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  This Side of Paradise

 

A Jude Christopher Story #1


                                                                               
I

A row of palm trees gave little shade to the adobe building
facing the Sierra Nevada Mountains. It had been a long time in
coming but today was the day Jude had waited for. He sat next to
the front window looking out into the distance lost in thought.

“Jude, my son,” came the call from the other room.

“Yes, Father I am here.”

The young man stood and took a deep breath before he went in the
next room.

Jude was young, limber and strong much like a reed that
withstood great winds and angry floods. His face reflected a
contentment not usually found in young men his age, while his eyes
shone with an uncommon deep spiritual strength.

He stopped in front of the mahogany desk in the room where he
had played as a child.

“You are sad, Father?”

“I am, my son.”

“Why, Father?”

“I lose you today. The time has come for you to begin your
mission. All these years of training must carry you through the
problems you will face.”

Jude smiled at the old man who rested back in his chair and then
said, “ I will do as you say, Father. Where am I to go?”

After a long moment of silence the old man rose and walked to a
map on the wall.

“I would have you go East, young man.”

“Then my mission is not here?”

“No, my son. There is much problem here,” he said as he pointed
to toward the bottom of the map. “Texas. You and your skills will
be needed there. These are the times that cry for a man like you,
Jude.”

“I hope I will be able to answer the need, Father.”

The old man returned to his desk, leaned back, folded his hands
and then looked up at the young man in front of him.

“I remember when your mother decided to name you Jude. I told
her that calling you after the saint of impossible situations might
be dangerous, but she persisted as if she was following some
heavenly injunction.”

“And what would you have me called, Father?”

“Christopher.”

The young man’s eyes misted, he gulped knowing that soon he
would no longer be able to rely on this man.

“I will take that name in honor of you Father.”

The old man rose, walked to the young man and embraced him.

“From this day forward they will call me Jude Christopher,
Father.”

The old man bowed his head. “May God be with you Jude
Christopher. Adios my son.”

 


                    
II

Angel, his horse, saddled and ready to go,  hoofed the
ground impatiently waiting for Jude Christopher to mount him and
pull out of the little courtyard.  For a long minute, Jude
closed his eyes and saw a deck of cards smeared across the green
felt of his mind’s eye, each card depicting a time he would never
forget, a time that prepared him for this journey.

He was dressed in black, his silk shirt reflected the already
hot morning sun while his silver six-shooters warmed his thighs. He
tensed, stretched his body, flexed his generous muscles, mounted
Angel and slowly left the courtyard.

Go East.  There was little to the west of them and no
circumstances there to challenge his abilities. He had been born
here and had heard of what lay East. It was a terrible place, a
wonderful place where men did good things and evil things.
Certainly he would be tested and his work would be waiting for him
wherever he stopped. He prayed quickly asking God to be with
him.

The trail out of Santa Rosita grew less lush in its greenery and
was hot. By noon Jude Christopher decided to pull into what looked
like the last stand of Eucalyptus trees for miles around, and rest
Angel.  The desert and the future lay ahead of him and his
past life lay behind him. What would tomorrow bring? Would he ever
return?

 


                         
III

Hot by day and cold by night, Jude Christopher, named after the
Saint of impossible causes and the bearer of Christ, made his way
undisturbed. Day after day he moved on as his skin baked by the sun
and his mind cleared by the moon.

The long days and short nights gave him time to think back on
what he had been taught. At night by the light of the moon he
practiced his draw shooting at the stars as Angel whinnied at him.
He already was the fastest gun anyone could remember in the Santa
Rosita valley but he knew there would always be someone faster.

Jude Christopher spent some of the night with Angel teaching him
to come to him after hearing Jude whistle.  Angel was a smart
animal, a little head strong and spirited but a gentle and loyal
friend.  Then one day he passed a sign that read:
“Paradise.”  From a high bluff he could see in the distance
what looked like two lines of buildings meeting at a point. 
Something in him thought it wise to stop at a place called
Paradise. Every man was looking for Paradise he thought as a faint
smile flitted across his face.

He nudged Angel who snorted his approval and continued
ahead.

“Angel, I want to go down that trail to the right. If you want
to stay and wait you can,” he said.

Now, the horse allowed himself to be led to the right. Angel
dipped his head several times to show his displeasure, snorted and
followed his master’s lead.

 


           
                V

 

Paradise was a fast growing town. People traveling westward to
California with gold fever returned there when the fever was over.
Others found a place in Paradise and forgot the gold and just
settled there. On a Friday night Jude rode toward the West Side of
Paradise. The sun had had its way with the day and now the moon
sailed through a sea of stars. The street was filled with grotesque
shadows in the cold moonlight but the raucous laughter, the click
of poker chips tossed, the rowdiness of men just in from the trail
and a barking dog in the distance echoed in the crisp night. The
sounds seemed wrapped together with the bow of throaty soprano
singing slightly off key. Tonight there was no trouble in Paradise.
Jude surveyed the town and urged his horse to continue until
reaching town’s end.

 Paradise was formed in the shape of a V and was like most
towns, divided into two sections. One side of the V was a rough
collection of hastily built saloons, shanties and bawdyhouses, the
other side with better-built buildings. Here the Paradise bank, the
Paradise hotel, the Paradise livery, and Doc Paradise’s office, a
barber shop and a woman’s dress shop stood in permanence. A little
cemetery down at the end of the road waited for the citizens of the
town. A clapboard church and its steeple, the highest point in the
town stood next to the cemetery. Crossing the top of the V was the
railroad with corrals for cattle waiting to make their trip
east.

 What was his mission here he wondered?  He looked up
at the moon, yawned and decided he would ponder further as he
turned Angel back to the Paradise Saloon at the point of the V.

Two laughing men too drunk to care what others thought stumbled
down the café-saloon steps. The taller blonde man stopped a second
when he caught sight of Jude, but the other pulled him along down
the street.


                       
VI

He dismounted and tied Angel to the bar and was about to walk up
the steps when he saw a little fellow leaning against one of the
supporting posts.

“Evening, boy,” said Jude as he took his hat off and sat next to
the child. “My name’s Jude. ”

“They call me Charlie,” he said as his eyes surveyed Jude. He
didn’t know if he should be frightened of the stranger or not.
Something told him that this was a good man.

“Charlie’s a nice name. Strong.”

“What kind of a name is Jude?”

“My mother named me after the saint.”

“A saint? Never heard that word before.”

“You a church boy?”

“Not much more to do on a Sunday here.”

“Doesn’t your Minister talk about saints.”

“Never heard the word, I swear… Mr. Jude.”

“What do Christians talk about in Paradise?”

“Mostly about following the law, turnin’ your cheek and bringing
your money to the minister.”

Jude chuckled softly. “You are already a saint, Charlie, a
servant of God.”

“Don’t reckon I want to be a saint if I have to do the
minister’s bidding.”

“Sounds like you don’t appreciate your minister.”

Charlie looked to both sides and then behind him and said, “
Somethin about him that makes me think he’s a bad man, Mr.
Jude.”

Jude ruffled the young man’s hair rousing a smile from his dark
face.

“I’ll see you in Church, Charlie.”

Jude didn’t wait for an answer but pushed through the bat wing
doors.

 No one looked away from his cards or conversations. At the
far end of the saloon a half dozen men were playing poker, while to
the side of them was a roulette wheel occupying an other dozen
men.  Several girls stood by watching the big winners as the
new piano player ambled through a sad ballad while the gal singer
swung to the slow rhythm.

Jude went to the bar, tilted his hat, and waited for the
bartender to come. Howard Weeks, the bartender and owner of the
Paradise, took notice of Jude and ambled to him.

“What can I do for you stranger?”

“Do you have any milk?”

Weeks smiled a bit and said, “In Paradise it’s about as rare as
a pretty woman.”

Jude smiled. “How about sarsaparilla?” His baby faced cheeks
glistened in the lantern light.

Weeks took a bottle from under the bar and set it in front of
Jude.

Jude drank it down.

“You got a thirst, huh?”

“I’ve been riding for days.”

“Where you from, kid?”

“Everywhere and nowhere.”

“Well, we’ve got plenty of your neighbors here in Paradise.”

“Seems like a quiet town.”

“Yep, especially when nobody is getting killed.”

“Killed?”

“Well, the last few weeks we lost a butcher, our sheriff, our
preacher and a piano player.”

“That is too bad.”

“They were good men—except for the piano player. I felt sorry
for the piano when he played it.”

“Killing is not funny.”

“Town is back on it’s feet now. O.C. Baxter is wearing the star,
Reverend Fields is doing the preaching and Fingers Wilson is the
new piano man. He’s a real winner.”

“Got a lot of winners tonight, sir?”

“Our new preacher is having a good night. Of course all of what
he wins goes to the church or so he says.” Jude could see the
bartender’s sneer.


                        

“Little unusual for a preacher to follow lady luck.”

“I’m beginning to wonder if she’s helping him a little
extra.”

“What do you mean?”

Weeks said nothing. His face grew dark.

“I think he’s an unusual preacher,” said Jude.

Weeks nodded in agreement. He placed another bottle on the bar.
“On the house, young man.”

.

 

 


                  
VII

Jude took the bottle and walked over to watch the preacher place
his bet as the croupier spun the wheel. The Reverend fingered one
of the tall stacks of chips in front of him and seemed to be taking
the house.

Reverend Rafe Fields had the look of a professional gambler but
the outfit of a typical minister. His white collar peaked up from
his black shirt and his long coat hung tight against him.

 He looked up as he felt Jude’s stare on him. He nodded and
continued to place his bet. 

“You looking for trouble, Mister?” asked the preacher.

“No, Reverend. I was just wondering about Jesus with the money
changers.”

“Jesus didn’t have to run a church.”

Several of the men at the table groaned at the Reverend’s
comment.

Jude noticed the preacher raise an eyebrow at a big man across
the table and then returned his attention to the ball as it ran
around and around. The big man left the table and limped out of the
saloon.

Jude had been trained to ride, shoot, fight and think. It didn’t
take much of his training to know that there might be someone
waiting for him outside. It seemed a little early to expect
trouble.  He decided to watch the Reverend a bit more. Jude
didn’t think a man of God should gamble especially in
public. 

Finally, Reverend Fields took his winnings and walked toward
Jude.

“You can run a church a long time on your winnings,
Reverend.”

The preacher stopped and sat down next to Jude and ordered a
whiskey.

“Neighbor, do you know anything about the church business?”

“I’ve spent most of my life trying to follow the word of
God.”

“Trying, huh? I suggest you just mind your own business and I’ll
do the same. Judge not lest ye be judged.”

“You don’t sound like any of the preachers I know,
Reverend.”

Fields’s eyes narrowed, while a grimace crossed his face. Then
he downed the whiskey, picked up his bag of money and left.

“See you in church, Reverend.”

Reverend Fields began a move from his pistol but interrupted the
move.


                 
VIII


Jude waited a few minutes before he left. He knew now he was
meant to be in Paradise. His first mission was waiting for him
outside the door.

When Jude began to leave the Paradise, he noticed Charlie
squatting under the bat wings. The boy rolled his eyes and nodded
his head towards the right. Jude knew that his new friend was
warning him.

He turned to the bartender and said, “Is there a back way out of
Paradise?”

“Be my guest, stranger,” Weeks said pointing toward a hall in
the back of the room.

Jude crept out into the night and walked to the right side of
the saloon stopping behind the big man.

“Are you waiting for me, my friend?”

The big man didn’t say a word, but in an instance he snarled and
threw a right hand that would have killed Jude had he not stepped
deftly left like a picador allowing the big bull of a man to fall
on his knees.

“Do you want to pray, my friend?”

As the big man began to stand, Jude delivered a right to the
man’s chin and then a left to keep the other company and send him
sprawling backward on to the ground. Again the man got to his feet
and came toward Jude. His anger blinded him to the left, right
combination to his stomach that he grasped as he fell to the
ground.

The big man rolled onto his side and tried to get up without
success. Jude bent over him and lifted him to his feet.

“Go in peace, my friend.”

Beads of sweat and blood that was flowing from the big man’s
nose and mouth could not hide the man’s anger.

“You’re dead.”

“Pray for me,” said Jude.

The big man moaned as he limped away. Jude looked up at the moon
and said something to himself.


                 
IX

Charlie lingered in the shadows until the big man had gone. The
kid looked about and then walked up to Jude giving him a wide
smile.

“I thought you would kill him,” said Charlie.

“God gave us life, Charlie. Man can slow it, turn it or corral
it, but only God should take it. He gave it after all. It would be
wrong to kill him.”

Charlie listened to Jude and tried to understand what this
stranger was saying.

“You saved my life tonight, boy. You see you are becoming a
saint already.”




Jude wrapped his arm around the boy and walked over to Angel who
snorted at them both.

 

 


                    
      X

It had been a while since Jude slept in a bed and had breakfast
on a table. As he waited for his breakfast, Jude saw that Charlie
was at the door again. He smiled when Jude waved him in.

“How bout some breakfast, Charlie?”

The boy’s eyes grew wide as he nodded his approval. Jude stuck
up two fingers when Ma Wilkins who did the cooking at the Paradise
looked over. She smiled with approval and continued to work over
the cook stove.  In several minutes both of them were
delivered platters of eggs, bacon, beans and corn meal, hot bread
and coffee.

Jude watched as the boy quickly made the food disappear.

“Didn’t you eat at home, boy?”

The boy said nothing.

“Charlie, you got an ear
problem?”                                   

The boy looked up to him and licked his lips.

“Don’t have a home, Mr. Jude.”

“Where are your parents?”

“Ma died a little after we came here. I don’t quite remember
her. My dad died of the cold half year ago.”

“Where do you sleep?”

“Use to sleep at the parsonage when Reverend Henry was alive. He
took me in when Pa died. I had chores, helping to keep the church
clean.  He was a good man. Then he got killed. "

“Didn’t Reverend Fields offer you a roof?”

Charlie wiped up his plate with his last crust of bread. Jude
made eye contact with Ma Wilkens who brought more bread and some
jam.

“Made this myself. Lots of spring berries about. Eat child.” She
wiped his brow with her hands.

“Charlie’s Ma and me was good friends. I’m just sorry I couldn’t
take him in.”

“Why not, Ma? Someone should help the boy.”

Her face darkened. “I was told it wasn’t the right thing to do.
The boy should be sent to an orphanage in Bridgeman.”

“Who told you that?”

“The good Reverend Fields.”

Her face paled as she saw the minister at the door. She walked
away from the table and went back to her stove.

Jude looked up, doffed his hat to the Reverend and delivered a
spoonful of beans to his mouth.

“Where do you sleep now, Charlie?”

“Sometimes out by the railroad shacks, sometimes behind the
church.  The Reverend caught me sleeping back there last week
and told me if he caught me back there again he’d ship me out the
next day.”

The minister sat several tables away from them. In a few minutes
Ma Wilkens placed a plate before him without saying a word.

“Certainly doesn’t seem like a preacher to me.”

“Reverend Henry was a good man. He was poor but always gave what
he had. People felt good about him. Then one day while he was
putting in some trees in front of the church something
happened.”

“What happened?”

“Don’t know. He stopped what he was doing, got dressed in his
best preacher suit and got on his horse and rode out of town.”

“Did he come back or was he killed on his trip.”

“No, he came back filled with smiles. He told me, ‘Charlie, God
has answered our prayers. We’re going to help a lot of poor folks
around here.”

“And did he?”

Charlie’s eyes misted. He put his bread down and bit at his
lip.

“Late that night someone shot Reverend Henry while he was
sitting late in church. The shots woke me up but by the time I got
there he was dead. I heard riders off in the distance but I…I…”

“You’re a good boy, Charlie.”

Charlie’s black eyes closed forcing the tears down his
cheeks.

“I’ve got a little business this morning. I want you to go to my
room at the hotel and have a sleep. When I’m finished, I’ll wake
you up and we’ll have another meal together. How about it?”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Jude.”

“You can call me Jude, Charlie.”

“Okay, Mr. Jude.”  The boy got up from the table and went
for the door. He passed the Reverend, hesitated a minute and then
continued out of the café.

As Jude finished his coffee he fixed his eyes on the Reverend
Fields. The minister looked up and locked eyes with him. There was
no charity in the man’s eyes much less his heart. His jaw was hard
and eyes dark with anger.

Jude paid Ma Wilkens for the breakfast and thanked her for the
fresh jam. She smiled softly at him.  He turned and walked
toward the door and paused at the Reverend’s table.

“Morning Reverend.  Hope you have a good day.”

“Yes, I will. Riding out to Bridgeman to order a new bell for
the church steeple.”

“Will that be the subject of your sermon tomorrow?”

“I haven’t thought about that. I usually spend Saturday night
writing it.”

Jude smiled as innocently as he could and said, “May I suggest
‘Blessed are the Poor.’”

Again the minister’s jaw hardened. He continued eating his
breakfast.

“Well, you make a joyful sound, Reverend,” said Jude who didn’t
wait for an answer.


            
XI

It had been an eventful breakfast. He learned the minister was
going out of town for the day and Charlie had set his mind to
thinking.

Jude mounted Angel and patted him gently speaking foolishness to
him.

The minister walked down the stairs and mounted his horse. He
paused and watched Jude who tipped his hat to him and then turned
Angel in the opposite direction of Bridgeman and disappeared in a
cloud of dust.

Fields, bit the end of a cigar and spat it, and then lighted the
cigar and rode off in the opposite direction. He wouldn’t have to
worry about the stranger. He seemed occupied with other things in
other places.



 


               
XII

It didn’t take long before Jude pulled up and rested Angel. He
had wanted Fields to see him leave town and not in the direction he
was leaving.

“Let’s go back now, boy. Take it easy there’s no rush. I’ve got
some thinking to do.”

Angel snorted and ducked his head several times and began the
trip back to Paradise.

It bothered Jude that Fields had kicked Charlie out. The boy was
an orphan in need of help. What better person than the preacher to
practice what he should be preaching.

Everything about Fields and his big friend convinced Jude that
he wasn’t a minister or if he was— a bad one.

Why had the Reverend Henry been killed? It was rare for a
minister or a man of God to be killed. Ignored maybe or ridiculed
but never killed. Cattlemen and others in general steered clear of
killing or hurting women and ministers. It was a rare event.

Why Henry? Why was he so happy? ‘We’re going to help a lot of
poor folks around here,’ he had said.”

Jude encouraged Angel to quicken his pace which he did. Soon
they were past the Paradise Café and Saloon headed for the
church.

The Church of the Good Shepherd was probably the second building
built in Paradise, after the Paradise Café and Saloon.  One
could see that there had been a plan when it was built and the
landscape complimented the church building. There were several
benches on each side of the church where people could sit on a
Sunday morning before church. Where once there were flowers, now
there was an overgrowth that allowed a stray bloom to fight its way
out to the sun. The church needed a loving hand.  Behind the
church where once was a vegetable garden now lay fallow with piles
of sand here and there. A small stream trickled at the back of the
garden area which gave way to brush.

Jude dismounted and Angel ambled off and nosed at some of the
weeds.  Jude mounted the stairs and found the door opened.
Inside was a musty space that needed a good cleaning. He opened
several windows and then sat down on one of the benches and
thought. After a few minutes he walked out of the church and
strolled the grounds occasionally squatting and letting sand pour
through his fingers. The cotton woods shaded the back of the church
and kept the sand and soil damp. Jude walked along the edge of the
small stream bending down every so often and grabbing sand along
the edge and then washing his hands of it.

From the distance he saw a sandy cloud of hasty horseman. He
whistled for Angel who turned and looked at him and then returned
his interest in the weeds. The second whistle sounded more strident
and caught Angel’s attention. He knew what Jude wanted.

Jude guessed it might be his big friend from the night before, a
strange assistant for a gambling preacher. He had heard of
preachers with alcohol problems but never gambling.

Angel circled the little church garden, paused long enough for
Jude to mount him and then continue off away from the on coming
rider.


                           

Jude circled the city and knew what his next move was. He would
need the help of the good citizens of Paradise.  He would
spend the rest of the afternoon asking the good citizens to attend
church services. He promised them a pleasant surprise for which
they would want to thank God.


             
XIII

Sunday services were at ten. Paradise had only a few folks that
churched every Sunday of late.  After the Reverend Henry was
shot in his own church, people shied away from services.  But
this morning the church was filled with early comers.

The Reverend Fields stood at the front door welcoming them.
Behind his fake smile he wondered what was going on. He usually saw
more people early at breakfast at the Paradise then he did in a
month of church Sundays.

A dozen old neighbor ladies dressed in their best finery nodded
at Fields without saying a word.  Charlie walked behind them.
The banker and Howard Weeks chatted softly as they passed the
Reverend and nodded a greeting.

“What’s going on?” he said aloud. He looked into the church and
saw that it was filled. There were still people coming. Then he
caught sight of Jude who walked  behind several other people
the minister had never seen.  Jude waited as they spoke to the
Reverend.

“Good Morning, Reverend. Hope you have a good sermon this
morning. Looks like your congregation has grown.”

Fields said nothing. This upstart must have something to do with
flooding the church with parishioners he thought. His face was
leaden and Jude could read the anger coming from his eyes.

“Peace be with you, Reverend.”

Fields looked over Jude’s shoulders and then smiled. Jude smiled
at Fields and said, “I see your friend and mine is behind me.
Perhaps you should tell your friend that violence begets violence,
Reverend.”

“You should remember that too, stranger. There is only room for
one god in this town. We know who he is.”

“I do, Reverend. I serve him every moment of my life.”

Fields raised his right hand holding the big man behind.

“Who are you, stranger? You aren’t too wise.”

“My name is Father Jude Christopher. You are correct. I am not
wise, but I seek wisdom in every day’s moments.”

“Father?”

“Yes, a lowly priest and servant of God.”

“We don’t need any of you fish eaters in Paradise.”

“Only God knows who will remain in Paradise.”

“I know that you will soon be leaving. You would be wise to
leave before something happens to you.”

“Is a brother of the cloth threatening a man of the cloth?”

Fields bristled at the insult. “Leave Paradise on your horse or
in a box. Either way is fine with me.”

Jude tipped his hat and walked into the church. He sat in the
first row next to Charlie.

“He’s here Mr. Jude.”

“I know Charlie. Pray for me.”

Charlie watched his friend bow his head as his lips formed
silent words.

 

Fields stepped up onto the rostrum at the front of the church
and flashed a fake smile at his congregation. He looked at every
face wondering why they were there. Why had they joined the few
weekly worshippers that were usually here?

“Before we begin. I would like to announce that I’ve purchased a
large bell for our tower.”  He smiled and expected some sort
of reaction. There was none. Most of you don’t understand how hard
it is to run a church and tend the poor and the lame.”

Several coughs interrupted him. A moan in the back followed.

“You see me gambling to support this church. It has to be done
since so few of you attend services.”

He looked over at Jude and continued. “We have people in this
town who wish to stop me from answering God’s call to build this
church to greater glory.”

“Could pull some weeds, Reverend,” said Miss Bradley sitting
next to a window.

She flustered Fields a moment.

“All things in good time. It takes time and it takes money. God
has gifted us with your presence today so that you might give your
offering to make this a better church.  We must rid ourselves
of the evil influence that has come to Paradise.”

“What influence?” asked Ed “Bacon” Stevens, the banker.

Fields paused and raised his hand and pointed at Jude. “That man
is a priest, a man of evil. He wishes to do away with your church
and replace it with his own.

“Probably do a better job,” said Gracie Williams several steps
from the grave but still filled with vinegar.

“Do you want a man who will take away your church?”

“He don’t look like he wants to take anything,” said Josh
Henderson, better known as Doc Paradise.

“You don’t know the evil that flows through his veins.”

“Why not let him speak, Reverend?” suggested Howard Weeks.

“Not in my church.”

“It isn’t your church,” said Charlie. He stood up from his
bench. “My papa used to say that the church was a gift to the
people from the almighty.”

“Well said, child,” said Gracie Williams. “The boy has made a
fool of you, preacher. He’s said what you should be saying.”

Fields remained silent and waited for the congregation to quiet
down.

“I will not allow a Catholic to defame this holy building.”

“Let’s hear the priest,” said Bacon Stevens. “As mayor of this
town, I think we should let the young man speak.”

Fields turned and sat down on the minister’s chair. He glanced
over to the last bench where his assistant was sitting with a
puzzled look on his face.

“Did you pray for me, Charlie?” asked Jude.

“Yes, Mr. Jude.”

The young man mounted the rostrum and stood silently for a
moment allowing the congregation to sit up and watch the young man
who had invited them.

“My name is Father Jude Christopher. I am a man, a Catholic
priest, and a Christian as most of you. This is God’s house, a
mansion that has many rooms that can be filled with love,
understanding and charity. God’s house is a place to worship and
share the bounty the Lord Jesus Christ blesses us with.

I think you all know what this church needs. Not a bell, but a
heart, a heart that will beat for the poor, the orphans and the
sinners of this town. That my friends include us all.”

“Amen,” said Gracie Williams.

“Bless you, Mrs. Williams. God has bless us with you, and you
Mr. Johnson for all the good you do for the children at your
school.”

“Amen! Amen!” said several of the ladies up front.

“And God bless this town with The Reverend Henry.”

The congregation applauded their late preacher’s name. Fields
twisted in his seat.

“Friends, Reverend Henry was killed because he found God’s
blessing to the people of The Church of the Good Shepherd. He
discovered that the good Lord above left something below to help
the church, and dear friends, you are the church.”

“The man is a fool,” yelled Fields. The crowd hissed him back to
his seat.

“The Reverend Henry discovered gold on the church grounds and
all the surrounding land that the church is vested with. I suspect
if someone goes to Bridgeman they will find that the claim was made
in The Church of the Good Shepherd.”

“He’s speaking foolishness. I’ve had to…”

“And, if you will check, I’m sure that the good Reverend Fields
has made the claim into his own name.”

The congregation roared. Jude stood and smiled at them. “You are
all to share in this bounty.”

“Not in my church,” Fields said. He pulled a small pistol from
his vestments and raised it.”

“Jude…a gun,” yelled Charlie.

With lightning speed Jude turned to accept the bullet Fields
fired. It grazed his left shoulder but didn’t stop the priest from
drawing and firing twice wounding Fields in each hand. The phony
preacher fell to the ground writhing in pain. Another shot came
from the back of the church missing Jude.

“Everyone down, please,” yelled Jude.

The second shot from the back almost hit Gracie Williams who got
up and turned toward the back waving her parasol at the shooter.
Jude’s shoulder was bleeding but the wound was slight. He ran down
the center aisle as the big man escaped down the front steps. 
A third shot greeted Jude as he stood in the doorway.

While the big man ran towards his horse, Jude took aim and shot
the heel of the big man’s good foot causing him to scream with
pain.  He twisted around and fired another shot at Jude who
responded with another short that went through the man’s other
foot. He groveled in the dirt screaming in pain.

In minutes Sheriff O.C. Baxter had Fields and the big man
crawling towards the jail.


                       
XIV

Jude returned to the congregation and stood quietly.

“The boy is hurt bad,” said Gracie Williams. “Catholic or no,
he’s a good man.”

“Well, said, Mrs. Williams,” said Jude.

“Before I leave I want to ask a favor.”

“Why not stay and be the minister?” asked Weeks.

“Howard, I have my ministry. I am a priest that must roam the
country and try to put things right.”

“You did that,” said Herman Barlow the undertaker,” and you lost
me business.”

The congregation applauded and laughed.

“What’s the favor, boy,” asked Gracie Williams.

“I have a friend who needs a home and a little affection. He’s
saved my life several times in the past three days. I wish I could
take him with me, but…well, you understand. The true test of a
community is what it thinks is important. Love is important, no
matter what religion you are. This boy needs a home. Maybe some one
of you could…”

“I’ll take him. I’ve loved him since he was born,” came a voice
from the back.

Jude stretched to see the benefactor. Ma Wilkens came down the
aisle with her face streaming with tears. She stood next to Charlie
and rested her arm around his shoulder.

“Ma, do you promise to feed this boy with jams and jellies until
he becomes a man so that he can feed you?”

“Amen, I will Father Jude.”

Charlie rested against Ma Wilkens and smiled up at his
friend.

“Thanks, Father Jude.”

“Friends, I have one more favor to ask. It won’t cost a thing. I
have a song I want to hear as I ride out of Paradise. I hope you’ll
sing it loud and mean it all. Mrs. Williams will you start us off
on Amazing Grace.”

“Bless you child,” she said. She stood and began, “Amazing Grace
how sweet…”  The congregation continued. Jude walked over to
Charlie and kissed him on his forehead. Charlie’s eyes were wet
with joy.

“You’re a saint, Charlie. Take care Ma Wilkens, she needs
you.”

As he waded through the hands down the main aisle to the strains
of Amazing Grace, Jude whispered his prayer. When he got to the
door he whistled once. Angel walked from the side where the weeds
were tenderest.

“We have much to learn, my friend learn.” The two lone figures
continued eastward.
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