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Now, over thirteen years old and accused of stealing, Jimmy James Lawson’s future in Libertyville didn’t look promising, so he decided to run away from both his home and Libertyville.  All he needed was a good horse to ride, Jimmy determined, and he would then figure out where to go.  He knew that if he was caught stealing a horse, he could be hanged, so he went to his hideout and brought two saddles with saddle blankets, along with a bridle and a pair of old spurs, to Sam's Livery Stable to trade for a horse.  Sam knew right off that Jimmy's saddles were stolen, the saddle blankets, spurs, and bridle, as well, so he told Jimmy he wouldn't trade what he had for a horse.

“What can I do to get a horse, then?” Jimmy asked.

“You can clean out the stalls and corral for the summer.”

“For the whole summer?”

“Yep, the whole summer.”

“All right, but I want a good horse, not one of those old nags you have around here,” Jimmy negotiated.

“You’ll get a good horse, but it won’t be my best.

So there Jimmy was, working for the summer at Sam's Livery Stable so he could get a horse to run away from home.  Jimmy's mother and father were proud that he'd gotten a job at his young age, even though he was working for a horse and not the money their family so badly needed.  They had no idea he planned to run away from home and start a new life somewhere else.  Willis didn't know Jimmy's plans, either, but it wasn't long before Jimmy spilled his secret to his little brother.  

Jimmy should have known when he told Willis his plan that Willis would want to join him.  “No, you can’t,” was Jimmy’s answer to Willis wanting to go with him.

“Why not?” Willis wanted to know.

“You’re not old enough.”

“I’m ten,” Willis countered, “almost eleven.”

“That’s not old enough,” Jimmy contended.

“You’re only thirteen.”

“Ya, so?  I’m almost fourteen,” Jimmy countered.

“That ain’t old enough, either,” Willis accused.

“Yes, it is, and besides, it’s my idea.”

“That don’t make no difference.”

“Well, I’m goin’ anyway,” was Jimmy’s final answer to his younger brother.

“I’m going with you, then,” Willis concluded.  “You can’t stop me.”

And so, it was settled, but the two couldn't wait.  Before Jimmy had worked long enough to earn the horse Sam had promised him for a full summer of work, they snuck into his corral late one night and stole two horses.  They sped off into the dark of night, even though they had nothing more than the clothes they wore and didn't know where they were going.

When she woke up in the morning, Jimmy and Willis’ mother sensed something wasn’t right.  When she looked into the boys’ bedroom, she knew what it was.

“They’re gone,” she cried to her husband, Herman.  “The boys, they’re gone.  I knew this was going to happen.”

“What, what?” Herman asked, still half asleep.  “Who’s gone?”

“The boys.  I know they’re gone.  They’re not in their beds.”

“Huh?” Herman asked, trying to wake up and understand what Louise was telling him.  “The boys?” he questioned.

“They’re not in their room,” Louise answered.

“Maybe they just got up early to go do something,” Herman suggested.

“No, they’re gone.  I know they are.”

Their mother was right.  Jimmy and Willis had been riding all night to get as far from Libertyville as they could before sunup.  They knew the penalty for stealing horses was hanging, and they feared as much for themselves, even though they weren't fully grown.  They didn't know where they were going for sure and hadn't thought about the telegraph lines that ran before them.

When they rode into Canyontown, tired and hungry, Sheriff Watson was waiting for them.  Sheriff Watson was old and slow, but he was still the sheriff, and the telegraph office was next to his office.  “Where you two boys going?” Sheriff Watson asked sternly.  He disapproved highly of horse thieves.

"Nowhere," Jimmy answered, as if it was none of Sheriff Watson's business.  As far as he was concerned, he and Willis were on their own now.

"All right," Sheriff Watson countered.  "Where you from?" he continued, as if he didn't know.

“Libertyville,” Willis blurted innocently.

Jimmy glanced at him to keep quiet, but it was too late.  It didn’t matter, though, Sheriff Watson already knew where they were from and that they had stolen the horses they rode.

“That’s just fine,” Sheriff Watson returned as he pulled his pistol out of its holster.  “Now you two boys jus’ get down off of those there horses and come with me,” he said as he pointed his gun at Jimmy.

Just as he’d done when Clerk Johnson had caught him stealing food from Evers’ Mercantile, Jimmy ran, yelling at Willis to follow him.  The two bolted away as fast as their horses could carry them, leaving Sheriff Watson standing there holding his pistol in midair.  Fortunately for the two, Sheriff Watson was unwilling to shoot boys who weren’t any older than his grandchildren.

“Didn’t expect that,” Sheriff Watson said to himself as he stared blankly at his pistol.

“What you gonna do now?” a bystander on the sidewalk shouted laughingly.  Two others standing near him laughed as well.  

“Ya, what you gonna do?” one of the other bystanders called.  

“Nuthin’,” Sheriff Watson answered.  “I ain’t chasin’ after two skinny kids who’d outrun me anyways.  Waste of taxpayer dollars,” he declared.

That was the first of many close calls with both the law and bandits to come for Jimmy and Willis.  Jimmy might have had big plans to run away from home, but right now, he and Willis had nothing, no food, no money, or guns.  They didn’t even have a change of clothes or bedrolls.  Leaving Libertyville that night came spontaneously; they just kept talking about running away until they talked themselves into doing it.  They should have talked about the consequences, but they didn't; they just up and stole two of Sam's horses and took off, even though they knew it was wrong.

After having been stopped by Sheriff Watson in Canyontown, they were running more scared now than when they left Libertyville.  They had entered Canyontown after riding all night, looking to rest up, but were now on the run again, fearing Sheriff Watson was chasing after them.  They rode hard all day but were finally forced to slow down because their horses were worn out.  They anxiously hid in some brush and trees off the trail near a small stream where they and their horses could get a drink.  Resting themselves and their horses, they waited quietly to make sure they weren’t being followed.

“We’ve got to get something to eat,” Willis protested to Jimmy.  They hadn’t eaten in over a day.

“I know,” Jimmy answered.  “We got to get something,” he agreed.

“How we gonna do that?” Willis wanted to know.

“We’ll haf’ta figure something out.”

“We ain’t got no money to buy nothin’,” Willis added.

“I know.  We’ll haf’ta figure something out,” Jimmy repeated himself.

“We should have brought some food with us,” Willis said.

“Ya, we should have,” Jimmy agreed again.  He was wishing they’d thought this through before running off.

“You sure this was a good idea?" Willis questioned; he was already having second thoughts. "Maybe you shouldn’t have stolen all that stuff,” he accused.

“Ya, well, maybe we shouldn’t have stolen all that stuff from old man Evers’ store, neither,” Jimmy countered.  Jimmy was right, they shouldn’t have stolen all the food and candy from Evers’ Mercantile that they had.

"That was years ago," Willis argued, as if it didn't matter now.

And it was years before.  Jimmy was eleven years old when he started stealing candy from Evers’ Mercantile, waiting until the clerk’s back was turned.  Jimmy had recruited Willis, even though Willis was only eight years old then, to serve as a decoy.  When Clerk Johnson was distracted by Willis, Jimmy would steal the candy right off the front counter from underneath Clerk Johnson’s nose.

Their parents had little money, but that was life in Missouri after the Civil War.  Herman, their father, had fought in the war, and afterward, the doctors said he was what they called “shell-shocked.”  Jimmy had thought that it meant too many cannonballs had landed next to him and rattled his brain.  Their mother, Louise Marie, had never told Jimmy it was more than that, and that she wasn’t sure their father was ever going to be right in the head again.

Jimmy understood their father wasn’t doing a good job of providing for them, leaving it mostly to their mother, and that was part of the reason he had started stealing more than just candy with the help of Willis.  His younger brother was a great distraction by asking all kinds of questions, jabbering away, and knocking over things to make a mess that Clerk Johnson would have to clean up.  Jimmy had taught Willis well.  Before long, however, their mother wanted to know where the cans of food that spontaneously appeared in the kitchen’s pantry came from.  

It had been easy enough for her to figure out, though.  “Jimmy James,” she had said as she pointed to the cans of beans and peas in the pantry, “do you know anything about this?” When Jimmy was born, his mother had wanted to name him James, but his father wanted Jimmy to be his given name, not a nickname.  He didn’t like the name James because he thought it was too formal, so they had settled on officially naming their firstborn son Jimmy James.

“We need the food, ma,” Jimmy had answered his mother in protest of her question.

“I know, Jimmy, but stealing it isn’t right.”  His mother had known there was only one way he could come up with cans of food since he didn’t have any money.  “And what does Willis have to do with any of this?” she had asked.

“It ain’t right that we’re goin’ hungry, neither,” Jimmy had
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