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El der s

W all have events, nmonents in our
life we look back and reflect upon. W
take from those events throughout |life,

continuing to learn from them or hiding
from them Conscience or sub-conscience,
they affect our lives. They are the events
that make us who we are, or are not. They
are our experiences.

Many of these events fight for space
in ny conscious nmind, but lately | have
been thinking about those people at the
center of so nmany of the events that
effect us nost. They are our elders. |
guess the reason |’'ve been thinking so
much about themis twofold: First, nmuch of
what they said at the time didn't nmke
sense and was dashed from the conscience
till many years later, when the inportance
of the words coul d be under st ood,
reinterpreted. They were planting seeds.
Second, they seem to be di sappearing. No,
the old are still here, growi ng in nunbers
but. ..

Fondly, | renenber a tine when nore
el ders understood the inportance of the
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role they had in helping bring to fruition
the possibility and potential of the
young. |In those rare, distant bastions of
i nner-peace, that tine is still present.

It was because of the elders that the
young could be whole and secure wth
t hensel ves, but the elders are vani shing,
nowhere to be seen. Too many have turned
into the bitter old —foolishly battling
nature’s badge of experience. Wth the
di sappearance of w sdom we |lose the
flourishing young. To |ose the young,
those that go before nmust first be |ost.

The el ders, who pay honage to w sdom
and the old, who pay homage to fear and a
mrror, would be mred in battle, but the
wi se who persist know it is a waste of
precious time, for they have subtle work
to do, their nost inportant work. Sone
will be fortunate enough to learn from
them quietly, as the fearful old scream
into the darkness, afraid their fraud wll
be unveil ed.

I have worried that in ny famly the

el ders have di sappeared. Yet, | was | ucky,
as there is one who will always live, |
just hope he is not the last. There nmnust
be others |Iike him The beauty of

wel com ng peaceful eyes. The warnth of a
generous joyful smle. The w sdom of
knowing winkles on a lasting face. | am
sure they are around. W just need to seek
them out, to wel cone them back, and | earn
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They nust be out there. Perhaps sone
of us will have to search for elders. Sone
may be able to awaken themin the old, but
they are here, waiting. They nust be. They
are anongst us. They have to be.

| renmenber. It seens like today. It
isn"t, but in ny mnd... Mybe you know
him Mybe it was different for you, but
you could have known him O, was it her?
Did you know one of then? Do you know one
of then? An elder? A real elder? Are you
one? Could you be? They are wonderful. Let
me tell you what | renenber...



Jack

| renenmber the white envel opes when |
was a kid. My father kept themhidden in a
shoebox on the top shelf of his closet. |
wasn't sure if he was keeping themfrom ne
and nom or trying to trick the thieves.
Every time we received one of Jack’'s
calls, dad would send himan envel ope. Mom
woul d get upset and ask dad why he was
being a bank. | don't think she liked that
responsibility. | think dad was just glad
to hear from Jack. Between calls, dad
waited for the occasional postcard from
the “Ad Mn.” That's what dad called
Jack, the A d Man. | remenber, when | was
about eleven, Jack came by the house to
pi ck up an envel ope.

We hear this knock on the door. Dad
answers, and standin’ there is this
weat hered old man, with a big, giant grin.
He snelled like a gallon of cologne. Dad
didn’t even nove, he was so shocked to see
him | wondered who it was, but | think I
knew. He | ooked pretty ol d.



Dad sai d, “What ' s t he speci al
occasion?” talkin all groggy, like he'd
just woken up froma dream

“1t’s ny birthday!” Jack said, givin
dad a bear hug, then pushin’ him aside and
wal kin’ into the house, |ike he was comn’
horre.

I didn’t know Jack very well, nostly
what 1'd overheard. He seened to know ne,
and al ways asked ne lots of questions if |
was the one who answered the phone when he
called, but |I didn't renmenber ever neetin’

him | was supposed to renenber though,
since dad said | had seen him years
before, when | was about five or so, but |
had no recollection. Al | recognized was

his deep gentle voice. It was soft and
strong, and it sure didn't fit the I ook of
a winkled ol nan.

The picture of that neeting sticks out
clear in ny mnd today, like |I was just
there. It was his eightieth birthday, and
he | ooked every bit those eighty years.
H s skin was |oose, and nost of his hair
was gone, and to a boy who had not spent
much tine with anyone that old, anybody
with overlappin’ winkles |ooked pretty
ancient. Now that | look back | realize
just how good Jack |ooked, not just for
his age, but for soneone lots of years

younger. It wasn’'t so much how his face
| ooked, but how excited his voice and eyes
were. | don't really think he acted his
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age, or maybe it didn't seem so because he
actual ly did.

Jack was hardy, and, being eleven, |
renmenber thinking he was a giant. | had to
tilt ny head all the way back to |ook up
at him And hearin’ that thunderin voice.
He was a giant. Wen he saw ne he | eapt
over and picked ne up like I was a baby.
Scared the heck outta me. Scared dad too,
but Jack |aughed and gave ne a powerful
hug.

“ Put him down!” I r enenber dad
shoutin'. | think it was because he was
worried Jack might hurt hinmself, but it
m ght have al so been him knowin | didn't
like to be treated like a baby. Dad and |
had argunents about that nmany tinmes. |
wanted to be what every eleven year old
boy thinks they want to be - a Man. Seein’
Jack nade nme realize | had a long way to
go. It kind of nade ne feel like dad still
had a | ong way to go.

“Fifty push-ups a day,” Jack said to
nmy father as he put ne down. “How °‘bout
you?” Jack asked dad, cl enchin’ and
curlin’ his callused fist, making a muscle
to show dad.

“1 don’t think so, dd WMan,” dad
answered. He wal ked past Jack into the
kitchen, but not wthout squeezin’ Jacks
arm and givin’ a nod of approval. *“Not
bad. Fifty?” he asked, smlin’.
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“Maybe not today, but when I'mfeelin’
better 1'Il be back up to fifty!” Jack
shouted, following dad into the Kkitchen.
He bounced after dad, nore like a kid than
an ol d nan.

Dad began to gather some food to cook
a neal. He did not stop, just kept novin’
‘“round the kitchen, cookin' while Jack was
talkin". It was |ike he knew he needed to
do sonething when Jack arrived. | was a
little leery of Jack and his crushin’ bear
hug, so | kinda stood back in the doorway.
They bantered with such |laughter that
eventually | felt confortable enough to
take a seat at the kitchen table, and
wai t, and wat ch.

| renmenber Jack telling dad, and |
think he was tellin” me too, ‘cause he
kept lookin' over at me and smlin" when
he was tellin’ the story, about where he
had been the | ast few years. He spoke | oud
and said he’'d been to Mexico for a long
time, then went all over Arizona, spent
some time at the Grand Canyon, then worked
his way over to California to pay us a
visit.

It seermed like he’d been doin" a |ot,
and dad nust have thought so too ‘cause |
renmenmber him askin’ Jack, “Don’'t you get
tired? 1 thought you old people had aches
and pains?’ Dad was laughin’ when he
asked, but Jack was real serious about his
answer .



“Nature’s way of telling ne |'d better
hurry up! Probably only 20 or 30 years
left,” Jack answered. They both thought
that was real funny.

I don’ t remenber nuch about the

details of the places he went, | just
renmenmber how exciting he nmade it all
sound. | renmenber him tal king about how

the people dressed and tal ked, about the
kind of nusic they listened to, about the
food they ate, about the different Kkinds
of houses and trees and nountains and
rivers and animals. He made it sound |ike
such an incredible adventure that I
started to wish | had been with him or
gone sonmewhere, but we didn't go anypl ace
like that. I'd never seen nuch outside the
streets of nmy town, which weren't so
interesting. Dad had been talking °bout
travelin’ though, since he seenmed to have
alot of free tine.

Decidin’ what he was to do in life was
a big dilenma for ny dad, at |east that
was what it sounded like with him and nmom
arguin’ about it every night after | went

to bed. | guess they thought | couldn't
hear their shoutin’, or maybe they thought
that 1 was asleep, or didn't really

understand, but there was a l|ot of
shoutin’ goi n’ on, a lot of angry
shoutin'. | didn't like goin to sleep
like that. | renenmber bein’ pretty sad.



Mom and dad felt it was inportant that
someone stay home with nme while | was
growin’ up, and that had al ways been nom
But, dad decided he didn't like his job
anynore and that he was wasting his life,
so he said he wanted to quit. Mm |iked
stayin’ hone to take care of ne, but she
agreed that she would go to work while dad
deci ded what he wanted to do. It didn't
take long for her to not |ike her job much
and want to be back at hone takin' care of
me. Dad said they could both stay hone,
but that they'd have to sell the house, so
nmom decided to keep workin' a little bit
longer, till dad got bored and was ready
to go back to work. She started to see
that day wasn't conmin’ anytine soon. Dad
seened pretty bored, but had Ilittle
interest in work.

I noticed because it had become rare,
but there seened to be a little nore of a
happy smle on dad’'s face with Jack in the
house. W both enjoyed havin' conpany for
di nner, since nom started staying at work
till the late hours too often. Dad still
didn't talk as much as he used to, before
him and nom started fighting, but he was
askin’ Jack a question here and there, and
Jack would give the nost wonder f ul
answers. | kind of wondered if dad was
afraid Jack might ask him questions. |
could see dad really liked Jack. Maybe it
was ‘cause everything he said was nice.
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Dinner was fun, | got to eat any way |

want ed, ‘cause Jack had worse table
manners than | did. Jack was talkin® with
his mouth full, and had his el bows on the

table, and ate with his hands, and was
reachin’ for things, and dad never said a
word, just snmiled kinda happy. | tried
talkin® with my mouth full and |ooked to
dad to see what he'd say, and he just
smrked. | could see all those table rules
nom was adanmant about weren't so inportant
with Jack around. | kinda hoped he'd stay
with us for a while, but wasn't sure nmom
would let him eat that way. It sure made
eatin’ fun though.

VWhen di nner was done —it took |onger
t han usual ‘cause Jack had a lot of food,
like he hadn’t eatin’ for a long time —we
all went out back to sit on the snall
porch | had painted red. | renenber
followin Jack closely, ‘cause | wanted to
sit next to himto hear sonme nmore of his
travelin' stories, and see what else |
m ght be able to get away with, but when
we took those seats dad and him started
talkin' real slow, sayin alnost nothin’
| started to yawn.

Jack and dad kept |ooking up into the
ni ght sky. They just stared at the stars.
| looked up to see what they were |ookin’
at, and kept lookin" over to see if they
had stopped. They just kept starin’ at the
stars, barely sayin’ nothin', so | watched
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with them | stared, and stared, and
stared and yawned.

“You |l ook out there long enough, and
you' Il see yourself,” | heard Jack whisper
in ny ear. | rolled ny eyes to |ook over
at him but his eyes were up |ookin at
the stars again. | wasn't sure what he
meant, but | kept starin’ at all those
tiny bright flickerin' lights in the sky,
wonderin’” how | could see nyself, trying a
bit harder to see sonthin’

I finally relaxed my neck and | ooked

back at Jack when he told ne he knew ny
grandma and grandpa. This put a huge snile
on dad’'s face. He kept starin’ at the
stars, but | could tell he was |istenin’
I think Jack knew he was listenin too,
‘cause he spoke pretty loud to just be
talkin” to nme. This was exciting news,
‘cause | didn't really get to know ny
grandparents so well. | really didn't know
anything ‘cept what dad told ne.

Turns out Jack was grandna’s brother,
and he and grandpa were best friends. He
had lots of stories to tell nme. Stuff dad
had never before told ne. | think dad was
hearin’ sone stuff for the first tine
hinsel f. He had a good story tellin voice
— clear, soft and gentle, and loud. |
renenmber one of the stories he told ne
‘bout grandna.

“When ny sister, your granma, was a
little girl, she used to have to stick up
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for me. There were these three boys,
the... the Brown boys we all called them
who liked to pick on smaller kids, and I
wasn't very big. Now your grannma, she was
a couple years older, and real strong and
smart, kind of a tomboy, but always very
| ady-like. She always wore a dress and
pigtails with pink ribbons, no nmatter what
she was doing. One day, she comes around
the corner and the Brown boys are hol di ng
nme over a big nud puddle, about to drop ne
on ny face.

“Sis’, she didn't even say a word,
just ran right up and junmped on Randy, the
bi ggest of the boys. O course they
dropped nme on ny face in the nud, but she
wrestl ed Randy into the nud, and the other
two didn't want to get nuddy, or fight a
girl, so they stepped back. | junped on
Randy, too, but he was big enough to throw
us both off. W weren't going to nake it
easy, though.

“We're all standing, and your granma,
mud all over her, except for the pink
ribbon in her pig-tails, put up her fists
ready to fight. Randy |ooked at her
| aughed and <called her ‘Crazy,’ then
chased down his brothers and beat the tar
out of them for not helping him The boys
never bothered me again. And that Randy
sure got a crush on your granma.”

I"d never really thought about grandma
as a little girl, but Jack brought her to
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life. I could see her, not as grandmm, but
as a little girl nmy age, in a bright red
and white dress, with pink bows in her
hair. | didn't have to say, “Tell ne
nore,” he just saw the anticipation on ny
face and smled as he went on. He told ne
nore ‘bout grandma, then told ne about
gr andpa.

“l renenber one tine, when your granpa
and | were traveling, and your granma’s
birthday was coming up, and he decided he
wanted to be there. Now you nust rememnber
that they weren't dating, or anything, he
was just real, uh, fascinated with her

“We had been working, doing odd jobs
all around to make nmoney to eat and travel
from one town to the next, but when your
granpa decided it was tine to go back to
see your granma, he was a nman possessed
It didn’t help either that he was a little
spont aneous with his decision naking.

“W were nodest folk, and didn’t have
a great deal of neans, so we had to find a
way to get across a few states cheaply.
Your granpa decides we're going to ride
the trai ns back. You know, junp on them as
they go racing down the track. So, we get
our few belongings, throw themin our tow
sacks and head for the tracks on the other
side of this little rundown town.

“We get to the tracks. There are these
people up by a curve, where the train has
to slow, waiting to do the sane thing we
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wanted to do, junp the train. The train
cones and everyone makes |ike they' re just
standing around the canpfire warm ng
t hensel ves. Then everyone makes a mad dash
for the boxcars a few nonents after the
engi ne passes. Your granpa and | get on no
problem but there is no place to stowaway
on the car we get onto, so we clinb up to
the top of the car and begin to nove
forward, coming awfully close to falling
of f, when suddenly there is this big jolt
and a loud crash. W both cussed and fell

“l nmust thank those lucky stars up
t here, because I'm not sure how we
survived. W both flew forward then
backward, but didn't fall off the train.
W were pelted with lettuce, but not hurt.
The train cane to a long, painfully Ioud
screeching stop, and we got off the train
to see what we hit. There was a big rig
hauling | ettuce that had been stuck on the
track, and it was destroyed. The train
went through that thing Iike it was paper
Pieces of the truck and Ilettuce were
everywhere. You couldn't tell which end
was the front and which the back.
Fortunately the driver was all right,
because your granpa went |ooking for him
to make sure. He was worried. He was
al ways worried about other people, your
gr anpa.

“1t’s amazing how things work. Your
granpa said he wasn’t ever going to get on
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a train like that again, and the truck
driver asked him where he was heading.
Next thing you know, we're sitting in the
front seat of a lettuce hauler, on our way
to see ny sister —safely.”

| renenber Jack finishin up that part
of the story, then makin' an addition in a
voice pretty clearly directed at dad.
“They never were apart, after we cane back
for her birthday, but they had some real
ups and downs in their relationship. The
hard work on sonething so special paid off
for them though, ‘cause they found an
eternal happiness |I’'d never seen.”

I thought it was a nice thing Jack
sai d, but it seened to make dad
unconf ort abl e. I t hi nk he was
unconfortable ‘cause him and nom were
having so nmany problens, and he didn't
like to talk ‘bout things like that. |
think it bothered him that Jack seened to
sense sonethin’ was wong, when dad tried
so hard to pretend everything was |just

fine. Dad was still starin’ at the stars,
but it didn't look Iike he was seein’ them
anynore.

I guess dad was still trying to

protect me, ‘cause he sent nme up to ny
roomto go to bed. Jack shook nmy hand, and
prom sed he’d be there in the norning. |
didn't want Jack to leave, but | was
afraid when dad sent me to bed that he
woul d start arguin’ with Jack. So, instead
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of goin' right to bed, | got in nmy pajamas
and went into the bathroom ‘cause the

bathroom had a small w ndow that was
al ways open, and that w ndow was right
above the porch where we had all been
sittin'. I'd eavesdropped from there
bef ore.

| listened for dad to get mad at Jack,
but it was pretty quiet. Jack didn't say
anythin', or ask anythin’. Dad started to
talk, first about his father, grandpa, and
then his nother, grandma, and Jack would
answer questions and acknow edge dad with
short words or |aughter. Eventually dad
started talking ‘bout nmom and ‘bout the

problems they were havin' . Jack stil
didn’t ask any questions or say nuch, but
dad kept talking so much. | think dad was

trying to answer the questions Jack m ght
have before they could even be asked.

For a long tine dad talked, and |
listened, kinda feeling sad, and a little

scared. He talked so much | think he
talked hinself out, ‘cause then it was
quite. | was yawnin' so nmuch | started to

fall asleep in the cold of the tub. |
decided to head to ny bed, but then Jack
started tal kin’

“You know why |’ m here?” he said.

“Yeah,” dad answered.

“Your dad wanted nme to take the boy
when | turned eighty, if he couldn't. |
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promised | would, and I'm sad to say he
isn't around in the flesh.”
| didn’t know what they were talkin’

about, and got really scared, ‘cause |
t hought Jack was going to take ne away.
“1 know, Jack. I’m just not sure he's

interested. Mybe he's not ready, yet.
Maybe he’s too young?”

Jack |aughed at what dad said, then
told him*“lInterested? How could he not be,
and he sure is ready. | think, maybe,
you're not ready to let him go. | think
there is sonething you mght need to find
yourself. 1'm going to carry out your
dad’ s wishes, but | want you to cone too.”

Dad hemred and hawed. They argued
gently for a little while, but dad finally
agreed to go, which nade it so | wasn't so
scared anynore, but | wondered why nom
wasn't going. | wasn't sure where we were
goi ng, why we were going or what we were
going to do, only that it was something so
i mportant that my grandpa, dad and Jack
all knew about it a long tine ago.

If | wasn't so tired, | don’t think
I"d have been able to sleep, being that I
was nervous and excited. | don’t renenber
gettin out of the tub, but | woke up in
ny bed in the norning. | nmusta been really
tired.
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A Journey Beqins

I remenber being awoken by a |oud
thud. It scared me for a mnute, till |
could tell pnom was shoutin’ at dad and
realized it was the two of them fighting,
again. | had never heard themfight before
the sun cane up, though. She was real,
real angry.

They seenmed to be fightin about the
same ol’ thing. Momdidn't want dad to be
goin’ out playin’ while she had to get up
early in the norning to work. Mm didn't
want dad doin’ anything, ‘cept |ook for a
job, when she was gettin’ up early to go
to work. | don’t really renmenber what she
was doin” at the time, but she nusta
really hated her job. Dad was yellin' at
mm to “Shut up!” | tried to pretend I
couldn’t hear them but it rmade ne feel
ki nda | onely.

After a while, there was enough of a
lull in the yellin® for me to feel safe. |
was always afraid, ‘cause sonetines they
yelled at ne and told me to go back to ny
room But it got kinda quiet, and |
renenbered ‘ bout Jack. I knew they
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couldn’t be fightin' like this with Jack
in the house, so | got dressed and went to
ook for him He was sittin' quietly in

the kitchen, still smlin . He |ooked |ike
he was goin’ to have a great day.
| renenber feeling safer than | ever

had before when nmom and dad fought, seeing
Jack sittin’ at the kitchen table eatin’ a
banana. | hoped he hadn't heard them
fighting, but then nmom started vyellin’
again. | didn't know what to say. Jack
jus’ winked and sniled at ne, happy, so |
tried not to worry. | guess there wasn't
much to say.

Jack took ne back to nmy bedroom and
told nme what kind of clothes to get. |
found what he asked for and he put them
into ny school bag. | also took the Indian
knife ny dad gave ne when | was a little
kid. Jack told ne to take the bag, gave ne
a banana and took ne outside. He told me
to wait in the driveway and went back into
t he house.

Mom and dad had been shoutin’, but
when Jack went back into the house it got
qui et again, which made ny kinda scared.
It was cold. It was still dark outside,
and really quiet on the street. A dog
started barking and | junped a little, got

ki nda nervous, but | didn't want to go
back into the house, so | stayed outside
in the cold. | felt a bit safer when I

noved from the mddle of the driveway and

19



st ood agai nst t he house, pressi ng
desperately toward all that | knew.

After a while | sat down on the
ground. It was still quiet, so | decided
to lay back and put nmy head on ny school
bag. | nusta fallen asleep, ‘cause next
thing | renenmbered was waking up between
dad and Jack. The sun was up and we were
goin’ down the road. Dad and Jack didn't
say much, but dad did wink at nme when he
saw | was awake tryin' to look out the
wi ndow.

We drove down a narrow road for a |ong
time, everyone bein pretty quiet. |
started to get a Ilittle hungry, and
noti ced we were driving down a road where
there wasn't nuch to eat. | didn't want to
say anything, ‘cause | thought dad m ght
still be upset about his argunment wth
mom but | felt ny stomach growl, so |
asked dad if we were goin' to eat.

Jack said he’'d been wondering when |
was going to get hungry, ‘cause he was
pretty hungry hinmself. Dad |aughed and
patted me on the top of ny head, and
promsed we'd stop to feed ny grown’
body. This made me happy. Jack said he
knew a great place a little up the road,

where we’'d be turning off anyway. | still
didn’t know where we were goin’.

Wen we stopped at this little
restaurant — it was in an old building

that was kinda leanin’” and |ooked like it
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was going to fall down —| asked dad where

we were goin’, and when we were goin’
hone. | think he got a little angry about
me askin’ when we were goin’ hone, ‘cause
he thought | already wanted to go hone,
but | really just wanted to nmake sure we
woul d be goin’ hone. | hadn’t had a chance
to say good-bye to mom and | just wanted

to make sure | was goin back. Jack seened
to understand | wasn't askin’ about going
hone ‘cause | wanted to go. | knew this
‘cause he wi nked at ne when |I asked dad.
was just glad Jack was there, otherw se |
thi nk dad would have gotten really angry
and started yellin, tellin nme | was just
like nmy nother and taken ne home right
t hen.

VWile we were eatin breakfast, Jack
told me we were going canping at a special
pl ace he had been to with ny grandpa when
they were young. Dad said he had never
been there. W’'d never been canping
before, so | was pretty excited.

Jack told nme to eat well, as there
wasn’t such a convenient restaurant where
we were going. So | did, but as | ate |
started to fear we weren't going to get
anywher e.

During breakfast, I r enmenber dad
started talking to Jack Ilike | wasn't
there, and saying that maybe we should be
goin” home, since momwas so mad. | didn't

want to go hone. Jack |aughed and sniled
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at nost everything ny father said, without
really answerin’ him Eventually, dad had
tal ked hinself out of goin’ back again.

I was sure we were goin’ to have to go
hone, but Jack seened to know what to say
to nmy father, even when it was nothing.
When he said, “If you wanted to be at hone
we wouldn’t be here now |s backwards the
direction you feel confortable flying?”
dad did a lot of thinkin', ‘cause he
couldn’t yell at Jack.

I wasn’t sure what Jack was talking
about, but dad didn’'t say nmuch about goin’
hone again. Wat dad did begin to talk
about was why nom had been so mad. Again,
Jack didn't say much, and | didn't really
under stand what dad was tal king about. He
kept saying nom was unhappy ‘cause this
wasn't the Ilife she’'d wanted, and she
thought it was his fault. Dad seenmed to be
makin’ a lot of excuses to Jack about nom
and his yellin, but Jack kept kinda
quiet. He did look at me to give ne a
wi nk, which | |iked ‘cause | was thinking
they forgot | was there. Jack had a good
face, the kind that can say a |lot w thout
tal kin'.

W were there at the restaurant for a
long time, and Jack kept renndin ne
there were no confortabl e bathroons where
we were headed, so | nade nyself go. Dad
seened to be feeling a little better,
‘cause he started askin’ Jack a lot of
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guesti ons about when grandpa went on trips
with Jack.

Wen we finally left, Jack said we'd
be to the place soon, and started to tell
a story about when himand grandpa went to
where we were goin . He said it was when
dad was a boy, and had got in sone
troubl e.

“Now, your father wasn't one to get so
angry he got physical, but this time you'd
done sonmething that really upset him |
don’t renenmber what it was, but your
father was really ticked.”

Dad got kind of a sad look on his

face, like he renmenbered what Jack was
talkin’ about. | was real curious, and |
knew | was safe with Jack, so | asked,
“What did dad do?”

“I"'m not sure | renmenber what your

father did, just that your granpa called
nme up and said he had to get away for a
couple of days, and wanted nme to cone
along. He was really upset, but | don't
think it was at your father, | think it
was at hinself. He never could stay nmad at
his boy,” Jack answered, |ookin at dad
with a wink and a snile.

“W  spent the day hi king over
nountains pretty hard, till your granpa
and | were exhausted, but that didn't seem
to chase away the little voices in his
m nd. When we sat down to eat that night
around the fire, he |ooked really
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di sheartened — hadn’t said but a dozen
words all day. Then he starts telling ne
how he lost it and was pretty out of
control with your father. | could see he
was just sitting there thinking about what
he had done. You could see by the

enptiness in his eyes that it was
something he wished he could have
changed.”

Jack smiled at dad, before finishin'.
“He was really upset with hinself, because
he knew inside that what he had done was
wong for him He kept wanting to know why
he did it, and all he kept saying was he

didn't know what else to do. | think he
woul d have cried i f he wasn't (o)
frightened

“1 wish | remenbered what you did,”
Jack added.

Dad kinda snirked, then said, “He
never hit ne again after that.”

“l1 know that. He had a hard enough
time accepting what he did. He was really
di sappointed in hinself. He could not
beli eve what he did. He just didn't know
how to make you understand what you did
was wong. He did the same thing to his
boy that his father had done to him He
hated his father for the way he was
beat en, and now he had done it to his boy.
He just stared at that fire with a rea
heavy heart.
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“l tried to cheer himup, but he would
have none of that. Even when | told himhe
was doing the best he could, he just
| ooked at me real hard and said, ‘That's
not good enough.’

“He insisted that he wasn't going to
let his own limtations be an excuse for
doing wong. If he didn't know any better
way then he said he’d learn one. That's
when he got on the idea of |earning,” Jack
explained, like it was real inportant.

“Here’s where we’'re going,” Jack
shouted, interruptin’ hinself.

I was hopin Jack would finish the
rest of the story. | think that’'s what dad
want ed al so, but Jack seemed too busy wth
our destination.

We got our stuff together. | carried
ny school bag, while Jack brought a small
pack with a sleeping bag and a couple of
guns with him Dad carried this huge pack,
with two sleeping bags and lots of water.
| thought he was going to fall over from
the weight of the stuff. He |ooked a
little bent and was stunmblin’ a |lot just
tryin to stand still. 1'd have asked if |
could help, but that thing was way too big
for me, it was about as tall as ne, and
probabl y heavi er.

Before we started walking, it seened
to get really hot standing there in the
sun. Jack put this giant broad brimhat on
his head, and gave ne a small hat to wear.
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Dad had brought a baseball cap for
hi nsel f. They kept the hot sun off our
faces, so we started wal king across the
dirt and bushes toward sone boul ders and
nmountains. It didn't take nmore than a few
steps before Jack started tellin the
story ‘bout grandpa again.

“Now where was 17?” Jack shouted. He

had that smle on his face, |like he knew
we were waitin’

“Learnin’!” | shouted back. | didn't
know i f dad was going to answer, ‘cause he
was behind ne. | was behind Jack.

“That’s right. Your granpa started
tal king about learning. |I could see it was

somet hing he had been working out in his
m nd, because he wasn’'t paying nuch
attention to nme. He was |ooking at the
fire and the trees and the bushes and
thinking. ‘Learning is what we do,’ he
said. He had to understand why he did what
he did, your granpa.

“Now, | hadn't thought about it nuch,
but he kept saying that all we can do is
learn from what we do. He started saying
t hat everything we do should be a | earning
experience, and he started to feel a
little better. He seemed to be a little
happi er, knowing that what he had done
need not be repeated, because he had
| earned fromit, not just learned it. This
all seemed pretty reasonable, so we laid
back against a rock a stared at the stars
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for a while. That's when he got al
excited. Interrupted ny stargazing, that
granpa of yours.

“W were staring at the stars, being
real quiet for the longest tine, and your
granpa starts laughing to hinmself. | I|ike
a good joke, so | wanted in on what was so
funny, but he just kept laughing to
hinsel f, ignoring ny questions. Wat did
he find so amazing, after being so serious
and sullen all day?

“He finally got done with his girlish
giggling and told ne what a wise fool he
was. He said how he felt so much better,
because he realized he had made a m stake
and could learn from it because he was a
wi se person. That's all anything does or
can do is learn. He said how he just
realized that his daddy learned to whip
hi m because that was what he was taught
wor ked, and nothing ever |earned him any
different. Your granpa was a good boy, and
his dad figured part of the reason nmnust
have been because of the whi ppings.

“Now he lost me a little bit here,
because | didn’t know how sonmeone | earned
that whipping was a good thing, but he
just kept saying, ‘Because that’'s what
they learned.” He started going on and on
about |earning, and how everything we do
is about learning, and how sone |earn
differently than others. ‘Wse fool, |
am’ he chuckl ed every once in a while.”
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| started getting a little confused
about what Jack was tal kin' about, because
I wasn’t sure how mom and dad would |earn
to scream at each other, or why they would
learn to scream at each other, especially
when they taught me not to scream It
didn't make sense to me how a lot of

things would be learned, so | had to
i nterrupt Jack and say I didn't
under st and.

Jack didn't mnd that I didn’t

under stand, ‘cause he stopped at the foot
of the mountain and waited for ne and dad
to catch up with him so he could explain.
Dad already |ooked really tired, and was
sweating a lot, so he had sonme water while
we all stood there. Jack pointed to sone
trees that were leanin’. Before he started
answerin’ nmy questions, we rested, and
when he answered ne, he seened really to
be talkin' to dad, Kinda.

Jack took a few mnutes to |ook
around, then pointed to the patch of trees
about fifty yards away. “See those other
trees over there? They are all |eaning,
not going straight up like nbost trees. W
know it’s not because the earth is crooked
there, and it has nothing to do with the
angle of the soil, because those trees up
on the side of that other nountain over
there are growi ng straight up. Those trees
are all leaning that way because they
| earned to |l ean that way.”
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| listened to Jack, but | wasn’t sure
how a tree learned to |lean. Dad stared at
the trees, real quiet, drinkin water and
Jack | ooked at him Before | could ask
Jack why, he answered ny question

“Those trees |earned when they were
growing that they had to bend their shape
that way to survive. It was sonething the
wi nd kept telling t hem and t hey
listened.” Jack pointed toward a bunch of
perfectly straight trees. “The trees
| earned, but now what if you tried to make
that tree bend? Wat if you wanted that
tree to bend |ike those others right now?
Those that learned to grow straight-up,
tall and proud, could you make them bend?”

Jack was quiet for a while, letting us

think about it. | thought and said,
“Sure.”

“How are you going to learn it to
bend?” Jack asked me. | renmenber he had a

big grin on his face.

“Get a big rope, tie it to the top of
the tree and pull it over,” | insisted,
pretty proudly.

“Only if you teach it, son. If you try
to bend that tree over like the others,
all it would know how to do is die. It
hasn’t |earned how to lean |like that, and
it’s not the kind of tree that takes to
that kind of quick learning. It would
shap. Like some people, it’s not known for
its flexibility. But, nmaybe if you tied
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the rope to the top of the tree and pulled
it ever so gently just the tiniest bit and
tied that rope down, then came back next
month and pulled just a tiny bit nore, you
m ght be able to learn that tree to bend,
but you’d have to be Iike the wind, gentle
and persistent. And you'd have to learn it
while it's still grow ng”

| could look at the trees and kinda
understand what he was talkin about. I
couldn’t think of why | would ever want to

make a tree bend though, and | really
woul dn’t want to cone and bend it just a
little every once in a while. | was

thinkin' it would probably be best if we
let the tree go the way it felt it needed
to go —go the way it had | earned was best
to survive.

“People are kinda like trees, as |ong
as you try to change their direction |ike
the sweet blowing wnd, they' Il nost
al ways bend a tiny bit.” Jack was speaking
right at my dad now, still smlin’.

Jack turned and began to wal k over the
rocks and up the hill. |I followed. Dad was
actin a little strange, ‘cause he just
kept starin’ at the bent trees for the
l ongest tine. | thought naybe the bag was
too heavy, or sonethin’ was wong, so |
was going to shout to him but when |
stopped and turned to shout Jack put his
hand over ny nout h.
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“Let him be, son,” he said, and we
kept wal kin’.

If Jack were a tree, | think he’d be
one of those really giant ol’ trees 1’'d
seen. St andi n’ tall, | ooki n’ st rong,

givin' shade and bendin’” a bit with the
wi nd.
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Pause

We had been hiking for a long tine. |
was really tired, and dad |ooked |ike he
was about to die. Jack and | were way
ahead of him but every tine Jack shouted
back and asked dad if he wanted us to
wait, he just waved us to go ahead. | was
really thirsty, and getting hungry, and
kinda wanted to rest, ‘cause ny |egs were
getting tired too, but | didn't want Jack
to think I couldn’t do it.

I think he figured | was tired, ‘cause
he said he was getting tired, but he
didn't ook too tired. He said we would be
at the top of the mountain in a few
m nutes, but he wasn’t sure he could make
it without a rest. He asked me if | could

make it without a rest. | didn't think so,
but I wasn't goin’ to quit, so | said,
“Sure.” It didn't look to be too much
further, especially when | |ooked behind

and seen how far we’d cone.

By the tine we nmade it to the top of
the mountain, my shirt was drenched, al
sweaty. | threw ny school bag on the dusty
ground and sat down. Dirt was sticking to
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ny sweat. | could feel ny leg nuscles
t hrobbi ng. Jack stood there and | ooked
around. | kept lookin' back to see if dad
was al nost up, but he wasn’t in sight, so
| rested and tried to catch ny breath,
trying not to be obvious about breathing
so hard.

Dad finally made it to the top, but it
took a lot longer than it took us. Wen he
got up to the top, he threw his pack off
his back, flung it on the ground and fel
to his knees. He was nore tired than |I had
been. Jack kinda |aughed, which nade ne
smle. It was kinda funny — dad [ ookin’
worse than an old man and a kid, on his
knees gaspin’ loudly for air

Jack went into his pack and pulled out
a few apples and sone crackers. | was so
hungry | was sure it wasn't goin’ to be
enough, but | renenber that apple, ‘cause
I think it was the best apple |'ve ever
eatin” nmy whole life. | renmenber how
sweet, and crunchy, and juicy, and perfect
it tasted, like it was the only thing ny
body ever wanted. It was really juicy.
After the apple, | had some crackers and
water, and felt ready to go again, but
still a bit sore. Dad |ooked like he
needed to rest some nore. He was eatin
real slow

Dad | aid back against his thick pack,
| ooki ng out on the view |like Jack was, so
| stood up and |ooked around too. Al |

33



saw were nountains and canyons in every
direction. | didn't see a city or a
building or a road or nothin', just red,
and brown and purple, and yellow and pink
nmount ains and stuff. | decided to ask dad
what Jack was |ookin" at, and he told ne
if I wanted to know what Jack was | ookin’

at, | should be askin’ Jack, so | did.
“What do you see?” Jack asked ne in
return. I told himl didn’t see anything.

“Shhhh,” he whispered, puttin’ his
fingers in front of that funny, winkled
grin. “Don't say that too loud. These
mountains you see, the nmountain you're
standing on, do you know how long it took
to make these?”

| shook ny head no, ‘cause | only knew

they’d been there as long as | could
remenber .

“So long, to us it is forever,” Jack
whi sper ed. “Did you f eel t he bi g
eart hquake | ast year?”

I sai d, “Yeah,” ‘cause | really

renenbered that one. It shook so hard it
knocked ne down when | tried to get outta
bed. It was the first time | heard glass
break and it wasn’'t anyone’'s fault.

“That earthquake was helping make

these nountains. It was nature working,
and it goes about its business whether
we're here or not. Wen | |ook around I

see a nmpjesty that | can not and woul d not
wish to conprehend. It is too wondrous,
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yet it is here for me to enjoy. These
mountains are going to look pretty nmuch
like this your whole life, yet they're
al ways changi ng. They' re always alive. The
ani mal s braver than us who live here, the
plants that seem to rise without -cause,

they all have their purpose, and | can
stand here and look at it and say it is
all for me, as | am all for it. Wen |
|l ook out there | see life. | see that | am

a part of sonething real. Sonething bigger
than any i magi nation.”

| renenber really havin' no idea what
Jack was talkin” about, but he wasn't
really talkin' to nme, he was talking to
hinself. He seenmed so happy and admring
of what he saw. | did | ook again at what
he was |ooking at and renmenber feeling
i ke everything around us | ooked so small
conpared to these nmountains, then | felt
really small, too, and kinda scared. |
went to sit next to dad, where | was sure
| couldn't fall off an edge. It seened
scary big, but the red ants | watched at
ny feet didn’t seemtoo concerned.

“Pretty spectacul ar?” dad said.

| just gave hima “Yeah” grunt.

W rested, but not so long, °‘cause
Jack said we had to keep nmovin' . Jack
pointed to a large purple red crevice
bet ween the nountains, which |ooked Iike
cliffs I had seen in books. He said we
were goin' that way, and wondered to ne
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where | thought we should go. | told himl
didn’t know, but he said we weren't goin’

anywhere till | decided how we were
headi ng.

I stood on ny toes and |ooked
everywhere. | saw things | hadn't really

noti ced before. There were barren dirt
mount ai ns. Areas of rock that had plants
growing around them and places where

there were clunps of trees. | wanted
soneplace that Jlooked a little safe.
Sonepl ace | could get to. | noticed that

at the bottom of the nountain near the
crevice there was a small area that had a
ot of trees and bushes. For sonme reason
it looked like the best place, but | kept
lookin” a bit longer to see if | could
find a better place. Eventually | pointed
to the spot, and | think Jack was pretty
grateful ‘cause he got a big smle on his
face.

“That |ooks like the best place |’ve
ever seen. Mst alive spot in the area,
" msure. You ve got good eyes, son,” Jack
said, pattin’ nmy head with his big hand
grinnin’ ear-to-ear.

W all picked up our stuff and got
ready to go again, but dad was not | ookin’
forward to carryin’ his pack, and let al
of us know.

Jack kinda laughed, and said to nme in
a loud voice, “You're daddy has a |ot of
baggage he won't part with.”
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| looked at that big pack nmy dad was
carryin’ and told Jack he was right. Then
| told dad, “Wy don't you just |eave what
you don’t need here? W'Ill get it on the
way back.” Dad didn't answer nme, he
answered Jack. | guess they weren't just
tal kin' ‘bout the pack.

“This stuff’'s expensive. |I’m not going
to leave it here and lose it. There's
nothing in this pack we don't need!” dad
shout ed.

“You and | have a difference of
opinion on the word need. You fall down
that hill and kill yourself trying to

carry that pack and you tell ne how nuch
of that stuff you needed,” Jack answered,
I aughi ng.

“I"’'mnot going to fall down any hills,
so don’t you worry about it. There is not
a thing in here we wont use.”

“It sure limts your freedom though.
Doesn’t it?”

“Don"t worry about it!” Dad was
raisin’ his voice, strugglin and gettin’
a |little agitated through his heavy
breathing. | wasn't sure why they kept

tal king about the pack. It was up to dad
if he wanted to bring it or not.

“1"m not worrying about anything, son
You can choose any kind of anchor vyou
wi sh, but don’t spend too nuch tine
wonderi ng why you have no nobility,” Jack
said to dad, then turned to mne.
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“You ever see a hot air balloon?” he
asked.

| nodded ny head, “Yes.”

“You see how high in the air they go?”

| nodded, “Yes,” again.

“They can’'t go until they get rid of
dead wei ght, the anchors they have on the
ground. Then they soar as high and far as
they wish with the wind.”

Jack started walkin® and | quickly
followed. Dad cane along too, not sayin
much. Jack kept talkin® to me about
anchors and wei ght and baggage and such. |
found it all pretty interesting, but |
think he was really trying to say
something to ny dad, who every once in a
while let out a purposeful grunt, and
sometines it seemed like a grow .

One of the things | renenber him
saying was about sonme kinda nonkey, or
sonethin’, and how you captured one. He
said that what you did was put a hole in a
box just barely big enough for the nopnkey
to fit its arminto, and put its favorite
food inside, like a banana. He said the
nmonkey was captured as soon as it grabbed
t he banana, which nmade no sense to ne. He
said the nonkey was captured because it
woul dn’t | et go of the banana and the hole
in the box was not big enough to pull his
hand out with the banana in it.

Now, | figured that all the nonkey had
to do was let go of the banana, but Jack
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said the nonkey would not, could not, |et
go of the banana, °‘cause he had |earned
that the banana was nore inportant than
anything, even his freedom He said the
nonkey woul dn't let go of the banana even
when you cane right up to it. “Didn’'t know
how to let go,” Jack said. | told him
thought it was a pretty stupid nonkey, and
he said the nonkey thought he was pretty
smart, ‘cause it had a banana in its hand
and you didn't.

I t hought the story was  pretty
interestin’, ‘bout the nonkey, but |
wasn't sure why he said to dad, “Ever fee
like a nonkey?” Dad thought it was pretty
funny and | aughed.

Dad said not only did he feel like a
nonkey, but he thought he might have his
arm caught in a box. Then he shouted, “And
there ain"t no way I'mlettin’ go of that
banana!” and | aughed. Jack |aughed too. |
| aughed too, thinking of dad with his arm
in a box holding onto a banana and not
knowi ng how to | et go.

We hiked down the other side of the
mountain at a slow pace, °‘cause dad was
tired and needed to have a lot of water,
carryin’ that big pack and all. Jack
offered to carry it a few tines, which
made ne a little nervous, ‘cause that pack
seened to be alnbst as heavy as Jack, and
| thought he might be a little too old to
carry it. Fortunately, | think dad thought
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the same thing, ‘cause he wouldn't Ilet
Jack near the pack, sayin’ he could carry
hi s own baggage.

Taking the time to go slowy down the
other side of the mountain, | noticed a
ot of things. | noticed how some areas
where | thought there was only dirt were
actually covered with lots and lots of
flowers, but they were tiny flowers. |
also saw lots of different bugs and
lizards and stuff that | had never seen
before. | renenber one bug really scared
nme, ‘cause it was kinda big. It had a red
and bl ack shell and |ooked a little Iike a
cockr oach, but it | ooked Ilike two
cockroaches attached end to end, fighting
over which way to go. One end was trying
to wal k one way, while the other end was
strugglin’ with all its mght to pull the
other way. Al it ended up doin’ was goin’
round and round in circles.

Thinkin’ ‘bout that nonkey and that
bug made nme think nature’s got sone pretty
interesting things. I’mnot sure what they
were learnin’ but for nme | guess they
hel ped ne | earn.
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Canpsite

It took us sonme time to get down the
mount ai n, and when we did we were in these

crevices, these giant cracks. | renmenber
the cracks because we were at the bottom
of these tall walls that were close

together and had a lot of color. It was
nostly shaded in the crack, which nmade it
cool. The walls were a reddish purple with

drops suspended on the wall Iike frozen
rai ndr ops, but they were dirt. It's
difficult to describe, but when I close ny
eyes | can see it. | can take nyself
t here.

It took sone time to walk out of the
crevice, and when we did | didn't know

where we were. The sun was gettin |ower
on the horizon and | couldn’t see where we
were supposed to be going anynore. Jack
waited a few mnutes for dad to come, and
had a drink of water. He asked nme where to
go, so | had to tell himl wasn't really
sure, not wantin’ to | ead anyone astray.
Jack told me that since | had seen
where we were goin’ | needed to find the
way. He said his eyes weren't so good
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anynore, and dad was too tired. Dad did
| ook like he was goin’ to pass out. Since
| picked the spot, | should have no
problem findin" it, Jack said. | had no
idea of where to start lookin, but Jack
asked me where we started from and |
noticed right away the peak we were on,

‘cause of a bush | renenbered. It was
pretty high up there. Jack said we'd cone
a long way. | thought | knew the way now.

| started to lead off, but dad, barely
able to talk he was so tired, said to let
Jack lead the way. | stopped to let Jack
go.

“He found the spot where we're going
to set canp, so he can take us there.”
Then Jack smiled at dad and said, “My eyes
are kinda bad when the sun starts to go
down.” | started to | ead the way.

Dad said, “Yeah, right,” to Jack, in a
way that if | tal ked I woul da been sent to
ny room

“W don't talk in that tone,” he'd
have said to ne, but Jack just | aughed.

| kept walkin" in the direction |
t hought we should go, but | wasn't really
sure, so | went really fast to get ahead
of Jack, t hat way | could change
directions wi thout themnoticin too nuch.
Dad was way behind, with is heavy pack.
did pretty good for a while, not havin' to
change direction at all, | didn't think,
but then | cane to a spot where | didn't
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know which way to go. | stopped and | ooked
around a while, then | told Jack.

“You can figure it out,” he answered
I figured he was right, | could figure it
out —maybe.

| told the two of themto wait there a
mnute, and 1'd find the way. | could see
dad |liked restin’, ‘cause he took his pack
off again and had sone nore water. |
t hought he’d drink all the water before we
ever got to canp. | figured 1'd better
find the way real quick, ‘cause they both
| ooked tired, and ny legs were gettin a
little slow too.

| figured the best way to find where |
was goin’ would be to clinmb this rock next
to us, but it was kinda a big, and it
seened kinda difficult to scale. | wal ked
around it a few tines and found a place
that | ooked like |I mght be able to clinb
up. | took my school bag off and set it on
the ground, then nmade sure Jack and dad
could see ne. Jack was watching pretty
carefully, and dad was still sucking on
the water, gaspin' for air.

I reached up and grabbed an edge

grooved into the hard rock. | renenber the
pain | felt when | grabbed the rock
‘cause it was really sharp, but | nmade
nyself hold on. If | wasn't goin to
start, |'d never finish. It was really
scary. There really wasn’t nuch of a place
to put nmy feet real well, or to grab onto.
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| hadn’t gone up very high, when | slipped
down the rock and ripped ny pants. |
caught nyself fromfalling all the way off
t hough.

| | ooked over and could see ny dad was
startin’ to come over, but Jack wouldn’t
let him | guess Jack figured ny dad was
too tired to clinmb the rock, but he gave
ne a nod with his head and a smile. He was
right, 1 «could figure out how to get
there. My pants weren't ripped that bad,
and it didn't seem| was bleedin’

It took ne a while to clinmb the rock,

but when | got to the top | could see
which way to go. | shouted the directions
back to dad and Jack. | waited for themto

start headin’ that way, but they said they
wanted to wait for ne to lead the way. |
wanted them to start, to mmke sure they
went the right way, but | was glad they
wai t ed. Gettin’ down that rock was
different than gettin up

When | was goin' up the rock, | could
see where | was goin’, but comin’ down was
different —1 couldn’t see that well. Wat

made it worse was that when | was gettin’
ready to go down, the rock | ooked
different. It seened that the best way to
go down was not the way | cane up. |
thought this was a little strange, but it
made goin’ down a |lot easier. Wen | got
to the bottom dad and Jack were waitin’
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where | had gone up, not expectin’ ne to
cone down sonewhere el se.

They |ooked at ne funny as | wal ked
back and forth between the place where |
went up and the place where | canme down.
It seened strange to nme that the best way
to go up was different than the best way
to come down, but as | |ooked at both
pl aces, | knew that if | went back up the
rock, the place | thought was the best
when | first went up would still be the
best way to go, and |I knew it wasn't the
best way to cone down. | thought it was
strange, then |I figured it must be ‘cause
goin’ up and conmin down are really two
di fferent things. Maybe they were supposed
to be different, each with their own best
way. That was pretty interesting —nade ne
feel like I was learnin

| led the way. It didn’t take long for
us to find the canpsite. It was a pretty
neat place. There were lots of trees and
bushes, and you could hear a | ot of birds.
W set our stuff down and checked the
pl ace out. Jack and | did anyway, dad just

laid down, f‘cause he was really, really
tired. | think what he was carrying m ght
have been too heavy. Jack and | wal ked

into the thick of all the bushes, and the
ground got really soft and nmuddy. The nud
al nost sucked ny shoes off when | stepped.
| asked Jack what it was.
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“Life,” he answered. | |ooked at him
funny. | didn't understand what he neant
by that, then he just gave ne one of his
smles and said, “Water.”

| | ooked around, but | didn't see any
streans anywhere. Jack told me it wasn’'t a
stream but a natural underground spring
which was why all the trees and bushes
were there, because there was so nuch
water to give these things life. He showed
nme where he thought the spring was. It was
a big puddle he had found behind sone

bushes. | wasn’t sure how it got there,
but he said it worked its way up from deep
underground, |ike water seeping through a

crack in a glass. W walked the ground
around it, and the muck in the mddle of
the puddle was warner than the rest. He
said it was because the earth made it hot
before it came out. | thought it was
pretty amazing to find water like that, in
the mddle of nowhere, but Jack said we
weren't in the mddle of nowhere, we were
definitely somewhere.

It was a lot of fun playin’ in the
bushes. Jack said that enough water was
here for us to live forever. | thought the
water was a little muddy for drinkin’, but
he just |aughed and said he’'d show ne how
to get sone clean water, even if it still
| ooked a bit dirty. It was pretty amazi ng,
that we had water, but | didn't see how
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we'd stay there for too long wthout any
f ood.

Jack and | went back to the canp, and
dad was asleep. He musta really been
exhausted. | told Jack to be quite, so we
woul dn’t wake dad. Jack went to get his
rifles fromhis stuff. He said we'd better
hurry, ‘cause we wouldn’t be able to find
any food if we et the sun get all the way
down. He gave ne a rifle, and showed ne
how to carry it. W |left dad there asl eep

It was cooling and getting dark fast.
| thought we should go back, but Jack said
we needed to find some food. | thought he,
or dad, had brought some, but he said we
didn’t ‘cause we didn’'t need to, since it
was al ready here.

I followed him for a long way. He
seened to know where he was goin', but |
was curious, and a little nervous, so |
had to ask, “You know where we're goin’?”

Jack said he was following a food
trail, and that maybe | could help him |
had never seen a food trail, but | was
willing to try. He stopped for nme and had
me stand in front of him He said, “There
are two kinds of animals you should be
| ooking for, the kind that feed us and the
kind that feed on us.”

“Feed on us?” | said. | was a little
anxi ous that sonethin’ might want to eat
us, and Jack didn’'t do nmuch to alleviate
those concerns, tellin nme it was only
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fair. | didn't get much tinme to think
about it though, ‘cause he said it was
gettin' late and we had to hurry. W
needed to get to trackin'. He asked ne
what | saw.

I | ooked around and didn't see
anythin' that nade ne think of a food
trail, but I guess | was | ookin the w ong
direction, ‘cause Jack put his hand on the
back of my head and pushed it toward the
ground. Lookin’ down | noticed sone prints
that | ooked kinda |ike dog paws, and sone
prints that |ooked kinda |ike chicken
feet, or somethin'. | didn't want to
follow the ones that |ooked |ike paws, so
| started walkin’ in the direction of the
bird feet.

W walked a little ways, and it was
sonetines hard to see the prints. Jack

musta been grateful | was there to help
since he had that problem with his eyes
not workin’ real well. | don't think his

eyes were so bad though, ‘cause when we
cane to a spot before some |arge brush, he
pulled ne back from followin' the trail
He had ne stand behind him and ained his
rifle. I can tell you that | was shakin’
nervous — even standin’ behind him —
‘cause | renenber him earlier sayin' that
there m ght be nmountain lions in the area.
Maybe he spotted a nountain lion
Honestly, | was a little frightened, and
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held ny rifle real tight, even though I'd
never fired one before.

I think it was the |oudest noise 1'd
ever heard. There were two crackin’ quick
shots, and Jack |ooked pretty happy. He
said we had sonmething for dinner. W
wal ked over to the bushes and there were a
couple of birds on the ground that were
dead. This is what Jack had shot. | felt a
little bad, ‘cause |I’d never seen anything
killed before, and Jack asked ne to carry
one.

| held the warm linp neck in ny hand

with my arm extended out a little. |
didn't want to squeeze too tight, but I
didn’t want to drop it either. | just kept

lookin' at it, followin Jack back. |
renenber hearing my nmom talk about how
people are cruel to aninmals, and thought
this musta been what she neant. | asked
Jack if it wasn't mean to kill the bird

“Maybe it had kids?” | said.

“Do you eat chicken, or beef, or any
other neat at hone?” he asked me, as we
wal ked back. | told himwe did, but only
somet i nes.

“Well, if you had said no, than |
would have told you that you couldn't
survive out here.” He held up the bird he
was carryin’, and said, “This is what you
need to live out here, and it's honest.”

I wasn’t sure what he neant about
honest, but he explained it a little
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better when he said that the stuff we
bought from the store never had freedom
and was raised on chemicals and stuff that
wasn't real. He said they were raised only
for slaughter, but here we only killed
what we needed, when we needed, so the
rest of nature gets strong and nakes nore.
He said we were “natural predators,” when
we were honest about it.

| thought sonme about what Jack said,
but | kept conmin back to the fact that
there was a blood drippin’ dead bird
hangin’ fromny hand. | mnissed sone of the
t hi ngs Jack was sayin, ‘cause | just kept
starin’ at the bird, feelin' a little sad
inside. | knew Jack didn't want nme too. |
tried not to showit, but it was the way |
was feeling. Jack said | was just show n’
respect. “It’'s good you respect life. It's
good,” he assured.

Wen we got back to canp, dad | ooked a
bit angry. He didn't say anythin to ne,
but went up to Jack and talked with him
quietly. He | ooked like he wanted to yell
t hough. Jack told ne later that dad was
scared when he heard the gun shots. Wke
himup and | was gone. | could understand,
‘cause | was scared and | was there.

After Jack shot the birds and woke dad
up, | guess dad had a lot of time, ‘cause
he built the canp real nice. He had a tent
set up, and had our sleepin’ bags set out.
He'd put a bunch of rocks in a circle and
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had sone wood in the center. There was
al so wood gathered in a neat pile a few
feet from the stone circle. He even
cleared away the rocks and sticks and
stuff in the canmp area, so the ground
under the sleepin’ bags and tent was
snooth. It | ooked nice.

Jack said if dad and | wanted to eat
we would have to clean the birds. |
t hought he meant to wash the bird Iike
when | washed nyself in the tub, but that
wasn't it. Dad hadn't cleaned a bird
hinself in a long time, so Jack kinda
stood over us and told us what to do. |
didn't think 1'd be able to do it, but I
sure didn't want themto think I couldn’t.
| figured if dad could do it, so could I

| renember pullin the feathers off —
it seemed like the bird was holdin’ on to

them even though it was dead. | remenber
slicin” the bird open with Jack’'s sharp
knife. | remenber the warm bl ood that ran
over ny hands. | renenber the insides of
the bird that | pulled out. Jack kept
pointin’ out all the parts in the bird,
the organs like the ones inside us. |
thought it was kinda neat, seeing the
things inside of me. | thought about

sonmeone pullin’ out nmy guts and eatin’ ne.
| remenbered what Jack said on the way
back about the l|ion

Jack had asked ne if | thought a
hungry nountain lion would hesitate if he
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saw nme. He said that since | could out run
him the lion would get the old man first,
whi ch Jack said was the way it should be
| thought about the stuff comng out of
the bird, thinking of the lion takin it
outta Jack. Jack said the |ion would never
take nmore than it could eat, and anything
left over would be used by the other
animals. “There is no waste out here,” he
said. “It’'s honest.”

| could understand what Jack neant
about the no waste thing. After cleanin’
the bird, | sure didn't want to kill for
nothin. It took a while to clean the
birds, and dad seened to have a pretty
good idea of what to do. He cleaned so
that | could see what he was doin', then
waited for me to do it before he went on
I don't think he was listenin to Jack,
but maybe he was ‘cause Jack kept tal kin’
and he didn't seem to usually talk for
nothin . Maybe dad al ready knew what Jack
was tal kin’ about.

The wood inside the rock circle was
set afire by dad, who had nade a thing to
cook the birds on. It was kinda neat. It
was a long stick that went through the
birds, then each end of the stick was held
up by other sticks at both ends. | was
real surprised that dad nmade it by
hinself, ‘cause |1'd never seen him do
anything like that before. He said he
hadn’t remenbered till he started buildin’
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it that he had watched his dad build one
when he was a kid. Dad really seenmed to be
proud of it. | was proud he' d done it.

The sun had gone down, but it wasn't
really dark, ‘cause of the big fire dad
had built. | heard some noises around us
every once in a while, but was nore
interested in watchin’ the birds cook. |
was really hungry, and as | watched and
listened to the crackles of the fire, |
wondered what it would taste like. Jack
and dad were talkin about sonethin’, but
| just wanted to watch the fire and the
bi rds.

It seened like it took a long tine to
cook. Dad said it only takes a little
longer to do it right, and | think he was
right, “cause when he took them off the
fire they |looked real done. Dad had
brought a couple of netal plates for him
and nme. He ripped the bird into pieces
with his hands. Jack didn’'t have a plate.
| offered him mine, but he said he didn't
need one. “Too heavy,” he said. He just
hel d what he was goin’ to eat in a clothe,
like a small towel.

I was so hungry by the tine dad filled
nmy plate, | thought | could eat alnost
anyt hing, but when | |ooked at the bird I
t hought about cleanin’ it and holdin’ it
in ny hand and Jack shootin’ it. | al nost
lost my appetite, but | renenbered what
Jack had said about wastin' it, and | had
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no desire to allow the bird to go to
waste, so | peeled a piece of nmeat off the
bones and put it in ny nouth. You woul dn't
think eatin’ a bird would be so nmenorabl e
— maybe it was because | was so hungry —
but | sure renenmber how that bird tasted
It was the best neat |'d ever eatin . It
was so good and needed. It rem nded ne of
the juicy apple | ate earlier in the day.
It was good, very good.

Dad and Jack really seened to enjoy
the birds. It was tasty food, and | didn't
feel so bad about eatin’ them after | was
done. It seemed like it was reasonable,
and we sure didn't waste anything. W
probably could have eatin’ another one,
but we didn’t need another, and we didn't
have another. | just wondered if sonething
was goin’ to eat nme for dinner that night.

We sat near the fire for a long tine
after we ate. Jack and dad stared at the
stars. It was ny job to nake sure the fire
kept goin’ by throwin a piece of wood in
whenever it started to get too small. |
wasn’'t lookin" so nuch at the stars,
‘cause | was takin' care of the fire. |
kept watchin’ ‘round the canpsite to make
sure there weren't any aninmals comn’ up.
Jack said the fire'd nost likely keep them
away, but | wanted to nake sure, ‘cause |
heard noises that | couldn't identify. It
was a little spooky, but dad and Jack
didn't ook |ike they were worryin’
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After a while, | got sorta tired, but
had to keep the fire goin’. Dad said it
was tine to go to sleep, though. Jack
stretched out on his sleepin bag, and dad
told me to get into nmy sleepin’ bag, which
was in the tent. Jack said | could sleep
in his tent if | wanted. He said it had
lots of room but he was kiddin', ‘cause
he didn't have a tent.

“Bring the sleeping bags out,” dad
said. “W’'re goin to sleep in the dd
Man’s tent,” he laughed. | still didn't
see a tent.

| brought the bags out and laid them
next to Jack, puttin' ny bag between dad

and Jack. | threw sone nore wood on the
fire, and said “Mghty big tent,” kinda as
a j oke.

“Biggest tent there is,” he said. “As
high as the eye can see, and as w de as
the ears can hear. They don't get any
bi gger, and its never crowded, even though
we've got a lot of creatures stayin in it
with us.” Jack kinda perked up his ears as
we heard a howl in the distance.

I was scared, thinkin® it mght be
safer in dad's tent. | crawed way down
inside ny sleepin’ bag, then closed it
till there was a hole just big enough for
me to breath through. | told Jack it was
because | was cold. He said he’d do the
same thing if he was cold. | just really

t hought it would be safer if | was covered
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for the night, and it was a little cold,
ki nda. Dad and Jack continued to |ook at
the stars, talkin' occasionally, but I was
listenin” for those noises. Every tinme |
heard one | was sure | would be awake al

night, but those thoughts didn't |ast

long, ‘cause | went to sleep, fast. It was
atirin day.
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A Mrning’'s Turn

Dad and Jack nusta had a lot to talk
about, ‘cause when | woke the next
nmorning, they were still talkin, layin
on top of their sleepin bags. They nusta
sl ept sone, though, ‘cause dad didn't | ook
so tired anynore.

I managed to roll a few feet from
where | started, but nothin’ got in ny
sleepin’ bag, for which | was grateful
‘cause the fire that was to keep them away
was out. | got outta ny bag and stretched.
My body was really stiff, especially ny
legs, but | renenber that the air tasted
really good and cleaned ny lungs. | was
able to take a breath tw ce the normal
si ze.

Dad and Jack said, “H .” They both had
on pretty big grins. Watever it was they
wer e tal kin’ about seened m ghty
agr eeabl e.

My stomach started growin’ right
away, so dad gave ne the cereal he'd
brought. | would ve liked it with mlk.
I"d never had cereal with water, but | was
hungry enough that | was gonna eat it any
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way. It didn't taste as good as it did
with mlk, but “when hungry, your body
isn't really asking for taste,” Jack said.
Dad had some cereal with water in it like
I did, and Jack had an orange he brought
with him

After we got done eatin', | was
expectin’ to pack wup, thinkin we were
goin’ to hike some nore, but dad told ne
that we were stayin’ at the sane canpsite
again. He told ne that | had better roll
up ny sleepin’ bag and pack up ny stuff,
t hough, so a snake or scorpion or
somethin’ didn't craw inside and nake it
into a honme. It nmade ne think that I'd
better check things real good, just to be
safe from all the “neighborly critters,”
as dad called them

Jack said that we'd better get goin’
before it was too hot, or we woul dn’t have
much of a chance to catch food. He said
the cool of norning and evening were the

best times for  huntin’, ‘cause nost
animals were smart enough to stay out of
the day's heat. | wasn't so anxious to
hunt again, so | asked if we could be

vegetarians for a day.

Dad kinda |aughed, then said, “Your
not her was a vegetarian for a while, but
it was too nuch work, trying to cook
heal thy and hearty for a growi ng young nan
wi t hout neat.”
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“Why, you don't want to do anynore
hunti ng, son?” Jack asked ne.

| remenber not knowin’ how to answer
him ‘cause | wasn’t really sure what the

answer was nyself. | guess that it wasn't
that I mnded huntin’, it was nore that I
wanted to make sure we had to hunt. | just

ki nda shrugged ny shoulders in answer to
Jack.

“Son, let ne tell you, if you want to
eat you have to hunt, and you have to

kill, or nature has no use for you,” Jack
told ne real stern
“Technical ly, you can be a

vegetarian,” dad said to Jack

Jack didn't Ilook to dad when he
answered, but to nme. He said “Everything
that grows is alive, so if you want to eat
rocks and dirt, you don't have to Kkil
anyt hi ng, but you wont survive too |ong on
such a tasty diet.” | renenber he |aughed,
and picked up sone dirt like he was goin’
to eat it. “Fruits and vegetables grow,
taking from the water and soil around
them and they breath. Wen these living
creatures are at their prime, you pick it,

you Kkill it, and have great tasting
produce. But you’'ve got to kill it.”
“1t’s not like killing a cow, or a

bird,” dad said to Jack, who kept | ookin’
at me.

“You know what a pyramd is?” Jack
asked. | nodded yes. “Put us, or a lion,
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at the top, now nove all the stones from
underneath. The pyram d falls. Wthout the
bottom there is no top, so what is nore
i mportant, the stuff like the plants at
the bottom that feed the cow, or the cow
itself, which could not exist wthout the
pl ant s?”

“The plants,” | guessed.

“But plants don't bleed,” dad said.

“ls that how you choose the inportance
of life? Sounds like you're afraid the
food chain mght be getting a little too
cl ose to hone.

“Don’t plants bleed? Mybe not |Iike
you and |, but they bleed their own way
when you rip away their fruit, or you
break a branch |like you break an arm They
try to heal thenmselves. Just because it is
not as fast and furious as the warm dark
bl ood that would flow fromyour flesh does
not mean it isn't there. They need water
as any animal does. They need to breathe,
as animals do. They learn, as life does.”
Jack was answerin’ my dad, but kept
lookin' at me and tellin me all of this.
He was very excited, serious, so |
listened real closely, but he turned and
stepped torward ny dad to finish. “Life is
life. Each Iliving thing doing what is
solely in its best interest to survive,
which allows what lives to survive
together in an always changi ng, bal anci ng
harmony. Don’t believe the top of the food
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chain, as you might call it, is nore alive
or nore inportant than the bottom because
it could not exist wthout the bottom
while the bottom would flourish, over
flourish, wthout the top to harvest.
Toget her, they create a bal ance.”

Dad’s face was stretchin’ to speak. |
could see dad wanted to answer Jack, but
he didn't seem to know what to say. It
seened |ike every time he got ready to say
sonethin’, his mnd told him Jack was
right, or what he was thinkin  was wong.
I"d never really seen dad lost for words
like that before, so | just watched him
and waited. When he started cleanin’ up,
could see he’d not been able to answer
Jack in his mnd, so what Jack said nusta
been pretty honest. It was real quiet for
along tine after Jack told us about life.

Dad kept thinkin' about it, I could tell
We finally got started, but we weren't
doin’” serious huntin'. | was runnin’

around lookin' at all of the plants and
holes in the ground and rocks and stuff.
W were really learnin’ that norning, and
| didn’t have to carry a gun or ny school
bag, since we |left our packs at the canp,
and dad carried the gun.

W went up a narrow path in the
mountain, and in the nmddle of the path
was a giant green tree, providin |ots of
shade. Jack sat on a boulder under the
tree and pointed to what |ooked |ike big
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sticks. He said, “Go pick those up,” so |
went over and tried to pick them up, but
they weren't sticks. They came out of the
ground and went back in a few feet later.
They weren't comin’ up, and when | sat
down next to Jack, he pointed to the veins
in his arms, then to the buried sticks.
“Those are the roots to the tree we're
sitting under. They mght not |ook Iike
our veins, but to the tree they' re just as
i mportant.”

I"d never really thought about roots
as veins, so | went over and | ooked at the
roots that canme out of the ground. |
renenber that | spent a great deal of tine
lookin” at the veins | could find in ny
skinny arns and hands, and anywhere el se,
i ncluding Jack’s veins, which were easier
to see. | noticed dad was sittin alittle
behi nd Jack and watchin’ me, lookin at
his veins every once in a while.

Jack sure was showin’ us a lot, but he
said we'd better get back, ‘cause we'd
done a poor job of huntin’, and now we had
to see if we could get sone water out of
the mud we found the day before.

Dad stayed back, said he was gonna
keep lookin' for food while Jack and I
gathered water. Jack yelled to him as we
were wal kin’ away, “lt’s inportant to make
yourself useful, no one does any good
sitting all day.”
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“Quiet, Ad Man!” dad yelled back, but
it was in a kiddin voice.

Wien we were wal kin' back, | spotted a
huge rabbit. Instinctively, w thout sayin’
a word, | grabbed Jack’s shirt, tugged on

it to get his attention and pointed to the
little rabbit.

“Jackrabbit,” he whi sper ed, j ust
starin’ at it with a snile.

I was lookin at it too, but was also
wat chin’ for Jack to take his gun out and
shoot the «critter, but he just kept
starin’. | ended up watchin' Jack till the
rabbit ran away. “W’'l| save that one for
your father,” Jack said, but the rabbit
was goin the other way. | guess Jack
wasn't up to huntin’ that particular
nonent .

Continuin’ back to canp, Jack told ne
nost everything he knew about rabbits. How
they make lots of babies, and how they
eat, and how they're eaten by a lot of the
other aninals. About how fast they were,
and a lot nore things. He also said that

they weren’t naned after him | didn't
know there was that nuch to know about
rabbits, but | learned that there was a

ot to know about everything. More than
anyone could rightly ever know.

VWhen we got back to the canpsite, Jack
grabbed sonme things and went under the
bushes to where we’d found the puddle. He
started diggin', and asked ne to help. It
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was real nmuddy, so we couldn't really dig

very well, but we kept workin . 1t was
takin” a while, and Jack and | got to
talkin” ‘bout dad and nom then | asked

himif he had a wife. Jack, who was al ways
smlin, seenmed like a guy who was al ways
happy, so | was a little surprised when he
got quiet and stopped diggin® for a
mnute. | stopped too, till he started
agai n.

When Jack started diggin' again, he
got to talkin® ‘bout his wife. He said,
“Yeah, | was married. It seens like a | ong
time ago. It was a long tinme ago.

“About fifty, no, sixty years ago |
met the nost beautiful woman ['d ever
seen. | saw her in the grocery store
| ooking at fresh produce, and | knew | had
to talk to her. I'd never done anything
like that before, but something in nmy mnd
said I'd regret it forever if | didn't do
something, so | went up and introduced
nyself. It was awkward for a nonent, but
that beautiful big smle of hers made it
all worthwhile, except for the fact she
wal ked away without speaking to nme.” Jack
was talkin', not really noticin whether |
was listenin’ or not. He seened happy
again. He notioned for me to step back, so
he could finish diggin the water hinself.
| clinbed to sit on the branch of a tree
and |isten, ‘cause Jack was tal kin', happy
and smlin'.
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“I didn’t know what to do, since she
didn't talk to ne. | didn't want her to be
afraid of ne and think | was strange, but
| had to talk with her. So, | went up and
i ntroduced nyself again, but this tinme |
also told her I lived in the area and
where | was working, so she would know I
wasn’'t unstable.” Jack was quiet for a
mnute, thinkin'. “It wasn't easy, but |
did talk her into giving ne her name and
nunber, and after that | knew we’'d be
toget her.” Jack |aughed to hinself, kinda
happy. “I just didn't know it would take
six weeks of talking to her on the phone
and telling her about nyself, ny famly,
nmy friends and ny life before she’d go out
with ne. But it was worth it, because al
of that talking to her made ne feel Iike
she was the best friend |I’d ever had.

“When | was with her | felt like | was
on top of the world. She nade ne feel |ike
I could do anything, just because she
believed. She believed in ne, so |
believed nmore in nyself. | started trying
things | had never done before, and |
started maki ng some headway in the conpany
I was working for, working ny way up
Everything seemed to go so well when she
was around that | knew | had to have her
with ne al ways.

“l took her away for a weekend, and
under a starry night's full noon on a
| appi ng beach, | asked her to marry ne. It
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wasn't like | was asking, though, because
| knew what her answer was going to be
before |I said the words.

“When she said yes, | felt like you
could put the world on ny shoul ders and |
could carry it without a second thought
Those were sonme of the happiest days of ny
life. Young and in love. Conquering the
world, it seened.

“A couple years after we were married
we had a little girl. Mdst precious little
thing you'd ever seen. Seenmed |ike every
time | thought 1life couldn't get any
better, it did. The gifts were abundant,
maybe too abundant.” Jack got quiet for a
few m nutes, just starin’ into the hole he
was di ggin’, shaki n’ his head in
di sapproval .

“She really wanted to give ne a son,
so we tried again, but she couldn’t get
pregnant, and when the doctor told her she
woul dn’t be able to have anynore kids, she
changed. | don't know, naybe | changed.
Maybe we both changed.”

Jack had taken to resting on his knee,
as he was tellin” ne his story. | could
see he liked tellin” it, but he |ooked
like the nore he told the |ess happy he
was gettin’ —Iike he knew what was ahead,
and didn't want to go there, but didn't
know any ot her way.

“She started getting real protective
worried sonething was going to happen to
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the one little baby she did have. | didn't
think it was right, but | understood why
she was so protective. She was scared, but
it didn't do my little girl any good, |
don’t think. She becane spoiled, soft, and
I let it happen, just because her nother
was scared. Overprotective also neant she
kept the child as her own, so we started

to grow apart, and | let it happen, but it
did give nme time to start thinking about
things. | went hiking with your granpa a

lot, which was when we would talk and
think —clearly.

“When | cane hone from work one day
and told her 1'd quit ny job, the person
standing in front of me was not the one |
had nmarried. She started yelling and
screaming at nme. ‘How could you do
sonething so stupid?!’ she shouted.
couldn’t understand why. | felt | had good
reasons for quitting, but she didn't even
want to hear them W didn't need the
noney, at least | didn't think so.” Jack
was quiet. It looked like he was seeing
the images in the ground before him just
watchin’ for a long time, sayin nothin’

After sone tinme, Jack started diggin
again, slowy. “She’d conme to a point in
her life where all she wanted was
security, and not me. Security for her and
her little girl neant noney. | thought we
had enough. She thought we didn't. | said
if she wanted nore, she could go and earn

67



it. She said that was my job. |'mnot sure
how everything happened after that — why

it happened so fast — but next thing |
knew, we were divorced. The woman who had
nmade nme feel like | could conquer the

worl d made ne feel the world was cheap. W
didn't see each other nuch after that.”

“What about your daughter,” | asked.

“I made a mistake. | didn't take nuch
of a role in raising her up right when her
nom and | were together, so when we were
di vorced she cane to hate me with as nuch
passi on as her nother.”

Jack stopped diggin', ‘cause he wanted
to tell ne somethin real inportant, at
| east that was what the look in his face

said. “I didn't take the tine to help
raise her right, and it was the biggest
mstake |'ve ever made. | used to say |
woul dn’t change a thing about ny life, but
when |’ m honest, |'d change the way | |et
her be raised.”

Jack started diggin’ again, [lookin
kinda bad. | thought | saw tears in his

eyes, but | couldn’'t see Jack cryin', so
figured it was sweat.

“She grew up |ike her nother, only she
never went through a tine when she had the
joyous glow her nom had when she was
young. Her nother didn't pass that on,
just the bitterness she'd collected. It’'s
sad. It is what my daughter | earned,
because | didn't teach her any different.”
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Jack was diggin' real slow | was sure
he nmust’ve been cryin’ now, ‘cause it
looked like a lot of tears were comn’
fromthose eyes.

I was quiet for a while, ‘cause |
didn’t know what to say, but | had to say
sonethin’, | thought. So | asked Jack

where she was now. He stopped his diggin',
put the shovel down and cane to sit next
to the tree where | was sittin’.

“San Francisco. At least that’'s the
address |1’ve been witing to for the | ast
twenty or so years. But after she got
married she said she never wanted to see
nme again, so | respected her. Just wite
her, now. About once a nonth. Don’t know
if she gets them or if she reads them
but | sure like witing to her. I'mstill
trying to see if | can teach her right,
when |I'm witing her. Her nother died a
few years ago, so maybe she l|let sone of
that bitterness go. | hope, anyway.”

Jack stood up and pulled ne off the
tree to finish diggin the water hole.

“1"m going up that way after | take
you two home, so | thought | mght stop by
to try and see her. She's got kids —*bout
your age now, | think. That's what her
not her told ne.”

W were real quiet, as we finished
diggin’ the hole. It seenmed |like we spent
a long tine diggin', ‘cause it was so
qui et .
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There was water in our little hole.
Jack had ne scoop all the water out of the
hol e, then we both stood there and watched
the hole slowy start to fill back up with
water again. It was pretty anmazin', and
Jack said there was enough water here to
last as long as we needed. He started
smlin with those ol’ teeth again. |
think he started to forget about his wfe
and little girl, but as we started to wal k
from under the trees and bushes to the
canpsite, he tal ked about them agai n.

“You know, son, when | think about
her, | think about how she was when | was
courtin’ her, and when we were nmarried,
and when ny little girl was a baby. |
remenber the bitterness she found |ater,
but it seems so insignificant to the
beauty | renenber. | don’t know when she
changed, or maybe it was nme who changed,
but whoever, | remenber what we had at one
time. It was the nost beautiful, real
feeling I'd ever known. Your granma and
granpa had it their whole lives. | envy
them because life is sonething special,
worth sharing.”

It kinda made ne wonder ‘bout nom and
dad. | wanted them both to be happy, but
it seened neither of them were happy
anynore. | renmenbered when they were
happy, or acted like it anyway. | wanted
them to stay together, I|ike grandma and
grandpa, but only if they were goin to
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stop fightin'. | kinda wi shed | wasn't
there for a little while, so they could
figure out what they wanted to do without
havin’ to worry about nme, but | didn't
have anyplace to go. | was kinda scared
about the whole thing. No one had any
answers and no one was happy —at |east no
one acted |like they were happy.
| wasn’'t so happy.
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There' s Morel

Thank you for taking the tinme to read
a sanpling of The Last AOd Man. In order

to finish reading the book, you wll need
to acquire a printed copy. Fortunately, it
is relatively inexpensive, and your

support is greatly appreciated.

Please go to: wwuthel astol dman.com
for links to Amazon, Barnes & Noble and
ot her booksel | ers.

If you have any questions or coments
you would like to send, please address
t hem t o:

t hel ast ol dman@agr aham com

or visit

WWW. eagr aham com

Agai n, thank you for your tine.
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