lawrence. They would marry, become missionaries to Latin America, and have three children. She would homeschool them all: pouring into her children all that she was, all that it was possible for her to give.

Each of the three of us—Romayne, Marjorie, and I—owe a debt to this unforgettable woman we can never repay.

Our mother!

God, who sees the end from the beginning, was determined that Barbara’s flame would continue to light up the darkness long after she was gone. That the stories she told—simple, heartfelt, and laden with values worth living by—would be entrusted to another.

THE CHOSEN ONE

In college I majored in English and history; I graduated, married my beautiful wife, Connie, and became a teacher. And as I kept turning life’s corners, one constant followed—my love for stories, learned early on.

When I was a young teacher, especially, it became glaringly apparent that my students much preferred hearing a story to working on the rules of grammar. I decided to take advantage of this reality, and eventually I would see stories had become the centerpiece of my teaching career. Not just any stories, of course, and not just the kind of stories that literati gave their attention to—but rather the ones Mother raised me on: the stories that touched the heart.

Twenty-nine years into my career, another turn of events happened—not because I had willed anything to happen, but because a Higher Power willed them to happen. Because of what was to occur, I would learn the real definition of the word epiphany: It means that one moment, the train of your life is racing full-speed down a certain set of tracks—only minutes later, your train is racing full-speed down tracks in an entirely different direction! Sometimes the epiphany isn’t discovered until later when you retrace your life journey: Goodness! I didn’t know! If that one day, if that one moment, had never been—how different my life would have been!

Just so, I never saw it coming.

On a snowy December morning in 1989, I had no inkling that the next twelve hours would represent perhaps the most significant “switch box” of my career! After one of my classes that epochal day, one of our English majors, Naomi Snowdy, came up to me and said, “Dr. Wheeler, I’m so sick of dorm regulations and cafeteria food that I’m ready to go stark raving mad! Can I come home with you this weekend?”

I called my wife and quoted Naomi to her. She laughed and said, “Sure, I can remember feeling that way, too, during college. Tell her she’s welcome.”

So the stage was set. I can see it now as though it were yesterday rather than eighteen long years ago. We’d reached my Annapolis home, on the shores of the Severn River. Naomi had unpacked, we’d eaten a delicious supper, the wind was howling outside, and the snow was slashing at our windows.

After dinner, exhausted from the long week, I leaned back in my big brown easy chair, across from a crackling fire and Naomi. She had a contemplative look in her eyes that I mistook for a look of blissful gratitude that she had a break with little to do, for that was what I was thinking.

Oh, it all started so innocently! She leaned toward me, and said softly, conversationally, “Dr. Wheeler, have you ever thought of writing a Christmas story?”

Unaware of my doom, and just as relaxed as she, I lazily answered, “Yes, I’ve thought of it.”

“Well, why haven’t you?”

“Oh, I will—someday.”

I had not a clue about what was behind that ostensibly dreamy look in Naomi’s eyes. But now, after all these years, I’ve finally pieced it together.

Naomi was in my creative writing class, the victim of many of my deadlines during the semester. I was completely blindsided by her reversal of roles as she sat up straight, lost the dreamy look, and barked out a question that was really a command: “Why don’t you write it tonight?”

Tonight? I looked at her unbelievingly. Surely she was just kidding.

Inexorably she responded with, “Yes, tonight. It’s going to snow all weekend anyway, so what else are we going to do? Besides”—and she gave me a malicious smirk—“I want to proof your story.”

I couldn’t believe it: sweet, soft-spoken Naomi turning out to be a tyrant in disguise! But try as I did to beg off, to get out of it, Naomi was as intransigent as Gibraltar…and my wife, Connie, was no help either. She just laughed and sided with Naomi, so it was two against one—no, make that three against one. My last hope was that the good Lord, in His great mercy, would grant me a severe case of writer’s block—that way I wouldn’t have to write the miserable thing. But God ganged up on me, too. Virtually instantaneously, He gave me a full-blown plot. All I had to do was flesh it out and write it.

So, I dutifully wrote all evening, all day Saturday, and part of Sunday. As fast as I completed a page, Naomi would snatch it out of my hands, read it, scribble viciously on it, and hand it back, saying, “Fix it!”…So that was my “relaxing” weekend. Eventually we finished. The story even had a name: appropriately, we titled it “The Snow of Christmas.” The topic was a young husband who deserted his lovely wife and young daughter one Christmas.

In creative writing class that next Monday morning, Naomi took fiendish delight in regaling her classmates with the story of the weekend and she handed out copies of my story to everyone. That started a chain of dominoes that are toppling still. I gave out copies to colleagues, friends, and family—

Big mistake! For next Christmas season, people said, “Well, you wrote a Christmas story last year—so what’s keeping you from writing one this year?”

So I wrote “The Bells of Christmas Eve,” ostensibly for my American literature class. Since my students were reading Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, I wrote this Christmas romance, set in Switzerland (about a little-known interlude in Alcott’s life), as a gift to them. It seems I had been chosen.

THE NEXT STEP

Again and again in life, I’ve seen it happen: God never does anything by halves! And I was about to experience the second half of a plan I knew nothing about. I took my creative writing class on a field trip to Maryland’s largest publishing house, Review and Herald Publishing Association, in Hagerstown. Once the guide had my students safely in tow, I escaped. As I wandered around, I chanced to peer into the office doorway of then Acquisitions Editor Penny Estes Wheeler (I figured that with a last name of Wheeler she couldn’t be all bad).

We small-talked for some time. Turned out she was already familiar with my writing in magazines and liked what she’d read. After a time she said, “Well, what have you been writing lately?”

Never one to miss an opportunity to share, I explained that I had written a couple of Christmas stories, explaining that they were centered around the true meaning of Christmas, not just around Santa Claus. And then I added that you couldn’t read them without crying.

“But you’ve only written two?” she replied.

“Yes. But I’ve been collecting others all my life—in fact, I was raised on them,” was my response.

That’s all it took. Being very good at what she did, she leaned back and said, in just as deceptively casual a tone as Naomi had used a couple of years before, “You know, there’s a real vacuum for that kind of story in the market today. Why don’t you just package up your favorite stories and send them to us? We’ll do the rest. Piece of cake.”

Although it sounded so easy, I suspected I had a lot of work to do. Penny bulldogged me by mail and by phone until I assembled a big stack of Christmas stories and sent them to Hagerstown; happy to be done with my part, I all but forgot about it.

Several months later, I was jolted back to reality with a phone call. She said, “Joe, the committee has cried its way through your manuscript. We’d very much like to publish it.”

From there on, events moved quickly—but no thanks to me. From the title of the book to the cover, which appropriately was created from one of the oldest type of illustrations known to man, the woodcut, to the interior, my good editor pushed the book through.

The finished book was beautiful. People loved its design, the Currier & Ives winter scenes that graced the covers and all; however, they loved the deeply moving stories even more. The collection was called Christmas in My Heart, and no thought went to doing more than one.

But gradually sales began to build. People realized that the collection was different from anything else available. When it went through two printings before Christmas, my editor got me on the phone and said, “Joe, can you put together another collection right away so we can rush it into print before next Christmas?” “Sure, no problem,” I answered.

So it came to pass that our second collection bravely bore a “2” on its cover. It would not be a one-shot book after all; it would be a two-book series. Right after Christmas in My Heart came out in 2002, I become convinced that I had to send a copy to Dr. James Dobson of the Focus on the Family ministry! I knew him to be a sentimentalist about tear-jerky stories, too. I inscribed a copy to Dobson and sent it off. He didn’t respond, but one of his vice presidents did—she loved it! When Number 2 came out, I sent him another. Dobson didn’t respond, but the same vice president did.

Late in ’93, I came to my personal Rubicon—on the phone was my remorseless editor: “Joe, Number Two is selling so well, we’re wondering if it’s possible for you to put together a third collection of Christmas stories?”

The ball was now in my court. I was out of stories as well as illustrations for the covers. If the series was to go to three, I would have to seriously dig in and find the stories that would grace it. Fortunately, by now readers had begun sending me their favorite stories, their way of letting me know they wanted another collection. So I was able to put together a third collection. As for the illustrations, I began buying old books illustrated with woodcuts (most of these books were at least a hundred years old).

So it was that I belatedly moved from a passive role to an active one. For the first time I began to realize that I was part of something big. That it was big enough to commandeer the rest of my and Connie’s lives: although, mercifully the full impact of that realization was withheld from us.

In the fall of ’94, Christmas in My Heart 3 came out, and I once again sent a copy to Dr. Dobson. In my naiveté I assumed that all you had to do was address a book to Dobson, mail it off, and he’d get it and read it. The reality is Focus had thirteen hundred employees; that over eighty Christian publishers barraged the ministry with their books. And that it took almost six hundred employees to answer mail and phone calls from people like me. The chances of getting through to the great man himself were almost nil. Yet, in spite of those facts, now came the third life-changing day. The telephone rang and a voice I’d never heard before was on the line. The voice turned out to be my correspondence friend at Focus on the Family, Diane Passno.

My relationship with the Focus on the Family ministry began when they asked to use one of my stories called “The Tiny Foot” by Frederic Lommis. They called again later and asked if the story could also be used on the air. Again I agreed.

But I still had no idea of what those two requests would really mean for me. I did remember that Diane Passno had warned me, “Joe, if Dr. Dobson ever really uses you, your life will never be the same again.”

Truer words were never spoken. By the time that story had gone out to about three million homes and it had been read on the air around the world, life as I had known it was over. The series was a Gold Medallion finalist the next year and, before I long, it was 2006 and I was working on Book 16! Then through the concerted efforts of my agent and good friend, Greg Johnson, enough contracts were signed to allow my wife and me to leave the classroom and work on our books full time.

THE LEGACY CONTINUES

I am deeply humbled that God would go to so much trouble to get me on board. I have daily prayed for direction for my book anthologizing, and for God to gift me with the plots and characters of the Christmas stories that bear my name. When asked how I choose the stories for each edition, I answer that it’s all a matter of the heart. Hundreds of stories are passed over for every one that makes it in. I feel strongly that life is too short for me to waste time on stories or books that fail to move me deeply or take me to places I’ve never been before. Most meet what black-belted Christmas story collectors have come to call The Kleenex Test—they ask, “Is this a five-Kleenex story, a four-, or a three-?” They know that, no matter how well the story may be written, no matter how famous an author may be, the single deciding factor will be the power of the story alone. Thus, if two stories are on my desk at the same time, one by Pearl Buck and one by a housewife and mother who has never shared a story outside her immediate family before, neither will have the edge: the story’s emotional wallop alone will tip the balance.

And this is why I believe this new hardcover series—so lovingly and beautifully crafted—will be so eagerly recieved. The stories are like those my mother told to me—they touch the heart. If this is the first Christmas in My Heart book you’ve ever picked up, I’m confident it will be anything but the last. If you’re already familiar with the series—welcome home!









A FEW BARS IN THE KEY OF G

CLIFTON CARLISLE OSBORNE



Just what was it about that strange postal card that made it so magical? That opened so many doors?



Of all the Christmas stories ever written, this one is unique in one respect: No one who has ever read it once will find it possible to forget. It reads like a Whodunit page-turner: once started, it is virtually impossible to stop before the end.

The story behind the story is almost as gripping as the story itself, for its origins appeared to be unknown. When the story first came to me in my childhood, it was hearing my elocutionist mother reciting it by memory. But she had no idea who had written it. Almost half a century later, when I first anthologized the story in Christmas in My Heart 1, I still had no idea who the author was. But soon, readers were mailing in other texts that revealed that my text was incomplete. By the time the story was featured in Doubleday’s Second Treasury of Christmas in My Heart in 1996, I was able to piece together an expanded text (one I assumed was now complete), as well as finally identify the author as Clifton Carlisle Osborne. But the story was not over even yet! In December of 2005, another faithful reader of our series, George Radcliffe of Webster, NH, sent me the equivalent (to me, at least) of the Holy Grail: the complete original text of the story written by this British author (hadn’t known that!), copyrighted first in Great Britain in 1902, and who received a prize of $2,160 [about $50,000 in today’s money] by the publisher of Black Cat Magazine, who featured it as the lead story in their October issue of 1904. So here it is, “A Few Bars in the Key of G,” the complete story, for the first time in 103 years! Enjoy!



It was two o’clock, and time for the third watch on the night herd. These two facts gradually impressed themselves on the consciousness of John Talbot Waring, as he was thumped into wakefulness by the Mexican house wrangler.

Disentangling himself from his damp blankets, he sat up and groped for his boots; meanwhile viewing with that strange satisfaction which misery finds in companionship, the rough pounding process which was being repeated upon the mummy-like figure by his side.

The dim light of the smoky lantern swinging from the ridge-pole of the dripping tent revealed the rolled-up forms of a dozen audibly slumbering cowpunchers, crowded together like sardines in a box; it also made visible an expression of disgust on the features of Mr. Waring, while failing completely to disclose the whereabouts of his missing boots. The sense of touch, however, presently located them lying in a little puddle near the tent flap, and their owner was immediately engrossed in the backbreaking task of forcing his swollen feet into the sodden leather.

“Seems to me, Jack, you ought to know enough to take your boots to bed with you,” remarked his neighbor, “Slim” Caywood, as he complacently produced his own high-heeled pair from their dry nest. “That mornin’ last week up on the Pass, when you had to do a war dance in the snow while they was thawin’ out, don’t seem to have learned you nothin’.”

Waring paused in his struggle long enough to express, in a few well-chosen words, his opinions of boots in general, and his own wet ones in particular. This relief to his feelings seemed to endow him with renewed strength, for, after a few more violent contortions, he accomplished his purpose, and unrolling his slicker, which had been serving temporarily as a pillow, enveloped himself in its clammy folds, and followed his tall fellow-victim of stern duty out into the drizzling rain.

There was a moon above the heavy clouds, but it might as well have been on the other side of the earth for all the assistance it gave in the operation of saddling two of the picketed horses. The herd lay to the north of the camp, and settling reluctantly into their soggy seats, the drowsy riders turned their horses in that direction, trusting to the instinct of the animals to find the cattle. The darkness was intense, and the wiry little beasts were obliged to pick their way cautiously over the rough ground lying between the camp and the spot where the herd had been bedded down for the night.

Presently the sound of a hoarse voice tunefully raised in a dismal minor melody came faintly to their ears, and as they neared the singer, they became aware that he was entreating the public to “take him to the graveyard, and place a sod o’er him,” varying the monotony of this request by begging someone to “bury him not on the lone prairie.” The effect of this mournful music was indescribably gruesome, and Waring found himself wondering with considerable impatience why cowpunchers invariably chose such gloomy themes for their songs, and then set them to the most funereal tunes imaginable.

Approaching carefully to avoid startling the cattle, the two riders separated, and relieving the tired watchers, commenced their dreary three hours’ vigil, on opposite sides of the herd. The cattle were unusually quiet, needing little attention, and Waring had ample opportunity to reflect on the disadvantages of a cowpuncher’s life, as he rode slowly along the edge of the black mass of sleeping animals. The rain dripped from the limp brim of his sombrero, and ran in little streams from the skirts of his oil-skin coat into his already soaking boots. The chill wind, sweeping down from the mountains, pierced his damp clothes, and made him shiver in the saddle. For the hundredth time within a week, Waring condemned himself as an unutterable ass for relinquishing the comforts of civilization for this hard life among the rough and dangerous slopes of Colorado.

He recalled his arrival on the range six months before, a tenderfoot, and the various tribulations he had endured incident to his transformation into a full-fledged cowpuncher. He remembered with a smile, the painful surprise occasioned by his first introduction to a pitching horse. Of the hardships and dangers which come to every rider of the range, he had experienced his share, and faced them bravely, thereby winning the respect of the rough, lionhearted men among whom he had cast his lot.

But all the weary months had been wasted: he had failed in his object; he could not forget. He was not the first to learn that one cannot escape memory by merely crossing the continent. It even seemed to him that, instead of growing more endurable with time, the soreness in his heart and the sting of regret increased with every passing day. He wondered if she felt the separation; if she cared. As his thoughts wandered back over the past two years, he recalled every incident of their acquaintance as distinctly as though they occurred but yesterday. The day he had first seen her, as she stepped gracefully out beside the piano to sing, at a musical he had attended; the song she had sung—


“The hours I spent with thee, dear heart,

Are as a string of pearls to me”;



the sweet days which followed—their enjoyment together of symphony, oratorio, and opera. For both being amateurs of no mean ability, they had met (and loved) upon the common ground of their love of divine harmony.

He looked into the blackness of the night, and could see her as she appeared on that wonderful day when he had met her at the altar of Trinity Church, and spoken the words that were to bind them together through life. How beautiful she was, and how proud he had been of her as they walked down the broad aisle and out into the brilliant June sunshine, followed by the grand chords of Mendelssohn’s masterpiece. He looked back at their wedding trip as a beautiful dream. The noble mountains of New Hampshire seemed to have been created as a setting for their happiness; the great hotels only to cater to their pleasure. How well he remembered the return to the lovely home he had prepared for her, and the first dear days within its walls. How happy they had been, and how he had loved her! Had loved her? He did love her. That was his sorrow. He realized now that as long as he had life, his whole heart would be hers alone.

And then the shadow had come over their home. He asked himself bitterly why he had not been more patient with her, and made allowance for her high spirits and quick temper. She was such a child. He could see now that he had been to blame many times in their quarrels, when at the time he had sincerely believed himself in the right. Should he go back to her, and admit that he was in the wrong? Never! The memory of that last day was too clear in his mind. The words she had spoken in the heat of her anger had burned themselves into his soul, and could not be forgotten. Waring straightened in the saddle, and the hot blood rushed to his face. He wondered now that he had been able to answer her so calmly. He recalled every word he had said:

“Your words convince me that we cannot live together any longer. I will neither forgive nor forget them. I am going away. You are at liberty to sue for a divorce, if you care to do so. Three years, I believe, is the time required to substantiate a plea of desertion.” That was all. Without a word he had left her, standing white and motionless in the center of her dainty chamber, and gone from the beautiful home in white-hot rage, to come out here to the wildest spot he could find in the vain effort to forget.

He pulled down the dripping brim of his sombrero to shelter his face from the stinging wind, and resolutely turned his thoughts in other directions. He speculated vaguely on the condition of his considerable property, and wondered indifferently how his agents were managing it. His friends at the clubs—did they miss him? From them his thoughts strayed to the strange postal card he had received the day previous, and he began to puzzle his brain in the effort to decide who had sent it, and what it could mean. It had been directed in care of his attorney, and forwarded by the lawyer to the remote mountain post office where Waring received his mail. It was an ordinary postal card, its peculiarity consisting in the fact that the communication on the back was composed, not in words, but music—four measures in the key of G.

He had hummed the notes over and over, and though they had a strangely familiar sound, yet he could not place the fragment, nor even determine the composer. His failure to decipher the enigma annoyed him. It had a meaning, of that he was convinced, but what could it be? Who could have sent it? Among his friends were many musicians, any one of them might have adopted such a method of communication with him. He began to hum the phrase, as he rode round and round the cattle.

The wind was dying out, and the rain had ceased. On the eastern mountaintops a faint rose tint was dimly visible; another hour of monotonous watching, and then for a hot breakfast beside the campfire. Waring, abandoning the riddle of the postal, began to sing to pass the time, and his rich baritone rang out above the sleeping herd. The light stole slowly over the peaks, and chased the shadows from the plain. The camp awoke, and the men crawled shivering from the tent. The cook’s fire whirled showers of sparks aloft. One by one the cattle stirred, rose, and commenced to graze. Waring still sang, carelessly passing from snatches of opera to lines of sacred harmony.

Suddenly, while in the midst of a passage from one of the great works of a master composer, he stopped short in surprise: He was singing the notes on the card! It had come to him like a flash. He tore his coat open and drew the postal from the inner pocket. There was no mistake. He had solved the mystery. Almost mechanically he reached for a pencil and wrote the words under the lines of music, added a signature, and gazed long and earnestly, his face a perfect kaleidoscope of changing expressions; then, with a wild shout, he wheeled his horse and rode furiously to the camp.

Pulling up with a jerk that almost lifted the iron-jawed bronco from the ground, he literally hurled himself from the saddle, and reached the Boss in two bounds.

“I must be in Denver tonight! I want your best horse quick!”

The Boss stared at him in astonishment.

“Why, man, it’s a hundred and twenty miles. You’re crazy!”

Waring fairly stamped with impatience. “It’s only sixty to Empire,” he cried, “and I can get the train there. It leaves at one o’clock, and I can make it, if you will lend me Star! I know he’s your pet horse, and you never let anyone else ride him, but I tell you, Mr. Coberly, this means everything to me. I simply must get there.” Coberly scowled.

“You ought ‘o know, Jack, that I won’t loan Star; so what’s the use o’ askin’? None o’ the other horses can get over there in that time, so you might ‘s well give it up. What in thunder’s the matter with you that you’re in such a confounded rush?”

Waring thought a moment, and then, drawing the Boss beyond earshot of the listening cowpunchers, spoke to him rapidly and earnestly, finally handing him the postal card. Coberly scanned it intently, and a change came over his face. When he looked up, it was with an expression of respect mingled with amazement, as he said:

“Why didn’t you show me this first? Of course you can have the horse. Hi, there! Some o’ you boys round up the horses an’ rope Star for Mr. Waring. Jump lively!”

The men made a mad rush for their saddles and, in an incredibly short time, several of them were racing across the plain in the direction of the horses. Waring dove into the tent and began gathering his few possessions. Coberly plunged around outside, giving orders at the top of his voice.

“Roll up some grub for Mr. Waring, quick! Nick, you get his canteen an’ fill it out o’ my jug. Fly around now!”

A rush of hoofs announced the arrival of the horse and his escort, just as Waring emerged from the tent with his little bundle. A dozen hands made quick work of saddling, and with a hurried good-bye all around, he swung himself up and astride the magnificent animal, and was off on his long ride. He looked back and saw the boys in a group around the Boss, who was explaining the cause of his hasty departure. Presently a tremendous yell reached his ears, and he saw hats excitedly thrown in the air. He waved his hand in reply, and settled down in the saddle.

The long, pacing stride of Coberly’s pet covered the ground in a surprising manner, and eight o’clock found twenty three miles behind his nimble feet, and the Bar Triangle Ranch in sight. A five-minute stop, and then on across the gently rising country to the stage station at the foot of the great Continental Divide, fifteen miles away. It lacked twenty minutes of ten o’clock when Waring drew rein in the shadow of the giant peaks that towered above him. He unsaddled and turned the big thoroughbred into the corral. A half hour’s rest would put new life into him. Twenty-two miles to the railroad, and nearly three hours in which to cover it. It seemed possible; but the great range must be crossed, and Waring knew that the ten miles of steep climbing to the snowy summit of Berthoud Pass meant more than twice that distance on the flat plain.

At quarter past ten, Star, refreshed by an energetic rubbing and a mouthful of water, was carrying him up the road, with no apparent diminution of power. Up, up they went, mile after mile, until the plain they had left was spreading out like a map behind him, and the thick forest had given place to a scattering and scrubby growth of pines. They were nearing timberline, and the piercing chill of the biting wind testified to the proximity of the snow-covered peaks. Two miles from the top Waring dismounted, and led his panting horse along the icy trail. The rarified air seemed to burn his lungs as he struggled up the remaining distance to the summit of the Pass, eleven thousand feet above the sea.

Twelve o’clock! He stopped, and anxiously examined the noble beast that had carried him so far and so well. The inspection reassured him. There was plenty of life and energy left in Star yet. Not without reason was he acknowledged the best horse in the county. One hour, and twelve miles to go, the first seven down the steepest road in the state. Could he make it? He must! A final pull at the cinches, and Waring was again in the saddle, racing down the dangerous path towards the sea of dark green forest that stretched far below.

Down sharp pitches and long slopes, around dizzy curves and through deep canyons, slipping, swaying, followed by masses of loose stones and gravel, they went, faster than ever than that trail was covered before. The iron-shod hoofs struck fire from the flinty rocks, as, almost sitting on his haunches, Star would slide twenty feet at a time down an unusually steep grade, recovering his footing with a staggering effort at the bottom. It was perilous work. They reached the timberline, passed below it, and plunged into the woods. A mile beyond, they flew past the stage at a mad pace, throwing a shower of mud over the astonished passengers.

Down at last to the level road they came, with five miles still to go. Star swung into a strong, easy lope, and his rider drew a long breath. Not till then had he realized the strain of that wild ride. Rounding a turn in the road, he espied a horseman approaching, and turned out to pass him. The stranger eyed him sharply as he drew near; and suddenly slipped out a six-shooter!

“Hold up there! I want to talk to you!”

For a moment Waring considered the chance of riding over the man, but for a moment only. The stranger looked too determined, and his aim was sure. He pulled up, raging.

“I suppose you want my money,” he snarled. “Well, you’re welcome to it if you’ll leave me enough to pay my fare to Denver.”

The other grinned.

“That’s a good bluff, but it won’t do. I’m the sheriff, an’ what I want to know is where you’re going with Joe Coberly’s horse?”

“Oh, is that all you want?” said Waring, relieved. “Why, I’ve been working for Coberly, and he lent me the horse to ride over to catch the train.” And he gathered up his reins to ride on.

“Hold on, young man!” and the sheriff raised his gun suggestively, “that yarn won’t do. I know old Joe, an’ I happen to know that he wouldn’t lend that horse to his own brother, let alone one of his cowpunchers. I guess I’ll have to lock you up till the boys come over after you.” Waring groaned.

“Look here, Mr. Sheriff, I’m telling you God’s truth. Coberly let me take the horse because it was the only one that could get me over here in time to catch the train, and I had to be in Denver tonight, without fail.”

His captor shook his head:

“It’s no use, my friend; your story won’t hold water. Why’re you in such a tearin’ hurry anyway?”

Waring remembered the postal card; he reached into his breast pocket and produced it. “That is my reason for haste,” he said, “and that is why Coberly let me take the horse,” and he added a few words of explanation.

Keeping his captive covered with the muzzle of the revolver he carried, the officer rode closer and took the card. As he read it, his face lighted up, and he lowered his gun.

“That’s all right, youngster. I’m sorry I stopped you. I don’t wonder Joe lent you the horse; I’d ‘ve done the same, even if I’d had to walk myself. I hope you won’t miss the train. I’ll ride down to the station with you, as some of the boys might want to string you up on account o’ the horse—everybody knows him.”

Overjoyed at this satisfactory turn of affairs, Waring touched Star with his spur and rode forward, with the repentant sheriff by his side, their horses in a rapid gallop. Mounting a rise, they saw the town before them, a mile distant. The train was at the station! Another touch of the spur, and Star stretched out into a run that gradually left the sheriff behind, well mounted though he was. A half mile yet to go!—A quarter!—The black smoke began to come in heavy puffs from the funnel of the engine, and the line of cars moved slowly away from the station. Then it was that Star showed the spirit that was in him. The quirt fell sharply on his flank for the first time that day, and he bounded forward and swept down upon the town like a whirlwind.

As the usual crowd of train-time loafers lounged around the corner of the station, their attention was attracted by the two swiftly approaching riders, and they paused to watch the race. Presently one cried:

“Hullo, that first horse is Coberly’s black, an’ he’s sure movin’ too. The other chap ain’t in it. Why, it’s the sheriff! An’ he’s after the other feller. Horse thief, by thunder! I’ll fix him,” and he reached for his hip.

The others took up the cry of “Horse Thief!” and as Waring flashed past the building at Star’s top speed, a volley of shots greeted him, and the bullets sang around his head. Fortunately, the bullets went wild, and before any more could be fired, the sheriff tore into the crowd and roared:

“Stop shootin’, you fools. The man’s all right; he’s only tryin’ to catch the train!” At this there was a laugh, and then a rush to the track, where an unobstructed view of the race could be obtained.

The road ran for a mile beside the rails, as level as a floor. The train was gathering speed with every revolution of the wheels, but Star was traveling too, and gaining at every jump. The crowd at the station danced and howled in their excitement.

“Will he make it?”

“He’s gainin’!”

“Look at that horse go!”

“Gee, he’s movin’!”

“Hooray for the black!”

“He’ll make it!!”

“He’ll make it!!!”

Waring, with eyes fixed and jaw set, was riding desperately.

Thirty feet!—The spectators in the doorway of the last car gazed breathlessly. Twenty feet—and Star straining every nerve and muscle of his body. Ten feet—and still he gained. Only five feet now! Inch by inch, he crawled up. He was abreast of the platform!! Swerving his flying horse closer to the track, Waring leaned over, and grasping the railings with both hands, lifted himself from the saddle, kicked his feet from the stirrups, and swung himself over to the step of the car. The faint sound of a cheer reached him from the distant depot.

After calmly accepting the enthusiastic congratulations of the passengers who had witnessed his dramatic boarding of the train, Waring dropped into a seat with a sigh of relief, and was soon lost in thought. He was roused from his revery by a touch on the arm, and turned to find the conductor standing beside him. The sight of that official reminded him of the necessity of paying his fare, and he reached into his pocket for the required cash. His fingers encountered nothing more valuable than a knife and some matches. The other pockets were equally unproductive. Then he remembered, with a shock, that he had put his money in the little bundle, at that moment firmly attached to his saddle, some miles to the rear.
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