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Forward

When I’m bored, I doodle. I can’t help it. I find this especially true
in certain environments like classrooms or staff meetings. It isn’t
that I am not listening, it’s just that parts of my body, like my
hands, don’t seem to be able to sit idly by why other parts, like my
ears, get all the attention.
Such a thing occurred most recently during a Webinar on
Designing and Deploying Messaging Solutions in the Exchange
2013 Environment. See what I mean? You would doodle too.
It started out the same as always – a few scribbles here – a few
scratches there; a line connecting this curve to that curve. Add a
little shading and there he was: my Mountain Santa. A scruffy
white beard covered a face sculpted and lined with time. A tangle
of shoulder length white hair stuck out from beneath his fox-skin
cap. Not many would recognize a Santa within the lines of this
gnarled caricature…but I did. I imagined the intense eyes looking
up from the paper framed in furrowed white brows twinkling and
blue. A smidge more imagination and his red fox-fur cap and
bearskin coat became the garb befitting the title character in this
year’s Christmas story, “Mountain Santa.”
Every character in “Mountain Santa” is based on a real person.
From my grandson Emmett – the lead character and hero of this
year’s Christmas story – to the cameo appearance of a band of cutthroat Comancheros.
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Most of the names and relationships have not been changed with
the exception of Nicolai Clausen and Brody Barnes. Although both
are based on actual characters, the names have been changed to
protect the author. If anyone should recognize themselves in any of
these characters…well, it may or may not be purely coincidental.
The places and settings also have their bases in fact. The setting is
1860 Wyoming Territory. However, there is confusing
documentation of which territory the state, now known as
Wyoming, was part of in 1860. Wyoming has been part of the
Nebraska Territory, the Washington Territory and the Utah
Territory. For simplicity and recognizability, it is referred to as the
Wyoming Territory in this story.
Nicolai’s mountain cabin exists to this day; nestled in the Snowy
Mountains of the Medicine Bow National Forest.

Merry Christmas and may God bless you and yours.
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Mountain Santa

E

mmett Douglas Curry’s chin rested in the palm of his hand.
The marred surface of the desk dug into his bony elbow as
he leaned, staring out the window. He watched the falling
flakes through fog covered pane in despair as the blanket of snow
suffocated his hopes.

“Senór Curry – would you care to share with the class the
fascinating scene outside the window that so captivates my
pupil’s undivided attention?”
Emmett Curry pulled his gaze from the window. The dreamy glaze
in his brown eyes faded and refocused on the olive skin of Ms.
Santiago. Beautiful skin. Wonderful skin. Skin belonging to the
loveliest face in all the territory: Ms. Santiago. Emmett loved her.
“I…uh... no Ma’am… I mean, yes Ma’am…yes, Ms.
Santiago. I wasn’t looking at nothin’.”
His six year old cheeks burned with embarrassment.
“I wasn’t looking at anything.” corrected Ms. Santiago.
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Her melodic Spanish accent was like warm milk on a sleepless
night. She could correct him all day.
“Yes Ma’am…I sure weren’t looking at anything either.”
Ms. Esperanza Santiago suppressed a loving smile.
“Class, you are dismissed for recess.”
Emmett sat under the same tree and opened the same lunch pail he
had every school day for the last three months since his Ma and Pa
decided he should get educated in a civilized manner. Emmett was
perfectly happy being home schooled by his Mamma. School was
for town folk. A boy like Emmett should be spending his time
fishing or hunting or helping his Pa with chores. Yep, this formal
school-house stuff was for the birds. Emmett had half a mind to
play hooky every day…and he would too, if it weren’t for Ms.
Santiago. He figured he could tolerate just about anything if it
meant spending time around Ms. Santiago.
*
“That’s mine! Give it back Brody Barnes! Eat your own
lunch!” Aspen cried.
Brody Barnes malicious laughter filled the schoolyard. Emmett
looked up as the meanest boy in town dashed toward him with
Aspen Gable’s lunch pail under his arm.
Momma said you weren’t supposed to hate anybody. Emmett
couldn’t help it. He hated Brody Barnes. He hated Brody since the
day he ruined Emmett’s best fishing hole. Emmett had gone fishing
one evening after super. He was making his way down to his
favorite hole when he spotted Brody leaning over the bank holding
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something under the water. Emmett crept nearer to get a better
look-see. Brody was holding a gunnysack under the water and
grinning. It weren’t no ordinary grin either – this grin was pure
evil.
Emmett startled Brody, “Hey – what’cha got in there?” Brody
jumped and momentarily let loose the gunnysack. The burlap bag
whimpered. Puppies! Brody was trying to drown a sack full of
puppies! Emmett didn’t hesitate – he flung himself at Brody with
full force. That was the last thing he remembered before waking up
alone on the bank of what use to be his favorite fishing hole. Brody
was a couple years older than Emmett and a whole lot bigger.
Brody had knocked Emmett out cold and left him on the river’s
edge.
When Emmett came to he retrieved the gunnysack a few yards
down-stream. He couldn’t look. He grabbed the sack and ran home
as fast as his legs could carry him – sobbing with every stride. He
burst through the door of his family’s cabin and thrust the sack into
his mother’s arms.
“It was that mean Brody Barnes! He killed them…he held
them under the water and killed them! I couldn’t do nothin’
about it, Ma; I tried…I really tried, Ma! I hate him…I hate
that Brody Barnes!”
Emmett’s mother gathered him in her arms and rocked him back
and forth.
“Hate’s a powerful thing Emmett. It hurts them doing the
hating more than those they claim to hate. Hush now…it
will be alright. “
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Emmett’s grandma stepped out of the kitchen and lifted the
gunnysack from her grandson’s grasp. She pushed a lock of blond
hair away from his teary cheek.
“I’ll take care of this.” She said.
She took the gunnysack into the barn and laid it on a bench. There
were four of them; four tiny lifeless little bodies. She examined each
one carefully. Probably no more than a few weeks old, each felt
cold and final; except one. She held the little puppy in the palm of
her hand. It was motionless as the others, but something about it
was different. The cold grip of death hadn’t completely taken hold.
“Well now…what do we have here?” She said.
She said a quick prayer to the man upstairs while briskly rubbing
her hand over the limp body. She held the pup to her ear. Nothing.
She rubbed the puppy between her hands again, faster this time
and with more friction. A bubble formed at the puppy’s muzzle.
“Come on little guy…you can do it! There’s a little boy in
there that could really use a friend right now and I think you
just might be the ticket. Breath!”
More bubble’s followed a barely perceptible sneeze.
“That’s it? That’s the best sneeze you can muster up after a
harrowing near death experience?”
She smiled and thanked the good Lord for small miracles.

Emmett held the puppy close to his face. Two little eyes blinked
open and fought to focus on the world of the living. Emmett
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giggled as a tiny wet tongue reached out and licked the tip of his
nose.
“Listen to him momma! Listen to that sneeze! I’m going to
call him Sneezer! Can we keep him? We can keep him, can’t
we momma? Can we Pa? I’ll take care of him. He won’t be
no trouble. I promise!” Emmett pleaded.

Emmett thought about that day as Brody closed the gap between
himself and a distraught Aspen. He wished Sneezer was with him
just then. The only one that hated Brody Barnes more than Emmett
was Sneezer.
Nothing came easy in this rugged new territory, especially food.
Emmett knew how hard Aspen’s parent’s worked to provide the
meager lunch that Brody had stolen. He couldn’t let him get away
with it. Not this time. Emmett stuck out a leg as Brody rounded the
tree at a dead run. Brody flew through the air, never letting go of
the pail – never using his hands to break his fall – and face planted
in a fresh pile of steaming horse poop.
Emmett stood with legs apart and braced himself against the
coming storm. Brody struggled to his feet. He turned and faced
Emmett. The green goo he wiped from his eyes and freckled face
clashed with his fiery red hair and pale blue eyes. All red, green
and blue - he looked like a psychotic Christmas ornament.
“You’re dead Curry!” Brody hissed.
Emmett believed him. He was about to die at the hands of a tickedoff Christmas decoration from hell. Brody lunged at Emmett.
Emmett stepped aside, causing Brody to overshoot his mark and
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ricocheted off the tree. Emmett knew this was his best chance to
run. His feet wouldn’t budge. It was against the boys’ nature to run
from the likes of Brody Barnes. He’d take his licks come what
may… and come they did. Brody’s knuckles smashed into
Emmett’s face over and over; the taste of blood bitter in his mouth.
Brody spat hateful insults against Emmett’s Ma and Pa, his Aunts
and Uncles and relatives he didn’t know he had. He used words
Emmett recognized as cruel only because they come from Brody’s
mouth.
Emmett’s mother told him that words hurt more than fists. He
wasn’t at all sure he believed that just now as Brody landed another
left. Several blows later and Brody would prove her right.
“I’m gonna’ kill you Curry! I’m gonna’ kill you and your
ugly dog, too! I’ll kill your whole stupid family when I’m
done! I’ll start with your stupid sickly little sister. Put her
right out of her misery, I will!”
Emmett no longer felt the blows of Brody’s fists; no longer felt the
burn of winters’ biting cold on his swollen cheeks. He felt nothing
but the bitter pain of raw emotion.
Emmett ducked his head and charged dead center into the bully’s
midsection. The wind left Brody before he hit the ground. Emmett
jumped in the middle of him and began to swing. He landed a
blow for Aspen and one for his Ma and his Pa; a blow for Sneezer
and another for Sophia – especially for Sophia, the little sister he
adored.
Emmett felt his body rise; his fists no longer making contact. With
eyes squeezed shut against the fury, Emmett didn’t understand
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what was happening. Still he swung away blindly as Ms. Santiago
lifted him into her arms.

Emmett’s chin rested in the fingertips of Ms. Santiago’s left hand.
Her right hand tenderly dabbed a cool rag over the cuts and bruises
of his swollen face. It hurt a little, but Emmett didn’t mind. He
could sit looking up into those dark, liquid eyes for the rest of his
life. She smelled of wildflowers and cinnamon.
“Am I in trouble again Ms. Santiago?”
“No, my little Niño, you are in no trouble. Brody should not
have said such cruel things…no matter how… he should not
have said such things.”
Ms. Santiago knew children and she loved them all – the good ones
and the ones who just didn’t know better. She believed there was
no such thing as a bad child, only bad circumstances. Children, she
felt, were products of their upbringing. Without parents to love and
nourish them as Emmett had, they often turned out to be bully’s
like Brody. Lashing out at a world that left them no choice but to
fight, cheat and steal for their basic needs. Brody was angry
because anger is all he knew. Brody could not love because he had
never been loved.
Ms. Santiago turned Emmett’s face from side to side for inspection.
“Good as new! Once that swelling goes down you will be
guapo como siempre my little Niño.
Emmett was a good boy. Oh, sure…like most energetic boys, he did
his fair share of daydreaming when he should be studying and
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sometimes he forgot to wash behind his ears – but he was a good
boy. Emmett loved his momma and his papa as they loved him.
Most of all – Emmett loved his little sister. Esperanza knew how
difficult it had been for him since his sister had come down with
the sickness.
“Emmett, if I may ask – how is our querida niña Sophia?”
Asked Ms. Santiago
Emmett’s brown eyes cast downward.
“She’s real sick, Ma’am.” It’s been almost six months now
and she’s no better than when the local doc checked her out.
Consumption of some sort is what he calls it. Said he
couldn’t do anything for her and that we should send for the
big doctor in Fort Laramie. Pa left three weeks ago to fetch
him, but…”
Ms. Santiago smoothed a hand over Emmett’s blond hair; her heart
breaking at the sound of sorrow in her pupils’ voice.”
“I see. The Laramie doctor will know just what to do! Your
father will bring him as soon as the storm lifts over the pass.
He will be here before you know it my little Niño – you will
see!”
Emmett sighed – he could not sound positive, even for Ms.
Santiago.
“Yes Ma’am…that’s what ma said, too. She’s awful worried
though. She tries to hide her worrying from me – she thinks
I’m too little – but I know. I notice everything. I notice how
she cries real quiet when she doesn’t think I hear. I notice the
sad look on her face when she’s watching Pork Chop sleep.
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That’s what we call Sophia, you know, ‘cuz she was so
chubby before....”
Ms. Santiago stood and turned her back to hide her own tears from
the sweet boy.
“I have some things for your mother I planned to bring out
after church, but I don’t want to wait that long. Would you
take them home with you and give them to her?”
Esperanza pointed to a package tied with cotton cord sitting beside
her desk. Underneath the package was a leather satchel. Emmett’s
eyes widened at the satchel.
“Is that the mail bag, Ms. Santiago; the bag with our letters
to Santa?” Emmett asked.
“Yes, I am afraid it is. The mail riders cannot make it
through this terrible storm over the pass. But do not fret
little one – Santa knows what is in your heart without the
letters”
The same storm that kept his Pa from getting through with the
doctor had also delayed the Pony Express. Emmett was panic
stricken. His letter to Santa meant everything. Most boys might ask
for a new rope or a pair of fancy spurs. The girls might be asking
for glass dolls in frilly dresses and blue bonnets. Not Emmett. He
asked Santa for the most important thing in the whole world; to
bring his Pa home with the doctor that would save Pork Chop.
Emmett couldn’t take a chance on Santa knowing what was in his
heart. Those letters had to get delivered, even if it meant he had to
deliver them himself.
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“Ms. Santiago – I’ll close up the school house for you so’s
you can be on your way before it starts to snow again. I have
to wait at the livery for Zeke to nail a shoe on Acorn.”
It wasn’t exactly a lie. Not really. Acorn had thrown a shoe, but
more than likely old Zeke, the smithy, would have it taken care of
well before school was out.
“Gracias my little Niño, I do have some errands to run. You
know what to do – make sure to secure the latch tight so this
relentless, despiadado wind does not blow the doors open
and make mess of our classroom.”
Ms. Santiago bent and placed a tender kiss on Emmett’s golden
head. The shy boy was at once grateful for his swollen red face that
concealed a blush.
“I shall see you in Church, my little Niño …give your
mother my love.” She said.
The swishing of crinolines beneath a red sateen skirt accompanied
Ms. Santiago as she disappeared through heavy double doors. He
was alone in the Wyoming Territory School House.
Emmett held the package for his mother in his arms. The leather
satchel that lay beneath beckoned him. He stared at the worn
leather and swallowed hard. It weren’t stealing – not really. He
wasn’t going to keep them – he was merely aiming to finish a job
that needed doing. If the Pony Express couldn’t do it, Emmett
would. He, alone, would deliver those letters to their rightful
recipient: Santa Claus.
*
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He had less than two weeks to get it done. Two weeks normally
seemed like forever for a boy Emmett’s age; especially when you’re
a boy waiting on Christmas. Not this year. When the thing needed
doing was as important as what Emmett needed to do, two weeks
seemed near impossible. He wasn’t rightly sure where Santa Claus
lived. Stories told of a jolly, bearded man in a red get-up that lived
in a snow castle in the North Pole. Emmett didn’t even know where
the North Pole was – let alone how to get there. The only place he
knew of that could accommodate a dwelling the likes of a snow
castle was the Snowy Mountains of the Medicine Bow Range. If it
had such a thing as a “Pole”, Emmett couldn’t say. All he knew for
sure was he was headed for the Snowy’s.
That night, after his momma and his baby sister went to sleep,
Emmett scribbled a note by candle light.
“Deer Momma. I am leeving this note so you don’t think I
was kidnapped by renegade Injuns. Like Pa always is a
telling – there are things a man has to do just cuz he is a
man. Don’t fret none bout me – I’ll be back hole and sound
soon Momma – I promise. LUV your sun Emmett Douglas
Curry.
PS: Sneezer will protect you and Pork Chop til I git back.”
Emmett placed the note on the night stand by Sophia’s crib. He
bent to place a kiss on his sleeping sister’s pale cheek and
whispered:
“You be strong Pork Chop, ya hear? Santa will be here with
Pa and the big doctor from Laramie faster than a cat with his
tail afire. He’ll know what to do to fix you up right sound. I
love you so much Pork Chop.”
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As brave as he wanted to be for his little sister, he could not fight
the tear that rolled down his cheek and stained Sophia’s cotton
night dress. He silently slipped into the crisp winter night and
closed the door without a sound.

Acorn was a gift from Emmett’s Grandma. His real name was
König – King in German. Emmett couldn’t pronounce his real
name. Instead, he called him Acorn. Emmett was just a baby way
back then and there were lots of words he couldn’t pronounce.
Words like cinnamon and sarsaparilla. Words he didn’t have to
pronounce properly to appreciate, and he did appreciate cinnamon
and sarsaparilla…and he loved Acorn. Half mustang and half
quarter horse – the little brumby was as tough and as loyal as they
come. His grandma wouldn’t have given him a horse with less
heart than that of a noble steed fit to carry a gallant knight.
As Emmett saddled Acorn for the long journey to the North Pole,
he recalled the story of how his grandma came by the little
mustang. He never tired of the tale she told.
“Well…it was just about this time of year. I was making my
annual trek across the Idaho/Utah territory to come see you
and the family. I was riding Jack and packing Annie loaded
heavy with supplies and beaver plews. It was a bad winter
and a particular harsh storm was slowing our progress.
There aren’t many folk who would attempt these passes in a
good winter…let alone a bad one. That’s why it came as a
real shock when I rode onto a camp of renegade
Comancheros. I think old Annie smelled them long before
we rode close enough to see or hear them. I tell you, the
smell was worse than a dead sheepherder’s sock. The six of
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them were liquored up good and whooping and hollering to
beat hell. They were celebrating the capture of a blue eyed
Shoshone gal.
Comancheros are known to trade and sell just about
anything –including slaves. She wasn’t any bigger than an
eyelash on a butterfly – but she was pretty and would bring
an even prettier price.
I was no match for the six of them. If I was going to help this
girl without getting myself in a predicament, I’d have to use
brains instead of bullets.
I pulled my hat down over my eyes and covered the lower
half of my face with the coonskin fur of my coat. I figured it
best they not know I was female.
I commenced to jabbering in as rough a voice as I could
muster. It didn’t take much convincing. They were liquored
up so that I doubt they could have hit the ground with a hat
in three tries – let alone determine if I were human, female
or otherwise.
The good Lord has blessed me with the ability to color up a
tale redder than a Navajo blanket. I aimed to use that ability
for all it was worth. I explained to the gentleman that I was
on my way to a rendezvous back east with the finest plews
this side of the Rockies. Had they heard the news about the
coming price of beaver? No?
“Well boys, from what I hear tell, the big winter has
taken quite a toll on the beaver population. The
dwindling supply has them highfalutin European’s
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twitchier than a whore in church. Heard tell they are
paying three times for any plew they can git their
hands on. Yes sir, once I unload these here pelts – I’ll
be purring like a kitten in a creamery for the next five
winters.
Six pair of black bandit eyes shifted from me to my pack
mule stacked high with beaver pelt. I understood enough
Spanish to know the Comancheros were taking the bait.
“Kill the gringo – steal beaver – big money.”
The bandits switched from Spanish to broken English. Their
shifty black eyes shone with ill intent.
“You alone, gringo?” They sneered.
I leaned over the side of Jack and spat a loogy of nonexistent chewing tobacco for effect and swiped a hand across
my mouth to top off the charade.
“Nah – but a body shore can wish on it. I bin traveling
with them cantankerous brothers of mine going on six
months now. Ornery bunch as you ever did see. Why,
if it hadn’t been Ma’s dying wish to look after them
boy’s I’d a gutted all five n-left ‘em for the buzzards
before the winter hit. They ought to be along anytime
now. Them ornery cusses stopped to kill ‘em a band
of Injun’s they figured had horse thieving on their
minds. I don’t cotton to no senseless killing myself.
Not like them brothers of mine. No sir.”
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I looked around as if expecting my “brothers” to ride in any
moment and pretended to catch sight of the Shoshone girl
for the first time.
“Say – looks like ya got yer’selves a squaw tied up
over yonder. What ya planning on do’in with her?”
The bandits puffed up with greed and nodded toward the
Shoshone girl.
“Blue eyed squaw… bring beeg money!”They
gloated.
“Well, I should say so. Ain’t ever day a fella sees a
blue eyed Shoshone. Shoot…I wonder if what I heard
say about them blue eyed breeds is true…you know,
about them bringing bad luck to their tribe and all?
Ah hell – makes no never mind one way tore the
other. Why, I’d a captured me one too if the
opportunity came about. Not for myself, mind
you…no sir – I don’t cotton to messing with none of
that there blue-eyed bad medicine voo-doo. I’d
capture me one to keep them brothers of mine
occupied and their minds off kill’in for a few days.
Say – you wouldn’t be interested in doing a little
trade’in, would ya? Say a pile of these here fine plews
for that there scrawny, blue-eyed bundle of bad
luck?”
Between the possibility of five cut throat brothers riding into
camp and the newfound knowledge that their blue-eyed
captive might bring an entire Nation of bad spirits down on
them, the Comancheros thought long and hard - about 3.2
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seconds long - before handing over the girl in exchange for
80 of the “finest beaver plews this side of the Rockies.” Close
to $1500.00 dollars according to bandit calculations. In
reality – not more than $500.00 in the days dwindling
market. Your Gramma can lie like a dead possum if the
occasion calls.
The Shoshone girl swung up in the saddle behind me and
we rode out of camp like outlaws no more than two jumps
ahead of a posse. Once we felt we were a safe distance from
the bandits, I set the girl down along the river bank and left
her with a few days rations and my best Bowie. She didn’t
move.
“Go on…your free…shoo…go on!”
She didn’t say a word and I probably wouldn’t have
understood if she had. She stood motionless, staring with
those haunting blue eyes as I rode away.

Night fall comes on might fast on the mountain in
December. I set camp under shelter of a low hung spruce
and settled in for the night. With a pot of water boiling over
the flame and my feet warming by the fire, my tired eyes
were fast losing the race with the setting sun.
The sound of a twig snapping startled me to my feet. I
whirled toward the sound, expecting to face-off with a
sobered up band of angry Comancheros. Instead, walking
into camp leading a string of pack animals was the Shoshone
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gal. She strolled up to the fire like two old friends meeting
for a- howdy at an afternoon social.
She tossed a Bowie knife at my feet. The same knife I’d left
her with. She turned and retrieved a small bay mustang and
handed the lead rope to me.
“I wish to thank you and to repay you for saving my
life. Please, take this pony as payment for the many
fine beaver skins that were traded for my freedom.”
I know some about Shoshone traditions. If you save the life
of one of the Nations people, that person feels indebted to
you for the rest of their life. As in…forever. I could not have
a skinny Shoshone shadow for the rest of my forever’s. I
took the lead rope.
I tapped my chest with my fingers.
“Me – Laurie“
I pointed toward her.
“You??”
She rolled her eyes and shook her head.
“My name is Micha. I speak and understand your
language, as well as German and Shoshone, quite
fluently. You do not have to speak as if I am an idiot.
I’m neither stupid nor illiterate.”
I felt about two inches short of a gnats butt.
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“I apologize – I did not mean to offend you. I
assumed you were native Shoshone.”
Turns out, Micha was half Shoshone, half German – which
explained the blue eyes. She had gone to live with her
German father when she was 15 years old and graduated
from the University of Göttinger, Germany when she was 22
– which explained her excellent articulation.
Upon receiving a degree in the study of law – Micha felt
compelled to return to America and seek her Shoshone
roots. She fell in love with the wild autonomy of the
American frontier and never left.
“It is I who should apologize. You saved my life and I
repay you with rudeness. When you look more
Shoshone than White – people tend to treat you like a
sub-human. I have become too defensive.” Micah
said.
We traveled together for three days before parting ways.
Micha headed north and I continued southeast.
‘Ol Annie didn’t take too kindly to sharing the trail with the
little mustang. In order to keep the peace and traveling
tolerable – I felt the best home for König was right here with
you. Every boy ought to have a good dog and a sound horse.
Merry Christmas, Emmett.
*
Emmett finished tying the leather satchel of letters over saddle bags
filled with food and supplies for winter travel. Acorn sidled up to
the manger and Emmett slipped a leg over the saddle and onto the
18
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mustangs back. The pair pushed their way through the barn doors
and rode silently into the night.
The night was cold and clear. A full moon reflected off familiar
landmarks for Emmett to navigate by. He planned to travel as far
as he could in six hours before making camp. Six hours would take
him to the edge of familiar country before heading into the
wilderness. He couldn’t seem to stop glancing back at the only
civilization he had known as the miles passed silently beneath
Acorn’s hooves.
By the time he reached the edge of the wilderness it had started to
snow. He knew enough to stay put until daylight. He found a small
cave that would keep him dry and reflect the heat from a fire to
keep him warm. He hobbled Acorn nearby, fed him a hat full of
oats and set about making camp.
Emmett lay facing the fire with his back pressed against the hard
surface of the cave. He held tight to the leather satchel of letters as
the flames golden hues danced across his face; the smell of oiled
leather mingled with smoke from the fire.
He was scared. Not scared as one might expect a boy alone in the
wilderness to be. He wasn’t scared of the dark or of bears, wolves
or even cougar. Emmett was scared of failing. Would he find Santa
in time to save his little sister? Emmett closed his eyes and prayed
with all his heart. He had to succeed. His last images before drifting
off to sleep were of his baby sister‘s laughing eyes and chubby
cheeks. He would not fail.
Morning came with little light. The snow and fog so thick Emmett
could barely make out Acorn standing with his back to the wind.
19
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“Come on little buddy. I recon it’s a long ways to the North
Pole and we don’t have much time. We best get a move on.”
Someday when he was full grown – Emmett would be big and tall
like the cowboys of the range he admired so. Until that day came,
he would have to settle for getting on his horse anyway he could.
That foggy morning a strategically placed rock would be the
“anyway” he could.
Emmett’s grandma had taught him much about packing, traveling
and surviving in the wilderness. In order to keep from traveling in
circles, Emmett picked a distinctive spot on the horizon to keep in
sight: An old snag shaped like a giant pitchfork centered perfectly
between Acorn’s ears. Once he reached the snag, he picked another
object…and another…and another. For three days Emmett and
Acorn trudged on. A point of reference always between the
mustangs’ ears.
On day four, the weather turned from bad to worse. The ever
present wind cut through Emmett’s heavy coat chilling him to the
bone. It was snowing sideways and visibility was non-existent. He
needed to find shelter soon. The little mustang tucked his nose low
to the ground and leaned into the blinding storm.
Something was wrong. Emmett was nearly lurched out of the
saddle. Acorn’s legs folded beneath him - he lunged, struggling to
right himself. The ground gave way beneath the mustang’s hooves
and horse and rider plunged into black, icy water.
“Don’t panic Emmett Douglas Curry. If you panic, you’re done
for.”
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Emmett came off Acorn and was floundering in frigid water. The
mustang thrashed, breaking through the ice as he fought to paw his
way onto solid ground. The cold quickly exhausted Emmett; he
could not keep his head above water. The last thing he saw was
Acorn’s long black tail swirling like strokes of an artists’ brush
around his drowning body.
*
He was being drug…no, carried. Carried off to be eaten by a bear!
He felt the bear tug at his shoulder, and then a deep, hungry bear
grunt as the beast flung him over his back. Emmett slipped in and
out of consciousness. Prickly bear hide rubbed against his cheek.
Emmett didn’t know how long the bear had carried him before
reaching its den. He felt his body free fall and land with a thud
onto a soft den floor moments before losing consciousness. He slept
fitfully – dreaming of the icy cold water filling his lungs – of falling
– of being torn apart by wild beasts – of his Momma’s tears. He
dreamt of Sophia calling for him. He had failed his little sister. He
had failed his momma as she would grieve for him always. He had
failed his Pa for not being man enough to finish what he set out to
do. He failed his grandma by getting himself eaten by a grizzly. He
had failed them all. Emmett wished he had drowned instead.

He must be alive. His feet were too cold to be dead. Emmett lay flat
on his back, unable to open his eyes. He was weak and chilled to
the bone. The bear had covered him in something…blankets?
Emmett didn’t know bears buried their prey before eating them.
Maybe the bear wasn’t hungry yet and left him to be eaten later. If
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only he could open his eyes he might be able to escape before the
bear came back!
He heard faint rustling followed by the aroma of…chicken noodle
soup? Warm liquid touched his lips and dribbled down his throat –
warming his insides. This bear was trying to fatten him up before
he ate him! Emmett willed his eyes to open – fuzzy at first…then
slowly, coming into focus – a pair of twinkling blue eyes and a face,
a human face, framed in waves of white locks.
“Santa?”
Emmett tried to sit. Santa laid a bear-like paw on his chest and
pushed him back onto the bed.
“Finish that soup, boy.” Santa growled.
Emmett did as he was told and finished every last drop of the
soothing broth. He lay back and closed his eyes and prayed silently
– thanking God for not letting him be eaten by a hungry bear.
He studied the old man. He sure wasn’t what Emmett expected.
He wore a bear skin coat the color of cinnamon draped over
massive shoulders. A red fox-fur hat covered a mass of unruly,
snow-white hair. Thick white brows and a bushy beard covered his
rugged, lined features. Santa looked as if he’d been drug around
the world backwards instead of in a sleigh drawn by eight tiny
reindeer.
Santa was supposed to be plump and jolly. There wasn’t anything
plump about him and he sure as heck wasn’t jolly. He grumbled
and frowned as he went about his business, scowling at Emmett
when he caught his eye. Not-very-jolly-at-all.
22

Laurie A. Bryan

The snow castle theory was a bit off too. Emmett had to assume
that Santa kept his elves out back in the workshop. There was no
evidence of toy making in the small one room cabin. A stone
fireplace centered along one of the log walls. A hand carved
wooden table with one chair occupied the middle of the room. A
stuffed chair large enough to accommodate the big man sat in one
corner. Emmett lay on the only bed in the other corner.
The silence was awkward. The old man didn’t seem to want to
acknowledge Emmett let along carry on a conversation. Maybe he
was shy? With nothing to talk to but all them elves, maybe he
didn’t know what to say to a boy. Emmett wasn’t a big talker
himself, but he felt it was up to him to break the ice.
“Thanks for the soup, Santa. It was ‘pert near good as my
Ma’s and Pa say’s she makes the best soup this side of the
Big River.” Emmett said.
“I ain’t Santa, boy.” He said with a growl.
Emmett was confused. If this man wasn’t Santa and this wasn’t the
North Pole, where was he? How did he get here and who was this
grouchy old man?
“Who are ya then, if ya ain’t Santa?” Emmett asked.
The old man slammed the soup ladle into the cast iron pot hanging
over the flames.
“Never you-mind, boy; who I am ain’t near as important as
who you are, and what you’re doing on my mountain.”
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Emmett was losing his patience. He didn’t have time to waste on a
cantankerous old man that looked and smelled more like a bear
than a man.
“My names Emmett and if you ain’t Santa, then that’s all
you need to know about me. I’ll thank you kindly for the
soup and the warm bed and be going on my way. The why’s
of it ain’t no concern of yours.”
The boy has grit.
“Hold on their boy. You ain’t wander’in out there in this
blizzard half cocked. You might not get so lucky next time as
to have the likes of me stumble onto your frozen hide. You
was plumb stuck to the ground; had to peel you off like a
squaw skinning a buffer. I figure you would have drowned,
too, if you hadn’t had the sense to grab a fistful of that
mustang’s tail. ”
Acorn! In all the chaos, Emmett had forgotten Acorn! The last thing
he remembered was breaking through the ice and taking in a lung
full of icy water. What had happened to his little mustang?
“Where’s Acorn?! Where’s my horse?! I’ve got to find him;
he’ll die out there all alone!” Emmett cried.
“Relax, boy, the horse is fine. He’s filling his belly full of
oats and keeping company in the mule shed. As for you…I
darn near stepped right on you; laying there in my way and
all. Couldn’t exactly step around and leave you froze to the
ground – the smell would have scared off all the beaver
come spring thaw.”
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The two found themselves in a standoff; neither trusting to
volunteer more information than was absolutely necessary. All they
had thus far were the boy’s name and that of his horse. As for the
old man, he denied any relation to Santa Claus or having ever been
to the North Pole.
It was obvious the old man didn’t like being called Santa and
Emmett was pretty sure he didn’t much care for ‘old man’, either.
“Mister, you got a name?” asked Emmett.
“Nicolai. Nicolai Clausen.” He answered.
Nicolai convinced Emmett to wait until morning before continuing
on his quest, whatever that might be. He figured the boy was likely
a runaway, possibly from an orphanage or mission, perhaps. Come
morning he would take the boy into Fort Bridger and hand him off
to the authorities and good riddance. The whole ordeal had been
nothing but a nuisance. Nicolai had spent too many years as a
hermit to start playing wet-nurse to an orphan.
“You take the bed, boy. I’ll bunk in the barn. Don’t argue.
My mules are particular who they bunk with and I won’t
have your snoring keeping ‘em awake all night. Get to sleep
boy…big day come sun-up.”
Emmett was pretty sure he didn’t snore, but figured it best not to
argue.

Nicolai carried a bottle of Red Eye in one hand and a lantern in the
other. He checked on each of his nine mules and the boy’s horse.
He scooped out an extra portion of oats for Acorn.
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Nicolai ran his hand over the brand on the mustangs left shoulder.
What was an orphan boy doing with a branded horse? What was
an orphan boy doing with a horse, period! Something about the
brand niggled in the back of his thoughts. There was obviously
more to this story. He pulled Emmett’s saddle from the rack. It was
then he noticed the leather satchel tied behind the cantle.
Nicolai settled down in the straw with his bottle of Red Eye and the
leather satchel. He was uncomfortable rummaging through the
boys personal belongings. He hoped the contents would contain a
clue as to where the boy belonged and what had driven him to
wander into the wilderness alone. He was about to find the
answers he sought, and much more.
He opened the first of seven letters addressed to Santa Claus –
North Pole.
“Dear Santa Claus,
My name is Aspen Gable. I am 8 years old. How are
you and Mrs. Santa Claus and the reindeer? I am fine. I
would like a new pair of shoes for Christmas. Can you make
shoes in your workshop? I hope so. Farming wasn’t too
good to us this year and my Pa say’s we can’t afford new
shoes for the winter but my feet don’t seem to pay attention
to the good-nor-bad of farming ~ they just keep on growing.
I usually get my brothers last year shoes, be he plum wore
his out. They don’t need to be fancy shoes Santa, soles to
keep my feet separate from the winter is good enough for
me. I hope you have a nice Christmas. Your best friend,
Aspen Glenn Gable.”
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Nicolai carefully replaced the letter in its envelope and opened
another.
“”Deer Sana Claws,
Pleez dont wurry bout me this chrismis. I wood like
to ask for new cotes for my little brother and sister. They R
to litle to rite good like me yet.. Ma says I can git anuther
winter out of mine if she sos a hunk a coon skin to the sleevs.
Pleez be carful coming down the chimny cuz its reeel hot.
Dont burn ur wiskers.
PS: my brother and sister R about the size a 2 munth old
baby pigs
.

Yur frend Ebenezer Howitzer- 5 yeers old”

About the size of a two month old baby pig, huh? Nicolai assumed
Ebenezer Howitzer’s baby brother and sister were twins. He could
not help but smile as a warm feeling he thought long abandoned
tugged at his heart. He opened the next letter.
“Dear Santa Claus,
Save yourself the trouble of checking your list. I am
bad. Folks say I was born bad due to the apple don’t fall too
far from the tree. I suspect my brothers and baby sister won’t
amount to much more when they get grown. Ma can’t keep
food on the table since Pa run out and she took to hitting the
bottle. There never seems to be enough to go around. We
are hungry and hard pressed to do anything about it. The
decent folks in the community are not inclined to give me
work and I will not beg. I don’t believe in things like Santa
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Claus or the Tooth Fairy. If I did, I would sell my own teeth
for a hot meal. If there were a Santa and I could ask for
anything, I would ask for a rifle so I could hunt and put food
on the table. If I had a fine rifle, I wouldn’t have to steal or
cheat to fill my belly or that of my kin. If I believed in Santa,
I might ask for a dog, too. Had one once – Pa shot her just
after she give birth to a litter and said he’d whip me if I
didn’t drown the pups. Well, there you have it.
Brody Barnes”
Nicolai could read potential between the lines of anger and despair.
It was apparent the boy lived in an environment wrought with fear
and hopelessness, yet the fluid penmanship, spelling and
punctuation laid promise as to what the boy could become if given
a chance.
Finally, Nicolai opened the letter he was looking for.
“Deer Santa,
My name is Emmett Douglas Curry. I am 6 years old. I no
you are bizzy so I will git strate at it. My baby sister Pork
Chop is reel sick. Pa went to fetch the big doctor in Ft larmee
near on 3 weeks ago. Ma fears for little Sophia if Pa dont
come home soon. I no yur busy this time a yeer – but pleez
Santa – pleez fetch my Pa and the big doctor from Ft Larmee.
I will be good for the rest of my life. I promiss –Pleez Santa
help Pork Chop.
PS: She ain’t reely a pork chop Santa – we call her that cuz
she had fat cheeks be for she took sick.
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PSS: I am only 5 years old but I will be 6 very soon! I don’t
want you to think I wuz fibbin.
Merry Chrismis
Emmett Douglas Curry - The End”
So that was it. The boy was trying to deliver these letters to the
North Pole. He had risked his life in an attempt to save his little
sister. He had come all this way and endured so much only to
find…who? A bitter old man who had given up and now faced life
through the bottom of a bottle. Nicolai felt shame.
He finished reading all seven letters written by the students of the
Wyoming Territory School. Not one child had asked for dolls, toys
or games. Each letter a written plea for the basic necessities needed
to survive in this harsh land; a plea for compassion and humble
dignity.
“All right boy, if it’s Santa you want – its Santa you’re gonna
get.”
Nicolai poured the contents of the bottle of Red Eye onto the barn
floor. For the first time in 30 years sleep sought him from outside
the glass of an empty bottle.
*
THWAK!
THWAK! THWAK! Nicolai stretched and peered
through the barn doors at Emmett making short work of a stack of
firewood.
“No need for that boy – we got work to do. Put that ax down
and follow me.” He said.
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Emmett sensed a change in the old man. He seemed more
animated.
He moved with determination and …something
else…purpose?”

Emmett followed Nicolai to a long, low shed at the back of the
cabin. A busted wooden sign leaned against the front. The
remaining visible letters read: “…Clausen’s Apothecary and
Merca….” Emmett figured the missing letters spelled mercantile.
He knew what a mercantile was, but he had no guesses what an
apothecary might be.
The oil lantern dimly lit the one room shed from end to end.
Emmett looked around in awe. He had never seen so much stuff in
all his days. Racks of clothing, bins of fabric and shelves of shoes
ranging from the very small to the very large filled the room. Tools
from shovels to sickle bars lined one wall. Bottles and jars, labeled
with words Emmett had never seen in any book, lined the other.
“Where did all this stuff come from?”Emmett asked.
“Not important boy. You wanna sit here and yap all
day or you wanna help your baby sister?”

While Emmett brought the mules from the barn one by one –
Nicolai tied canvas manties filled with coats, shoes, blankets and
tools. By the time the noonday sun appeared in the sky, a pack
string of eight mules loaded high stood patiently. Nicolai watched
Emmett secure the final load with a diamond and a half-hitch –
exactly as he would have done.
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“Where’d you learn to throw a diamond like that, boy?”
Nicolai asked.
Why would he ask that? Isn’t that how everyone throws a
diamond?
“Gramma taught me. Who taught you?”He answered.

Nicolai reached behind a dusty counter and retrieved a brown
leather bag. The latches and buckles were tarnished, the leather
cracked and stiff. The hinged opening creaked in complaint when
Nicolai released the latch. He stared into the empty bag for what
seemed like a lifetime. Indeed, to Nicolai it was a lifetime. A
lifetime he had all but forgotten – pushed aside by sorrow and
buried by pain. He shook his head, slammed the bag down on the
counter and began to fill it with the bottles and jars labeled with
strange words Emmett could not read. As he filled the bag, Nicolai
asked questions about Sophia. How long had she been sick? Was
she feverish? Night sweats? Did she have a rash? Was it a dry
cough, or a cough with congestion? Was anyone else in the family
sick?
Once the mules were loaded to his liking, Nicolai went back inside
and retrieved an 1830 Kentucky muzzle loader from above the
fireplace. He wrapped the rifle in soft buckskin and laid it
lengthwise down the center of a sawbuck and secured it with
leather strapping.
Nicolai looked back at the string of eight mules, one mustang and a
determined boy. If he had told anyone this was how he was going
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to spend Christmas, they would have thought him crazy….and
maybe he was.
Nicolai took the tether of the lead mule and pointed his riding
mule’s ears northwest. He knew of a little known pass through the
mountains that would get them to Emmett’s sooner than the one
the boy had taken. The route was more treacherous, but should be
little concern for the experienced pack string.
Emmett followed on Acorn from the rear. He tried to pass the time
by committing to memory the mule’s names: Bubba, Carmel, Lily 1,
Lilly 2, Billy Bob, Stormy, John Henry and Lonesome Earl. Nicolai
rode a blue roan mammoth named Gus.
Lily 1 and Lilly 2 were twin’s and as identical as two peas in a pod.
Nicolai hadn’t been able to tell them apart since birth.
“Never have been able to tell them two mollies apart; gave
up trying. This way, when I call either one by name, I’m
bound to get it right.”
It made perfect sense to Emmett. Santa was a genius.
The mountain reminded the travelers of winter’s unforgiving perils
around every bend. The string hugged the vertical walls as it wove
down the steep switchbacks like a tailors stitch…nip and tuck…nip
and tuck. Emmett squeezed his eyes shut and trusted in his sure
footed mustang to carry him safely to the canyon floor.
They made camp amongst a group of rock formations that
provided shelter on three sides. Emmett gathered firewood while
Nicolai staked the animals for the night. They ate heartily of beans,
rice and black coffee Emmett was sure could pass as pine tar to
repair a canoe should the need arise.
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They spread their bedrolls over layers of saddle blankets to insulate
them from the cold ground. Emmett snuggled between the wool
and was soon sound asleep. Nicolai marveled at the boy who
seemed impervious to the cold. He never complained or whined.
He was quite a boy. Nicolai wanted to imagine his own son would
have been much like the fair haired boy that had turned his world
upside down and stolen his heart.

The rugged mountain terrain spilled into rolling sand and sage.
They were able to cover more ground over the next two days.
Nicolai figured another good day without incident should put
them within hollering range to Emmett’s home.
Emmett had no idea why he trusted in this mountain of a man who
claimed could help his little sister. Maybe it was because he had
prayed on it so hard. Maybe it was because he had no other choice.
Nicolai and Emmett took turns leading the string. It was during
Emmett’s turn that he caught sight of movement a hundred yards
ahead. Emmett squinted through the fog. Was it a wolf? No, it was
big enough, but the wrong color for wolves in these parts and too
big to be a coyote. Whatever it was, it was running straight toward
them at top speed.
Emmett’s eyes grew to the size of dinner plates. He bailed off
Acorn and ran toward the most unusual looking canine Nicolai had
laid eyes on. A large mongrel with a shaggy mottled coat and half
cocked ears flew into Emmett’s outstretched arms – knocking him
flat. The boy giggled as the massive mutt cleaned his face from ear
to ear.
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“Sneezer! Oh Sneezer! How did you find me? I missed you
so much! Look Nicolai, its Sneezer. It’s my dog Sneezer! Isn’t
he the most beautiful dog in the whole world?!”
Uh huh…sure, boy.
Nicolai strained to see past the boy/dog reunion to a rider
galloping toward them on a buckskin horse. He pulled Emmett’s
attention away from the dog and pointed to the rider. Emmett
peered around Sneezer.
“GRAMMA!!”
Emmett’s grandma jumped to the ground as the buckskin skidded
to a stop. She scooped her grandson into her arms and glanced
warily over the boys shoulder at a large mountain man sitting on a
massive mule the color of blueberries.
“I’m OK Gramma…really I am. I fell into the water and
Acorn pulled me out and saved me and then I almost froze
to death and would have too if….”
Gramma L’s jaw dropped in slow recognition of the burly
mountain man covered in bearskin.
“Nick?”
“Laurie B?”
Emmett looked from one to the other. Apparently Santa Claus and
Gramma were on a first name basis.
Emmett had always been a wild spirit with an eye for adventure
and a mind of his own. Gramma L was not a bit shocked to hear of
her grandson’s quest to find Santa and deliver the Christmas letters
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to the North Pole. Later, she would have to work on the boy’s sense
of direction – Emmett had been traveling southeast.

Emmett’s grandma had arrived at her daughter’s cabin two days
earlier. The moment she read the letter Emmett had left by Sophia’s
crib, she refreshed supplies and headed back out to search for
Emmett. She brought Sneezer to help track the wayward child. The
big dog was relentless in his search and only stopped to rest when
she tied him at night.

“Your Momma is worried sick about you Emmett. I
understand what you did and why you did it- but it doesn’t
make it any easier on your Ma. We are a good day and a half
ride to home if the weather holds. We best mount up and get
a move on.”

The trio set out for home. It had begun to snow again and the wind,
as always, blew. Swirling snow danced in rhythm with the
pounding of hoof-beats on frozen earth.
Emmett rode with his grandma at the back of the string. Nicolai
took the lead.
“How come you know Santa…I mean Nicolai, Gramma?”
“I know him from many, many years ago, Emmett.”
She recited to her grandson the story of Nicolai Clausen.
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“Nicolai came to the U.S from Norway fresh out of medical
school looking for a new life in a new land. Like many of us,
he had dreams of exploring the rugged beauty of an
untamed frontier. Not long after arriving in the U.S colonies,
he fell in love with a young girl he met while working at the
Rochester City Hospital in New York. Annalisa came from a
well-to-do family that financed much of the hospital. She
was as delicate as Nicolai was robust. As true an odd couple
as you ever saw. Annalisa’s father was willing to consent to
the marriage as long as Nicolai remained content to stay in
New York as an up-and –coming young physician.
Given time, the natural state of a man cannot be suppressed.
Nicolai grew weary of high society life in the city. He longed
for adventure. He longed for the west.
Annalisa loved her husband and would have followed him
anywhere. It wasn’t long before that love would be put to
the test. Against her father’s wishes, the young couple joined
a small wagon train of settlers heading west. They weren’t
far into the Oklahoma Territory when Annalisa realized she
was with child.
Traveling into rugged and unknown territory was for the
hardy of spirit and body. Annalisa, bless her heart,
possessed neither. The family settled in Fort Towson,
Choctaw Nation –Oklahoma Territory. Nicolai hung his
shingle outside of: “Dr. Clausen’s Apothecary and
Mercantile” and waited for the birth of their first child.
Emmett could hardly believe his ears. Not only was this grouchy
old man a husband and a father, but a Doctor too? Emmett prayed
he was a good one. Gramma L continued with the story.
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“Dr. Clausen was the only doctor for a hundred miles. His
work often took him away from home for days or weeks at a
time. Annalisa was left to tend to the shop as best she could.
Two months before the bay was due, a cholera outbreak in
the Northern Republic of Texas took Dr. Clausen away for
several weeks. He was uneasy leaving his fragile wife – but
felt he had plenty of time to return before the baby came.
Annalisa went into labor two weeks after her husband’s
departure. The town midwife could not save the frail
woman or the infant child. With no way to contact Dr.
Clausen, Annalisa’s father sent for the body’s of his
daughter and grandson. In exchange, he left a scornful letter
blaming Nicolai for the death of his beloved daughter.
The doctor returned to an empty home he soon filled with
anguish. He didn’t need a letter telling him where to place
the blame. Nicolai closed his heart as sure as he closed the
doors on the mercantile and rode out of town.
He became infamous for his daring adventures and
precarious lifestyle. Some say it was the life he always
wanted to live; others said he wanted to die. I suppose
Nicolai himself couldn’t tell you which was true.”
It was an interesting story all right – but it didn’t explain how his
grandma and the man he once mistook as Santa Claus knew each
other. He was contemplating whether it was proper to ask and was
relieved when he didn’t have too. As if reading his thoughts, she
continued.
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“Your Ma was about your age when I first met Nicolai. It
was just her and me then. It was in the dead of winter and
the tiny board shack we lived in had more holes than a
hillside home of whistle pigs. Times were tough and not just
for us - most folks had a rough time making a go at it in this
wild new country. We were struggling to get by when your
momma came down with a fever. There were no doctors to
be found in the Idaho Territory and I couldn’t have afforded
one if there were. I did the only thing I could do – I dropped
to my knees and prayed.
The blizzard wind seemed to blow him right up to my
doorstep, wild eyed and bigger than life. I gave him food
and shelter in exchange for nursing my daughter back to
health. He saw to it that we had fresh game to fill our bellies
and firewood to warm our toes through the winter. On days
when the smoke house was full and the wood pile stacked
high, he taught me how to set a trap line, properly pack a
mule and sling a diamond.
He wasn’t exactly how I pictured an angel to be. He was
brass, angry and spent more days in the bottle than not. I
didn’t care. He saved your momma’s life. One morning
after the first thaw, he was gone.”
Emmett watched the broad shoulders of the man whose life seemed
destined to intertwine with that of his own. Nicolai Clausen had
saved his life…twice.

The temperature was dropping faster than the caravan could ride.
They were out of the mountains and into flat sage country that
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offered little in the way of shelter. They un-tacked the animals and
used the canvas manties to fashion make-shift tents. Grandma L
placed heated rocks in Emmett’s bedroll for warmth even though
he claimed he didn’t need them. She shook her head; does that boy
ever feel the cold? That was one trait he did not inherit from her.
She stuffed a few rocks next to her own freezing toes.

Gramma L wiped the sleep out of her eyes and peered out her tent
at Emmett standing with feet apart, proudly holding a varmint in
one hand and scratching Sneezers large head with the other. She
was sure the dog was smiling.
“Look what Sneezer chased us down for breakfast, Gramma
Laurie! “
Jackrabbit. Great. She could eat just about anything if she was
starving – but they weren’t starving! Evidently, Nicolai felt the
same about Jackrabbit for breakfast. He ducked back into his tent
and pretended to be asleep.
*
Smoke waved from the chimney of the little cabin in welcome.
Home…Emmett could hardly believe he was home. He squeezed
Acorn into a lope the final distance to the front door. His feet hit the
ground running as he slid from his horse and burst into the cabin.
“Momma! I’m home! I found him…I found Santa
Claus…only he’s not really Santa Claus – his name is Nicolai
and he’s even better than Santa Claus..He’s a doctor, and a
good one too, Gramma says. He saved my life
Momma…and yours too, a long time ago and he’s going to
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save Pork Chops life too. You’ll see momma – everything is
going to be ok!”
Emmett’s mother was overcome with emotion. A sick baby and a
stranded husband were bad enough. When she feared she had lost
her son to one of the worst storms in history, she thought she
would surely die of heartache. She couldn’t bear to let him out of
her arms and did so only when he wiggled loose.
While Nicolai and Emmett tended to the stock, Laurie brought her
daughter up to date on Emmett’s adventure.
“….I hadn’t gotten more than a day and half ride from here
when here they come riding through the fog like nobody’s
business. The past, the present and hope for the future all
riding in on an answer to a prayer.”
*
Nicolai studied his weathered hands and did something he hadn’t
done in over thirty years: He prayed.
“Lord…it’s me. I know you ain’t heard from me for longer
than I’m ashamed to admit. I put the blame on no one but
myself. I can’t do this alone. Please Lord…save this precious
child.”
Nicolai tended to Sophia through the night. He had done all he
could… praying it would be enough. The rest was up to the child
and God. He was honest with the little girl’s mother.
“Time will tell, Ma’am. If she could have gotten treatment
sooner…well, I would feel more confident. It wouldn’t be
40

Laurie A. Bryan

right to fill you with false hope. She’s a sick little girl, but if
she’s anything like her big brother, she’s a fighter.”

Emmett tossed and turned most of the night. He wanted to stay up
and help Nicolai tend to Pork Chop but they all told him the best
way for him to help was to take care of himself and get plenty of
rest. Emmett didn’t need rest – he needed his sister to get well. He
eventually surrendered the battle to exhaustion.

A pudgy finger poked him in the belly…then the cheek and once
again on the end of his nose. When that didn’t wake him, she pried
open his eyelid using an index finger from each hand and peered,
giggling, into his dreams.
“EMMETT! UP! Burp-day Emmett! Happy BURP-day!”
Emmett rolled onto his side and pulled the covers over his head.
“Go back to bed Pork Chop – I don’t want to go to school.”
Emmett shot up in bed. “Sophia!” His little sister stood at the edge
of his bed all rosy cheeked and blue sparkling eyes.
“Happy burp-day EMMETT!” She giggled.
“MOM! MOMMA! Come quick! It’s Sophia, she ain’t sick no
more. She’s all fixed! Come quick!
Everyone in the household gawked in amazement at the sight
before them. Sophia climbed into bed and sat next to Emmett. As if
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she’d never been sick a day in her life, she proudly announced that
it was Emmett’s birthday…and indeed it was.
Emmett had completely forgotten it was his birthday. Between the
worry over his Pa being stranded, Sophia’s poor health and
Emmett’s adventure in the Snowy’s – everyone plumb forgot;
everyone but Pork Chop.
His momma made his favorite cake: chocolate topped with canned
cherries. Gramma L had brought him a genuine elk bone hunting
knife hand carved by their Shoshone friend, Micha. A gift wrapped
in shiny foil and smelling of cinnamon and wildflowers contained a
book of stories for boys and girls. It should have been the best
birthday ever…if only his Papa could be there.

The sun was setting on the evening of Emmett’s birthday. His
mother and grandma cleaned up after the make shift birthday
party and Nicolai retired to the barn. Thirty years living as a
recluse was not going to go away in one day. He preferred the
solitude of the barn over the comforts of the cabin. Nicolai rolled
out his bed on a thick layer of clean straw. He held his lantern high
and looked around him at the spacious barn. The flickering light
cast shadows over splintered wood of a dilapidated wagon in the
far corner. A plan began to take form in Nicolai’s thoughts that
continued into his dreams.
Emmett read to Sophia from the book Ms. Santiago had given him.
Sneezer lay at his feet. Slowly the dog rose with hackles raised and
teeth bared. He stealthy moved to the cabin door and let out a low
throaty growl. Sneezer sniffed the threshold, cocked his head with
ears perked and plopped down on his haunches and let out a yip.
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The door flung open blowing snow into the cabin. A tall, thin
figure of a man covered in frost from head to toe with ice hanging
off his beard stood in the entrance. Athena, Emmett’s mother,
dropped the dish she was drying and flew into her husband’s arms.
“Peter!”
Peter had made it to Fort Laramie by the skin of his nose to find
another storm threatened to prevent his return. He pleaded with
the doctor to return with him, but the post commander would not
release their only physician into conditions that would likely prove
fatal. Fearing the desperate father might make a kidnapping
attempt, Peter was locked in the stockades until the storm should
pass. The good doctor took pity on him and helped him escape.
Peter begged the doctor to come with him to no avail.
“I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t force him to come
with me. As bad as the winter is here at home – it’s ten times
worse on the other side. All the way home I kept searching
for answers, but none came. The best I could come up with
was if I made it back in time, maybe the storm would let up
long enough that I could return to the Fort with Sophia.”
Peter could not stop looking at his beautiful, healthy baby girl. She
was truly a Christmas Miracle.
*
Nicolai and Peter were introduced over flapjacks Christmas Eve
morning. Pork Chop crammed a fistful of the golden cakes into her
chubby cheeks. Emmett couldn’t imagine the day getting any better
when a knock came at the door. Emmett’s mother ushered
Esperanza Santiago into her home. The day just got better.
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Ms. Santiago was making the rounds, as she did every year,
delivering baked goodies to the homes of each of her students on
Christmas Eve. She laid a plate of colorful Christmas cookies
nearly as tall as a ten gallon hat on the breakfast table.
Esperanza fretted and fussed over Emmett, Sophia, Nicolai and
Peter as they told of their harrowing adventures over the last few
weeks. Emmett only wished his parts in the story would have
lasted longer as he basked in the aroma of wildflowers and
cinnamon.
After breakfast, Nicolai and Peter excused themselves and headed
to the barn. The men worked through the afternoon refurbishing
the old wagon. They raised the sides on the back of the buckboard
and replaced the wooden bench seat with a red velvet settee
Athena refused to allow in her home. She felt the thing belonged in
a bordello, not in her living room! While Nicolai repaired leather
enough for eight harnesses, Peter skillfully worked strips of
mahogany into sleigh runners. By mid afternoon, Pete and Nicolai
pushed a hand crafted sleigh fit for a king through the barn door
for all to see.

Nicolai pulled Ms. Santiago aside and presented the letters written
by her students.
“I have some things to deliver to the children who wrote
these letters. I figure since you know where each of them
live, you might be willing to help out, Miss?”
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It was the most wonderful thing Esperanza had ever heard. Teary
eyed, she stood on her very tip-toes and placed a kiss on the cheek
of the most unlikely Santa ever to drive a sleigh.
Everyone helped pile the manties of goods into the sleigh. Boxes of
coats, shoes, tools, and food and households items filled the sleigh
without an inch to spare. Nicolai would drive the eight mule team
while Esperanza directed him to each of the children’s homes.
Emmett squeezed between Nicolai and Ms. Santiago barely able to
contain his excitement. He couldn’t help himself; he just had to do
it – as Nicolai took the driving lines in hand, Emmett shouted:
“Now Bubba! Now Carmel! Now Lily 1, and Lilly2!
On Billy Bob! On Stormy, John Henry and Earl!”
The jingling of sleigh bells and the swooshing of runners through
fresh powder kept tempo with the gait of eight sturdy pack mules;
and as if by magic, disappeared through a veil of softly falling
snow.

Through the night they delivered packages to each and every house
until there remained one package undelivered and one house yet
unvisited. Emmett stiffened as Nicolai drove the team around the
last bend leading into the hills. A tiny shack sat defiantly against
the harsh backdrop of winter. Inside the weathered boards, Brody
Barnes slept hungry and shivering against the cold.
Emmett looked from one adult to the other.
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“Oh…we aren’t going to that house, are we? Santa Claus
wouldn’t ever visit the likes of Brody Barnes. He’s the
meanest, most awful boy in the whole world.”
Ms. Santiago understood full well Emmett’s trepidation of paying
Brody Barnes a house call. The why’s and how’s of what turns an
innocent child into the person Brody Barnes had become could not
easily be explained to a 6 year old boy.
“Niño …try to imagine for a moment what your life would
be like without your mother and father and your little sister.
Imagine being alone your whole life with nobody to love
and nobody to love you back. Imagine never knowing an
ounce of kindness or compassion; of always being hungry
and wanting for everything. Imagine, what kind of a person
might you become?”
Emmett sat and thought for a long, long time. He climbed down
and retrieving the long, narrow package wrapped in soft buckskin
from the back of the sleigh. This was something he needed to do
alone. He trudged the last 30 yards through the snow and leaned
the package against the door of the one person he thought
deserving of his hate. As he looked back at the approving faces of
Ms. Santiago and Nicolai, he knew he had been wrong.
Nobody but the children would know where the gifts they found
on their porches Christmas morning had come from. Warm coats,
sturdy shoes and canned foods appeared from nowhere. The only
evidence the gifts had not fallen from the sky was the trodden
snow of hoof tracks and sled runners. But the children knew. For
every letter written to Santa had been answered.
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Emmett woke Christmas morning to a house full of uncles, aunts,
cousins, grandparents and friends old and new. When surely the
cabin walls could hold not a single person more,
somehow…someway – there seemed to always be room for just one
more.
The family joined hands around a table filled with platters of wild
turkey, yeast rolls and hot apple pie. Emmett had the honor of
saying Grace.
“Dear God…thank you for this food you gave us and thank
you for momma and papa and for my whole family. Thank
you for bringing Sant...I mean Nicolai and for making Pork
Chop…”
Sophia threw her arms in the air at the sound of her nickname and
loudly proclaimed “AMEN!” before Emmett had finished…just like
she always did during prayer. Emmett rolled his eyes and let out a
long sigh.
“Like I was saying…thank you for making Sophia sound
again and we thank the Lord, for giving us the things we
need like the sun and the rain and the apple seeds.
Amen…Oh…and thank you for not letting me drown or be
drugged off and eaten by a bear. Amen.”

Sophia had taken a liking to the man she would someday learn had
saved her life. She slid off her chair and crawled into the mountain
man’s lap. She took a fistful of his snowy white whiskers in each
pudgy hand, drew his face close to hers and puckered up.
“Santa!”
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Epilogue

Emmett and Brody eventually learned forgiveness and tolerance.
From time to time they could be spotted sitting on the river bank of
their favorite fishing hole sipping sarsaparilla and dreaming the
dreams of young boys; dreams of wild broncos and buffalo – of
cattle drives and cowboys.

With the aid of the rifle, Brody Barnes was able to put food on the
table and provided for his family. He never stole again. The
delinquent child he once was faded from the minds of the
townspeople who would someday elect him as their town marshal.

Sophia made a miraculous and full recovery from her illness turning from robust toddler into a beautiful young lady. With a
driven interest in the science of healing, she enrolled in the Medical
College for Women in New York City, founded by Elizabeth
Blackwell. Her graduating class was among the first women in
America to graduate with an MD degree. Despite her accomplished
career, her big brother would continue to refer to her as Dr. Pork
Chop.

Nicolai returned to his mountain shortly after Christmas long
enough to put his affairs in order and gather the remainder of his
apothecary supplies. He reopened “Clausen’s Apothecary and
Mercantile” in the tiny Wyoming Territory valley that would one
day become officially known as Rawlins Wyoming. Nicolai
eventually remarried. Each year during Christmas, folks from all
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over the valley looked forward to the string of mules delivering
packs laden with goodies secured with a unique diamond hitch
slung by none other than Mr. and Mrs. Clausen.

Many a night would find Emmett stretched out on the desert floor
gazing at the star filled sky; the call of the coyote mingling with the
tranquil song of cattle grazing peacefully in the stillness of the
prairie. From Texas to Montana, Emmett rode herd for the largest
cattle ranches in the States. Before his 25th birthday, he had built his
own herd into one that rivaled the finest rancheros of California.
Although he never grew tired of the freedom of the big sky
country, at the end of a long drive, he yearned for home where a
beautiful girl with olive skin and dark liquid eyes waited…smelling
of wildflowers and cinnamon.

The End
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