
[image: ]


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Wounded Hinge

CHAPTER 1   Icarus

CHAPTER 2   Our Family's Foundation

CHAPTER 3   Transformation

CHAPTER 4   The Blacksmith Shop

CHAPTER 5   Signs and Wonders

CHAPTER 6   Longlegs Steelworks

CHAPTER 8   The Foundation

CHAPTER 9   Windbreak and the First Eagle

CHAPTER 10   The Schmidts

CHAPTER 11   The Blacksmith's Token

CHAPTER 12   I Decide to Leave

CHAPTER 13   The Celestial Visitor

CHAPTER 14   To the Front

CHAPTER 15   Jacob and the Second Eagle

CHAPTER 16   The Field Hospital

CHAPTER 17   The Silver Cylinder

CHAPTER 18   The Parchments

CHAPTER 19   Geoffroi of Arles

CHAPTER 20   A New Determination

CHAPTER 21   Hinge of Fate: Homecoming, 1918

CHAPTER 22   New Life

CHAPTER 23   Barrett Engineering

CHAPTER 24   Phoenix Prosthetics

Sign up for Daniel Jones's Mailing List

About the Author

The

Wounded Hinge

A METAPHORICAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY

Daniel Jones

Copyright © 2026 Daniel Jones

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced

or transmitted in any form or by any means

without permission in writing

from the author.

––––––––
[image: ]


Cover image and metaphorical artwork 

created by the author.

Dedicated to

Dr. Bryan P. Simmons

who led me into the world of wondering

––––––––
[image: ]


And also, gratitude to so many who brought me here.

I did not travel to this place alone. We are blessed

to be led (and continually redirected) by those who

love us. Reality is entirely what we make it, but

so often, assistance really matters.
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CHAPTER 1   Icarus
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In the spring of 1915, I discovered that some adventures carry consequences that reverberate for years. Though at fourteen, standing at the edge of Salt Creek's impressive cliff, I had not yet seen enough of life to understand this.

Salt Creek had been carving its path through the deep sand of the Nebraska prairie for thousands of years, finding its way north toward the Platte River with purposeful intention—the same intentional force that continues to shape galaxies, and provide moisture and nutrients to the smallest seeds.

Cutting through the northeast corner of our Nebraska farmland, the creek had gradually chiseled away the north side of an impressive sandhill, creating a cliff-face that offered amazing possibilities to any soul crazy enough to envision them.   

I now realize it wasn't merely geological forces that had shaped this steep, high cliff—it was the creek itself, aware of possible future purposes, that had endeavored to be prepared for the moment when a fourteen-year-old boy would discover it, seeing not just a cliff of sand, but an opportunity to transcend gravity itself.

The cliff wasn't fully vertical. As it dropped, it gently sloped outward, which meant an adventurous jumper could take a running leap off the top, sail momentarily in weightless glory, and then, after a brilliant moment of absolute liberty, one's heels would gently dig into the warm sand, sliding to a well-controlled stop. It was as if the landscape had been purposefully shaped by forces aware of humankind's need to say 'no' to gravity—to experience even briefly—what it felt like to be unbound. 

Amongst millions of other possibilities, it had perhaps, been shaped that way across eons, awaiting the dreams of a bright spirit who would someday stand at its edge and imagine glorious, untethered flight.

I was fourteen that spring, strong and fearless in the way boys are before they witness mortality, before they begin to recognize that one's inner perceptions play a role in determining what becomes reality. That gentle realization that the inner self, which makes us who we are, involves a continual negotiation with forces infinitely larger than ourselves; forces that are, however, willing to take our choices into account.

That morning, I wanted more than anything to share the exhilarating sensation of weightlessness with Maj. I had to show her what it felt like when the boundary between sky and self briefly evaporated.

I ran all the way back to the house, filled with the thrill of discovery. Maj was where she often was, curled in the window seat, balancing a book on her knees, hair splayed out in every direction. Even at ten, she already embodied a depth—what I would later identify as an instinctive grasp of life's all-embracing interconnectedness, as though she somehow understood that her very presence in a place had an impact on what occurred around her.

I called to her that I had discovered something amazing, and I remember that her eyes narrowed with that mixture of suspicion, but also curiosity. She was four years younger, but she already possessed a cautiousness that I often had to talk her out of—as if some part of her already understood that our choices invariably ripple outward, in ways we can neither predict nor even imagine.

We stopped briefly in the blacksmith shop behind the house, and I scrambled to find a square of canvas. My mind was filled with invention. "It's like Icarus," I announced breathlessly. "It's amazing." Even then, I realized that this opportunity had been waiting eons to be discovered by whomever might see possibility where others saw only a creek and a sandhill.

Standing at the edge of that high, dramatic cliff, with Maj beside me,

I was an explorer showing a newly discovered continent to a queen. The 

wheat and corn fields stretched away before us, the bright creek below, and

the vast dome of blue sky above. I had discovered an amazing adventure which had been there all along, waiting for the two of us to fold it into our realities.

[image: ]"Watch," I declared as I backed up enough for a good run and, without a word of warning, I charged forward and hurled myself into empty space.

The untethered freefall was exhilarating. That precious, indescribable moment, where gravity seems to completely disappear, was more than a physical sensation—it was a brief convergence of speed, and risk, and utter freedom, as if my very act of leaping had torn open a reality where flight was possible. With my arms spread wide I was soaring, entirely weightless, my entire being transformed into something not possible. 

For that eternal instant, it seemed as though the universe itself was responding to my audacity, reshaping the laws of physics around my belief that I too could fly, even if only for a moment. And then my heels touched the sand, and I was sliding, surfing down the face of the cliff until I came to a gentle, exhilarating stop well above the creek's edge.

When I looked up, Maj's face was a portrait of astonishment. Her eyes wide with the recognition of possibility where before she'd seen only danger. In that moment, I could sense something within her expanding toward the wonderful truth that reality itself is an ever-unfolding act of faith—a continual leap into the unknown with no guarantee of safe landing, where each choice we make somehow participates in determining what reality can become. "Do it!" I yelled up to her.

She stood frozen for a moment, staring down at me with astonishment in her expression.

"You're crazy!" she called back with a huge grin, and I could see in her eyes wonder wrestling with wisdom—the eternal human tension between the call to transcend and the deeply anchored instinct of self-preservation. "I can't do that!"

I scrambled along the creek bank to the trail and climbed back up to join her at the cliff's edge. Her arms were crossed tightly over her chest, but her gaze was continually measuring, calculating, sensing, in ways that so clearly revealed our human willingness to imagine when we encounter an invitation to transcend—as if her belief structure was already beginning to reconfigure what was possible.

"I'll hold your hand," I promised, extending my fingers toward her. "We'll jump together."

She looked at me, her big brother now covered with sand, and I watched her resolve crumble. This is what happens when someone loves you—something vital within them reaches toward something vital within you, and they follow you, even into apparent madness, even against their powerful instinct for self-preservation. Years later I would wonder if this kind of love is the only force in the universe stronger than entropy itself—the force thru which human imagination calls new realities into being, solely through belief.

"Okay," she whispered, and her small hand slipped into mine.

Together we backed away from the edge, took a deep breath in unison, and ran. Her grip on my hand was fierce as we leapt off solid ground and sailed into the brilliant, welcoming arms of weightlessness. For a moment, our separate selves seemed wholly interwoven within the shared exhilaration of escape—freedom from the limitations of embodied existence.   It seemed as though our blended souls had shaped an invisible pocket of 'otherness,’ where different laws applied. Midway through our flight, our hands separated, and then the warm embrace of the sand welcomed us, bringing us to a dusty, gritty stop with the creek sparkling before us.

I will never forget the look on her face as she sat up. Exhilaration had replaced apprehension, her eyes seemed filled with a vastness of the sky that had, for a brief moment, become our realm. She was transformed—my careful, wise sister suddenly aflame with the same recognition that had seized me, as if our shared jump had awakened something long waiting deep within her—a previously unrecognized longing for a few brief seconds of utter liberation.

"Let's do it again," she cried, sand pouring from her hair as she scrambled to her feet. "That was amazing!"

As we climbed back up the trail, my mind raced with possibility. I explained my idea about using the canvas as a sail to extend our fall—a primitive parachute of sorts. It seemed as though the cliff was singing out to us that all boundaries are illusions, all limitations merely an invitation—to new freedoms—new realities—where human consciousness alters reality's formal structures. 

I cut a length from each of my bootlaces and tied two corners of the canvas together, and then the other two corners, creating what resembled a small hammock. Standing side by side at the cliff's edge we draped the canvas over our shoulders, each tightly clutching the tied corners of our end of the parachute.

Our second jump was even more exhilarating than the first. The canvas snapped taut above us, yanking our arms upward, slowing our descent with surprising effectiveness. We landed in a tangle of limbs and laughter, the rush of adrenaline binding us in a shared euphoria that only siblings truly understand—as if we had discovered not just a new way to play, but a new way for reality to respond to human imagination.

"Let's do it again!" Maj exclaimed, her usual reserve completely abandoned. This was what I'd so longed for—my cautious little sister caught up in the pure joy of adventure, trusting me completely to guide her safely through. It seemed I had become an architect of possibility itself.

We gathered up our makeshift parachute and scrambled back to the top. Maj pointed about thirty feet east to where the cliff was steeper, creating a sharper, longer descent toward the creek. The drop there was more intimidating, though it offered a longer flight time before the sandy cliff began to sweep outward toward the creek—and in my exhilaration, that meant more time in freefall, more weightless bliss before touching down.

"Let's jump from there," she suggested, pulling me toward the steeper section. I hesitated, just for a moment, surveying the steep drop before the sand finally slanted outward toward the creek. And then I looked at her big, trusting eyes. She was asking me to let her be a part of the invention, to help envision what our adventure could become. An amazing grin spread across her face. "Let's go for it."

We arranged the canvas behind us, gripped the corners tightly in our fists, and joined hands. Five running steps and we launched ourselves into weightlessness.

The sensation was indescribable—our bodies trembling with joy as we soared through the embracing sky. Together, we had burst through every limiting boundary, defying gravity with our primitive invention, as if the universe itself was encouraging our audacity. For those eternal seconds, we soared upon the very essence of being alive—unbound, unlimited, free of the constraints of earth and embodiment—our merged creativity reshaping reality itself. As the slope approached, we extended our heels to meet the sand, ready for the familiar sensation of sliding to a gentle stop.

But as my heels dug into the welcoming warmth, the canvas suddenly tore out of my hand. Beside me, Maj pitched violently forward as though her feet had slammed against something solid—something hidden beneath the surface of the sand. Still clutching the corner of the parachute, her speed launching her face-first down the hill, she pitched into the sand, tumbling wildly, head over heels down the slope. All of existence froze in silence, broken only by the sickening thud of her small body against the harsh sand.

Terror tore through me as I watched her small body somersault down the slope, each grinding impact screaming inside of me as her face and shoulders gouged the coarse sand, finally sliding to a stop. The smell of dust and earth filled my nostrils—a harsh, salty scent that would forever remain in my memory. The deadly silence that followed was deafening, broken only by the gentle babble of the creek below and my own ragged breathing. My hands shook as if the very air around me had turned to ice. Dread exploded deep within my chest, a massive stone of fear. In that instant, I witnessed with absolute clarity that not only do our decisions participate in creating reality—they also define the road of consequences. Everything I had assumed about the world's essential goodness can become vapor in an instant.
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CHAPTER 2   Our Family's Foundation
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On a crisp October night in 1904, at two in the morning, a piercing scream would forever change my understanding of life's tenacity—and also bring me a sister, born of fire and tragedy.

Maj's trust in me at the sand cliff did not arise within a vacuum. Our family of four was forged not only by marriage and natural birth, but also by fire—by forces beyond ordinary causation. Maj became my sister because Rosemary believed in—had faith in—her own strength. Maj was my sister because our own, human, internal sense-of-self has the capacity to call forth circumstances required for certain souls to find one another. 

I clearly remember the night that Maj arrived. It was the fall of 1904. I was four years old. The air was crisp with that particular chill that settles on the Nebraska prairie when summer surrenders its grip, carrying the scent of fading grass and wood smoke from distant chimneys.

Everyone knew that Mrs. Barrett was going to have a baby—perhaps twins. Their house and barn were a half mile up the west fork from our little frame house. It was two in the morning when Steph shook me awake, his calloused hands gentle but urgent on my shoulder, telling me to be sure to put on warm socks. The Barretts’ house was afire. We had to go help.

As Rosemary pulled me along the dirt road toward the flames, others on horseback sped by us, their horses' hooves drumming against the hard-packed earth. The acrid smell of burning wood and something else, something terrible, filled the night air. On the prairie—when disaster struck, neighbor helped neighbor without hesitation.

When we arrived, the Barrett house was fully ablaze, the flames reaching toward the stars like desperate fingers. Even from a distance, the heat hit my face, and I could taste ash on my tongue. Men were frantically shouting that Mrs. Barrett was still in the house trying to give birth to twins. The fire had to be controlled, but first, they had to get Mrs. Barrett out of the house.

Finally, men appeared at the door, carrying Mrs. Barrett on a mattress, but as they struggled to squeeze the mattress through the door, the great beam above the door frame came down with a terrible crack. The flaming timber dropped onto the mattress, onto Mrs. Barrett, sending up a shower of sparks and acrid smoke that filled my nostrils with the scent of things afire that were never meant to burn. 

The men struggled to pull the mattress free from the collapsed door frame and managed to get Mrs. Barrett into a wagon that they then pulled away from the house. Rosemary and other women were in the wagon, working frantically to help Mrs. Barrett and the babies that were trying to enter the world.

I had no understanding of what was happening in the wagon. I was rushing, carrying buckets of water from the well, when a sudden piercing scream forever changed my understanding of the sheer tenacity of life. Mrs. Barrett had died, and the first baby, a boy, had suffocated within her, but Rosemary had used Steph's knife to open Mrs.  Barretts’ abdomen and retrieve the second baby.

That excruciating, heart-stopping scream of freedom shot through the smoke and flames and silenced every soul. It was not a cry of distress. It was a cry of life, of freedom, of refusal to surrender to bedlam—searing every cell of all who heard. It was new life, borne of catastrophe, proving to all that life will fight against even the harshest trial—as if consciousness itself was demanding to exist, forcing itself into being through sheer determination of will.

The sound cut through everything, the crackling flames, the shouts of men, the weeping of women—and in that cataclysmic moment, something deep inside my chest shifted, as if that cry also awakened deep within me a cry that I hadn’t known existed. 

As men struggled to extinguish what was left of the house, Steph and Rosemary emerged from the smoke and darkness, finding me standing alone. Steph knelt and put his arms around me, his shirt reeking of smoke and sweat. In Rosemary's arms was a tiny bundle, a face as red as the embers of the Barrett house, wailing with a force that seemed impossible from something so small.

"This is your sister," Rosemary said, her eyes filled with tears, her voice hoarse from smoke, and from the terrible thing she'd had to do.

I looked to Steph in confusion. Sister? We were taking the baby home with us? He nodded, his face grave but certain, tears streaking the soot that blackened his face.

He looked directly into my eyes and explained, "Mrs. Barrett has gone to heaven. The little boy had to go with her. Mr. Barrett... he can't take care of a baby girl right now. He has to rebuild his house." Tears welled in his eyes. "He has to... he has to bury his wife and his son."

To me, still astonished by the miracle of that piercing cry of life amidst all the heat and destruction, this baby seemed a flash of majesty that overpowered everything else. My tiny new sister's determination had scoffed at the chaos. And she was now my sister. I was no longer alone in the vastness of life's enormity.

Even with four-year-old clarity, I understood that this tiny child, now joining our family, was more than the result of chance. In the diminishing light of the smoldering house, with ash still falling like gray snow around us, I could see that this was not merely a birth, but a form of resurrection—life emerging from the ashes of death, hope rising from despair, as if the universe itself was intentionally transforming gruesome horror into new opportunities—participating in transforming tragedy into the family we were meant to become.

Everyone agreed that this new member of our family should be named Majesty, and we would call her Maj. She was our precious gift from the inferno, and we would forever delight in her tenacity.

The journey home felt like a procession of miracles. Tiny Maj nestled against Rosemary's chest, her cries gradually softening to small whimpers, then to the quiet breathing of exhausted sleep.

I began teaching her to read when she was still an infant. I was still struggling to decipher the magic of print on a page. I would hold her and read my large print stories aloud to her, feeling the warmth of her small body against mine. I knew she couldn't comprehend the words I was sounding out, but I was confident she could hear them even as she slept. I believed she could hear their cadence and, in time, become curious about their meaning, how they held together, how they sometimes rhymed and created images in one's mind.

Every night before I went to bed, I read to her. Almost always, she quickly fell asleep, but her head was always against my chest, and I knew she could hear my heartbeat and the sound of my breathing. The rhythm of our shared quiet became as natural as breathing itself.

We grew to be best friends. In church on Sunday mornings, I would hold her, and when everyone stood to sing, I would hum gently into her ear. Almost always, she would smile and move her mouth as if she too was singing with me. Even then we were finding our own shared harmony.

In the summer of 1910, I taught her to ride a little bike from parts that Steph cobbled together. The back tire was smaller than the front tire, so she always looked like she was riding a bucking bronco as she pedaled around the yard. Even when she cried and was angry, I wanted to be her guardian. She was my charge and I refused to fail her.

Two years later, it was Maj who initiated my first real awareness of the world's true depth and complexity. This gift arrived one evening as I sat with Steph on the back steps of our house. Maj, that precious, rambunctious soul, sat beside me that evening, both of us soaking in the gentle grace of the moonlight that turned everything silver and mysterious.

She had come running toward me with such delight, cupping a grasshopper between her tiny palms. I remember the warmth of her presence as she settled beside me, her small body radiating excitement, her voice soft with wonder as she described the creature's gentle tickling against her palms.   The night air carried the scent of honeysuckle and the throbbing sound of crickets, creating their evening symphony. Then, her eyes lifting to that magnificent moon, hanging like an enormous guardian in the dark sky, she whispered a question that would forever change my soul: "Are there grasshoppers on the moon?"

Until then, my world had been small—our horses, the dusty farm roads, the ring of Steph's hammer in the shop. But Maj's question that night opened something new within me, something vast and surprisingly unrecognized until that moment. Her question marked the moment when life's beautiful mysteries began to noticeably knock within me. She was so tiny, so fragile, and yet she saw farther than I ever had. Her question began my own transformation into a human being of value—an awareness, capable of participating in the universe's endless quest to understand itself.

Her question made me realize I had no idea why steam rose off the horses on a chilly morning, or how bees transformed pollen into sweet honey, or how squash plants knew to wrap spiraling tendrils around everything above them. I'd never wondered why the hearth's hot breath encouraged iron to soften, or why Steph's hammer sometimes rang with a resonance that seemed to hover in the air long after the strike. From that evening on, each question became a quest, leading me to new questions, to an entire lifetime of questions, and sometimes, actual answers—as if curiosity itself was yet another living force within the universe's drive toward greater understanding of itself.

That grasshopper, held so gently in Maj's hands, opened within me a shimmering bridge that would lead me to accept that even the most dissimilar things are all bound by deep, invisible connection—the same mysterious connection that had orchestrated her arrival into our family through fire and tragedy and grace. 
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CHAPTER 3   Transformation
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Maj’s small, crumpled frame lay in the coarse sand just above me. I had slid to a stop some twenty feet below where she now lay. I desperately scrambled back up to the crumpled heap of limbs and bloody sand above me, my feet sinking deep into the now loosened sand. It was sharp against my palms as I clawed my way upward, each handhold hot and gritty. My heart hammered within my chest with terrified violence. My throat was harsh and dry, as if I were drowning in the dusty air. The taste of copper and fear flooded my mouth.

She was half-buried, a jumble of limbs at impossible angles. I began digging like a madman, scooping away the sand that entombed her small form, my fingers bleeding as they clawed against the coarse grains. The metallic taste of fear filled my mouth, and I could hear my own voice making sounds I didn't recognize—whimpers and gasps that seemed to come from unknowable depths within me. Gradually, I freed her from the harsh, gritty pit she had carved, revealing her broken, bloodied body. Her labored breaths were shallow and ragged, each one a desperate battle for air that sent waves of panic tearing through my chest.

With desperate effort, I dug my arms beneath her and lifting her, struggled to my feet, and she let out a cry—an anguished scream of pain—a ragged, heartbroken sob, and she heaved in terror and pain. The sound tore through me and something fundamental ripped apart inside my chest—not physical, but deeper, as if the very fabric of who I thought I was had been rent.

Her right leg was bent all wrong, the broken bone protruding through her corduroy trousers just below the knee. Her face was a mass of blood and sand, her flannel shirt torn away from her left shoulder. The bright, vibrant reality I had so eagerly participated in creating now heaved in terror in my arms. The weight of her was nothing compared to the crushing weight of awareness that now settled into my being—this broken, bleeding child in my arms was my doing, my choice, my fault.

I could barely stand on the steep, rough slope, but I made my way down to the trail along the creek. I had no choice; I had to carry her back to the house. She clung to my neck, knowing this was the only way home, but each step jarred her swinging broken leg, and she sobbed great cries of pain, and terror, and unbearable sorrow. The sound of her sobs, mixed with my own labored breathing and the crunch of my boots on the trail created a symphony of anguish that crushed itself into my heart. My arms burned from her weight, but I barely noticed—all my awareness was focused on the precious, broken bundle I now carried, on the trust she still placed in me, despite what I had done to her. The scent of her blood, like metal in the hearth, soaked into my shirt, while dust and sweat streamed down my face and into my eyes.

As I carried her, I realized that ‘though my choices had brought us to this moment, it was now her courage and my determination that would shape what would unfold. Reality hadn't abandoned us, but it was now demanding that we discover what we were truly made of.

I had to splint her broken leg. I laid her tiny frame on the trail and gently wiped the sand away from her eyes and face. Her blood had soaked into my shirt sleeve, and the sight of it made my hands shake so violently, I had to clench them into fists to steady them. She was so fragile, and yet so utterly brave, so aware and so strong—as if even in her broken state, she was determined to participate in her own rescue. When she looked up at me, her eyes were filled not with accusation, but with absolute trust, and that trust flowed into my soul as both a blessing, and also a weight far too heavy for me to bear.

I clambered down the riverbank, searching for anything that could serve as a splint, eventually finding a slender tree branch that could suffice. The bark was rough beneath my sand-torn fingers. I could smell the green sap as I broke it to the right length. I gently repositioned her skewed leg into an approximation of where it should be. She cried out at the pain, but lay absolutely still, trusting that I had no choice. I tore my shirt into strips and gently but securely, bound the wet branch against her shin and thigh. Her leg was badly broken just below the knee, and her heel, which had slammed into some hidden rock, was bent sharply sideways and bleeding.

I lifted her again and the weight of her in my arms was nothing compared to the crushing grief within me. I had led her into daunting forces, far larger than our control, and now she clung to my neck in searing agony, whimpering with each footfall. I had mistaken my ability to be loved for my right to risk what I loved most. Yet she never wavered—even broken and in throbbing pain, my tiny sister trusted me to return her to safety and healing. The weight of her trust forced every muscle within me forward, as if her faith in me was creating the strength I now so desperately needed.

My pounding heart screamed as I clambered up the trail and headed across the field. Every part of me burned with shame and terror and anguish. It was almost a mile to the house. Agony seared every step, so much more deeply than the screaming of my muscles. Sweat mixed with tears, stinging my eyes and obscuring the uneven ground ahead. The familiar scent of ripening wheat should have comforted me, but instead, it seemed to be participating in my grief as I ran. I scrambled and ran as fast as I could, carrying my tiny, precious burden, my lungs burning and my legs screaming in protest. With each step, all of existence demanded something from me—not punishment—but transformation. A reassessment of my own role in the ever-present webs of decision and consequence.

Finally, I was at the porch steps, and Steph was running out of the shop behind me. He didn't say a word to me. He called out to Rosemary and then ran for the wagon and hitched Satch and was coming along beside me just as I was certain that my arms couldn't hold her any longer. Tears streamed down my face; I could hardly breathe, yet my remaining strength now held the most precious thing I had ever known, and I had broken her. I had broken her so badly.

As he pulled the wagon alongside the porch, Rosemary emerged and he cried out. "We're going to Wilhelm's. We need you. Bring wet towels."

With the tenderness of an angel, he lifted Maj from my arms and directed me to support her bloodied, broken foot and leg. Together, we laid her in the back of the wagon. He told me to lie beside her and hold her from jostling. Rosemary climbed into the wagon beside me and began gently, so gently brushing the sand and blood and grime away from Maj's cheeks and brow. She had slid face-first through the rough sand, and her forehead and nose were deeply scoured. Her shoulder was scraped and raw. Her arm abraded and bleeding. Her right leg was broken and torn open and her heel was shattered.

With tears streaming down her face, Rosemary so gently daubed and brushed and soothed and sobbed. Maj never opened her eyes, but as I steadied her broken leg, I held her hand and with every jolt in the road she squeezed it. She was very much still in there, though now wholly enclosed within the pain and the blood and the overwhelming terror of what now lay ahead. My tough, brave little sister was still very much here, though now horribly broken. And yet, even wounded, she was stoically participating in her own recovery, her determination unwilling to yield one bit to the fear that sought to claim her.

My heart had never before experienced such pride and crippling agony crushed against each other. Rosemary put her hand on mine and squeezed it. How we had arrived at this unbearable place was for another time. She was focused only on Maj, but she knew that my heart was weeping, and she loved us both more than all the world. She was an angel of grace, now binding together the shattered brokenness and the aching love that flowed now like a burning river through each of us—as if love itself was also a force that could amend reality, even amidst devastation.

The mile to the Schmidt farm seemed eternal. Despite Steph's efforts, every bump in the rutted dirt road jolted the wagon, drawing sharp, muffled cries from Maj.

Schmidt emerged from his barn before we had fully entered his yard. One look into the wagon told him all he needed to know. "Bring her inside," he commanded, opening the wide front door.

Steph lifted Maj from the wagon with the gentleness of angel wings. Her eyes were closed, her breathing shallow. Blood had soaked through the blankets covering her leg and foot. I wanted to help, to carry her as I had across the fields, but Steph cradled her as though she were a newborn.

Inside Schmidt’s kitchen, quickly cleared of its usual clutter, he laid Maj on the large oak table. Schmidt moved with practiced gentleness, his callused hands cautious and gentle as he unwrapped our makeshift bandages. "Good splint," he observed as he gently cut away the bloody strips of my shirt.

"Tell me what happened," he instructed as he examined the injuries. His fingers knew exactly where to touch and lift and soothe.

I forced myself to speak. "We were jumping off the cliff where Salt Creek cuts through the hill. Her heel must have hit a rock. We never saw it."

Schmidt looked up. His eyes were deep and gentle beneath bushy brows. "Sometimes, things happen." He turned back to Maj, whose awareness seemed to drift in and out. "Greta, Rosemary, I'll need hot water. Jacob, fill the stove with wood from the box. Greta, find all the clean cloth you can find. Tear the sheets if you have to. Steph, in my barn there's a white cabinet with vet supplies. The key is hanging by the door there."

As we all scrambled to follow his instructions, I suddenly became aware of an unexpected minuet between my well-honed sense-of-self and this new reality that I was the cause of. I could feel crisis compressing the two into an irrevocable new reality-of-self. 

Schmidt leaned close to Maj. "This is going to hurt, little lady, but we're going to fix you up. You're brave, aren't you?"

"Like Satch, our horse," she whispered. Schmidt smiled and kissed her forehead. "Braver, I'd wager."

I had filled the stove with wood and now stood helplessly against the wall, watching as Schmidt assembled forceps, scissors, needle and catgut, splint materials, and a bottle of chloroform. He worked methodically, first cleaning the compound fracture with a solution that made Maj cry out despite her determination to be brave. The sharp smell of carbolic acid filled the small kitchen, mixing with the wood smoke and the metallic scent of blood.

"The bone's broke clean," Schmidt announced after careful examination. "That's good. Now we have to set it. This'll be the hard part."

He instructed Steph to very gently hold Maj still and then administered a few drops of chloroform on a cloth held over her nose and mouth. As she slipped into oblivion, I could see the tension leave her small body—as if even her dreaming mind was actively participating in the healing that was about to begin.

"Jacob," Schmidt murmured softly. "Now I need your help." I approached hesitantly. Schmidt pointed to Maj's lower leg.

"Hold here and here," he instructed. "I'm going to set the bone. When I say pull, I need you to pull steady and firm, understand? Not hard, just steady."

I nodded and placed my hands where Schmidt pointed. Maj's skin felt cool and fragile beneath my touch.

"Pull," Schmidt directed, and I did, keeping the tension even as Schmidt manipulated the broken ends of the fibula back into alignment. The bone slid beneath the skin with a gentle sound that I can still feel, and when Schmidt nodded in satisfaction, something deep inside me began, ever so slightly, to uncoil. I could feel the forces that had brought us to this moment, gradually begin to soften. After destruction, there will always be recovery. As I held Maj's cool calf in my own hands, I could sense the magnitude of life's determination—its single-minded march forward.

"Good," Schmidt praised. "Now a splint. We'll need one inside and one outside."

Together we stabilized the broken leg, gently wrapping it in strips of torn bed sheet, and then with wide gauze soaked in plaster of Paris that would harden into a cast. Schmidt worked with practiced competence; his movements certain, even though his usual patients were four-legged rather than two. I found myself thinking that healing, like love, must be yet another inherent force that our inner awareness and reality create together—neither purely physical nor purely conscious, but merged, and very real.

"Now for the worst of it," Schmidt murmured, turning his attention to Maj's crushed heel.

Even in her deep sleep, Maj moaned when he touched the injury. Schmidts’ face grew grave as he felt the shattered bone beneath the swollen flesh.

"This is beyond my skill to repair," he admitted. "All I can do is stabilize it for the journey to Lincoln. First thing tomorrow. She'll need a proper surgeon for this."

"Will she be able to walk?" I asked, struggling to voice the fear we all shared. Schmidt sighed. "She'll walk," he replied carefully. "But not as before. Her heel bone is crushed. Even the best surgeon can only do so much with this injury."

Rosemary pressed a hand to her mouth, stifling a sob. Steph's arm went around her shoulders, his own face dark with concern. The room was silent. My knees weakened and I gripped the edge of the table to stay upright. Within me my heart wept aloud, she'll never run through the fields again. She'll never dance at harvest festivals. Because of me.

Schmidt worked into the evening, cleaning the abrasions on Maj's face and arms, removing ground-in sand with gentle, painstaking care. He showed me how to hold cool compresses against the worst of the swelling, how to check that the bandages weren't becoming too tight. Throughout it all, I remained silent, absorbing every instruction, as if my precise execution might somehow help atone for my carelessness.

As twilight deepened into night, Schmidts’ wife Greta prepared a simple supper for us all, though no one had much appetite. Maj slept, the chloroform supplemented now with laudanum to keep the worst of the pain at bay. We would stay the night, Schmidt insisted. The journey to Lincoln in the morning would start early.

Late in the night, when the others had settled into makeshift beds around the Schmidt home, I remained beside Maj. She had awakened briefly, disoriented and in pain despite the medication, and I held her hand until she drifted off again. Now I sat alone, in the pool of lamplight, watching the gentle rise and fall of her chest. The smell of kerosene from the lamp mixed with the lingering scent of carbolic acid and the faint sweetness of laudanum on her breath.

"You should rest." I looked up to find Schmidt in the doorway, a steaming cup in his hand.

"I can't." I confessed. Schmidt pulled up a chair beside me, offering the cup. "Chamomile. Greta swears by it for troubled minds."

I accepted it but I couldn't drink. "It's my fault," I whispered, the words hardly more than a whisper. "I brought her there. We jumped because it was an adventure and seemed safe. We never thought..." My voice broke. "Whatever she hit was hard and solid. I just never thought..."

Schmidt was silent for a long moment. Then, with a deep tone of wisdom he shared: "When I was about your age my younger brother and I were climbing a tree at our family's farm near Hamburg. I dared him to go higher. The branch he pulled himself up on couldn't hold his weight." He looked down at his large, calloused hands. "He broke both arms when he fell. I carried him home, just like you carried Maj."

I looked up, surprised by our sudden kinship. "What happened?"

"He healed," Schmidt replied simply. "And I learned that part of growing up is accepting that we can't always protect those we love, no matter how much we intend to." He nodded toward Maj. "What matters is that when she fell, you carried her home. You got her here. And you're right here now, beside her. Not everyone can do that. It counts for more than you know."

My eyes burned with unshed tears. "She'll never walk right again. Every time she limps, everyone will see what I did to her."

"No," Schmidt declared firmly. "They'll see a young woman who survived a terrible fall. They'll see her strength, not your misjudgment." He put a hand on my shoulder. "And in time, you will also see that. The world takes part in creating both our sorrows and our healings, Jacob. We're part of something that's much larger than our individual choices, though our choices do matter more than we assume."

I heard his kind words, but I didn't believe him. I didn't yet know how to.

The journey to Lincoln the next morning was solemn. Maj, awake but groggy from pain and laudanum, lay in the back of the wagon on a mattress Schmidt had insisted we take. Rosemary sat with her, keeping cool cloths on her bandaged forehead against the early morning sun. Steph drove, his back straight despite the weight of worry he carried. I rode beside him, my eyes fixed on the horizon where the city of Lincoln would eventually appear, thinking about how every mile we traveled was taking us toward help and away from the place where my carelessness had changed everything.

At the hospital, the doctor confirmed Schmidts’ assessment. The broken fibula would heal cleanly, but the crushed heel was another matter. Surgery could restore some function, but Maj would always walk with a limp. The news settled over our family like a heavy blanket.

That night, with Maj settled into a hospital bed for what would be a stay of three weeks, the three of us gathered in the small room the hospital had allowed us to use. The sterile smell of carbolic acid and the echoing footsteps in the corridor created an atmosphere of institutional loneliness. Rosemary wept quietly in Steph's arms, finally releasing the fear and tension she had held in for Maj's sake. I stood apart, unable to join in this moment of shared grief.

"Jacob," Steph urged at last, extending an arm to include me. "Come here, son."

Hesitantly, I stepped forward. His arm went around me, pulling me into the family circle. "We all have regrets," Steph admitted quietly. "I regret that I was always 'too busy' to explore with you. Rosemary regrets every time she let the two of you wander so far. But our regrets won't help Maj heal."

"What will?" I asked, my voice soft and small.

"Love," Rosemary answered, reaching for my hand. "Moving forward together, as a family. Being grateful for what we have, not bitter about what we've lost. And understanding that we're all part of something larger than ourselves—that what happens to one of us happens to all of us."

In the days and weeks that followed, as Maj underwent surgery and began the long process of healing, our family learned new definitions of strength and grace. We took turns staying at her bedside, reading to her, making her laugh despite her pain. I was determined to make amends in any way possible. But more than that, I began to understand that healing, like love, is not something we can simply will into existence—it's something we can participate in, but must patiently, lovingly await.

One evening, as I quietly read while Maj slept, Steph and Rosemary dropped in to check on us. In the hospital's sparse silence, with only the distant sound of nurses' footsteps echoing down corridors that smelled of ether and floor wax, Steph placed a hand on my shoulder.

"Schmidt rode into town today," he said. "He brought some things from home for us, and he said something I think you need to hear," Steph continued. "He said that in his years of healing animals and sometimes people, he's learned that the body remembers every injury, but it also remembers how to be whole. If we let it, the body will find new ways to be strong again."

Rosemary reached across to take my hand. "Maj will find her way, Jacob. And so will you. We all will, together."

Outside the hospital window, the first stars appeared in the darkening sky. Those same stars would be shining over our farm, over the Schmidts’ place, over Salt Creek where everything had changed in an instant. I thought of Maj asleep in her hospital bed, of the long road of healing still ahead. I thought of Schmidts’ words about accepting that we can't always protect those we love. But I also thought about his other words—about how our awareness and reality worked together in the endless dance of creating tomorrow.

Yet amidst their love and their well-intended words of assurance, I knew the truth. I knew that the weight of what I had allowed to happen would never lift from my heart. No words of comfort, no matter how kindly meant, could erase what my youthful carelessness had enabled. 

And yet, somehow, I was also beginning to realize that this harsh weight was a meaningful part of the eternal dance between my own consciousness and the realities we create—that carrying the weight of Maj's pain would now enrich my understanding of my own power to alter reality through the choices I made.

In the weeks that followed, I threw myself into Maj's care with a desperate intensity. I read to her until I knew she was sleeping soundly. I learned to change her bandages with gentle hands. I memorized the walking exercises the doctors prescribed, and I counted each repetition with encouraging, gentle words. I smuggled in penny candies and sketched elaborate caricatures to make her laugh.

But each night, alone in the small room the hospital let me use when I stayed over, the same thoughts circled like vultures. She'll never run again. She'll never dance. Every step she takes for the rest of her life will be painful because of my carelessness. Because I disregarded the responsibility that accompanies the choices we make.

Maj's surgery went as well as could be expected. The doctors did what they could to piece together the shattered fragments of her heel, but they confirmed what Schmidt had already told us—she would never walk normally again. The limp would be seen by everyone. She would likely need a crutch. Pain would be her constant companion.

When Maj took her first halting steps with crutches, everyone celebrated. Rosemary cried tears of joy. Steph's now-weathered face brightened with pride. Schmidt, who had ridden to Lincoln to visit
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