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      Welcome to American Chapters!

      The American Chapters series presents short stories in vivid and easy-to-read 500-word chapters, perfect for English language learners internationally and adult literacy learners in countries where English is commonly used.

      All American Chapters print stories are also offered as audiobooks for learners who want to hear and read the stories, and hear the sounds of American English.

      American Chapters are lively, relevant, and realistic short stories about living in the United States of America. About Americans, immigrants, sojourners, and the diverse peoples living in this wide landscape, the stories touch on the tough questions and the great things in life—things like work, ethnic differences, our connections to the past, our place in nature, being new, small town life, personal loss, and above all, new beginnings.
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      There was a knock on the door. Brian Longfield, the campground host, looked up from his newspaper. It was 7:30 a.m. Brian was drinking his tea, reading the newspaper, and looking out the window, all at the same time. There was another knock. “Hello? Helloooo?” came a high voice. “Is this the campground host? Are you in there?”

      Brian got up and opened the trailer door. Outside was an old man, wearing a very old hat. He looked up at Brian in the doorway. His little blue eyes were even smaller behind thick glasses. “Yes,” said Brian. “I’m the campground host. I’m on after eight this morning. Is there something wrong?”

      The old man said, “Oh. Well, can you come now? I’m in  Number 23.”

      Brian didn’t say anything. The old man waited.

      Then Brian said, “What’s the problem, then?” He came out of his trailer and shut the door behind him. He came down the stairs. With the old man following him, he walked to the back of his trailer. He had his tools there.

      The whole time, the old man talked about the problem he was having with his camper van. He took his hat off. Then he put his hat back on. Then he did the same with his thick glasses. There was something wrong with the lights. They wouldn’t turn on. And maybe there was something wrong with the water at  Number 23.

      Brian listened. Sometimes he said, “Uh-huh,” to show he was listening. The two men walked to  Number 23. It was a beautiful morning to walk through the park. The park had a lake. There were thirty campsites by the lake. Each campsite had a  number. Brian’s trailer was “ Number 1.” This was the campsite for the campground host. Then the numbers went up as you walked west on the campground road. There was Number 2, and then Number 3, and so on. Number 23 was a little far from Brian’s campsite. But that was OK. Brian liked being a campground host because he liked to walk. He liked lakes and trees. And parks like his park, Trace Park, had a lake, and lots and lots of trees.

      Each campsite had electricity and water. If you had a trailer, or a camper van, you could have lights. Some trailers had a sink and shower. And some trailers had a TV and a refrigerator. It was like being in a small home. The best part was that you could sit by a beautiful lake. The park could be quiet. Campers at the park could wake up to the sound of birds.

      Brian and the old man got to  Number 23. This was a large, expensive trailer. It was older. You could tell it was out in the wind and rain for many years. But at one time, this was one of the best trailers you could buy.

      The old man was still talking. He said, “I can’t turn on the lights at all.” They went inside the trailer, and he showed Brian the lights. They were dead.

      Brian went back outside and looked at the electricity for  Number 23. Then he did a few things. From inside the trailer, the old man called, “Oh, the lights are on!”

      “OK,” said Brian. “What else?” Then they checked the water at  Number 23. Brian pointed at something and said, “I can’t repair this. You need to call a trailer repair service.”

      “Oh,” said the man. His face fell. “Do you know anyone? Someone cheap?”

      Brian understood that the old man didn’t have the money for a trailer repairman to come. There were probably a lot of small things wrong with his trailer. Now it was the big things going wrong. Electricity and water were big things. Brian said, “Well, maybe I can try something.”

      The old man brightened up. He nodded.
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      Brian walked back to his trailer. It was 9:30 now. The sun was higher up in the sky. It was getting warmer. It was only February in Trace Park. But, Trace Park was just outside of Belden, Mississippi. Mississippi was in the southern U.S. It did get cold in winter. But most of the time it was very warm compared to Minnesota or New York or Indiana. In those states, it snowed. In Mississippi, it rained.

      Mr. Felton, the old man in  Number 23, kept saying how helpful Brian was. “This makes a big difference to me,” he said in his high old man’s voice.

      Brian said, “You really need to have a trailer repair service for that. My repair will only last a few days. As long as you understand that.”

      Mr. Felton nodded. Brian sighed. He was sure he would be at  Number 23 again soon.

      Brian enjoyed the walk back to  Number 1. He enjoyed the lake on his left, and the trailers and camper vans on the right. The Lakeside Campground was not full. There were only about seven campsites being used. It was February. The rangers at Trace Park called February the “off season.” Their busiest time was June, July, and August when large family groups came to Trace Park to camp.

      The campers at the park now were not large family groups. Mostly they were old people. They were quiet. They stayed for a long time. They only had to pay $200 per month to stay at the park during the off season. They got a “senior citizen” discount. They didn’t have to pay extra for electricity or water. So Brian was happy. His job was easy in some ways.

      Large family groups in the summer months were sometimes hard on campground hosts. Everyone was on vacation. School was out. If the kids made noise, the campground host had to stop them. Moms and dads did not like that, sometimes.

      Summer people also liked to drink. Sometimes that made for trouble. And yes, campground hosts had to speak to the drinkers, too. Sometimes the park rangers had to come. A ranger might tell them, “Your kids are watching us, you know. Do you want them to see you drinking and loud like this?” That sometimes stopped it.

      But Brian soon learned that the “winter people,” the senior citizens, had their own problems. They didn’t have any money. And that was the reason they came to Trace Park. They came in their old trailers and lived in them. This meant that Brian had a lot of repairs to do.

      It was cold in their home states. One older woman at  Number 14 told Brian she was from Minnesota. She couldn’t pay for heat during the winter. She couldn’t move the snow in front of her house. So she had another person live in her house, for money.

      Once a week, Brian could see three or four campers get into one car and drive into town for groceries. They shared the cost of food, and the gas for their car. Food was much cheaper in Mississippi.

      Some of the winter campers also had health problems. They were old, of course. The warm weather was easier on them. In Mississippi, they wouldn’t fall on snow or ice, and hurt themselves. There was a doctor in Pontotoc that the winter campers went to. Pontotoc was a small town 10 minutes away. The doctor was good. But the main thing was that he didn’t cost very much. He was kind to them. He listened to them.

      Brian didn’t have to talk to the winter people to understand these things. He knew about them very well. Brian was a lot like them. He had little money. His trailer was only five years old. But he couldn’t buy another trailer if he wanted to. He couldn’t pay for any big repairs. The only way Brian could live was to be a campground host. He could stay at the park free. This was lucky. If he wasn’t a campground host, he could not take care of his wife, Nancy. And she needed care. That cost money.
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      Brian sat down again to his newspaper. After he finished a second cup of tea, there was a knock on his door. He sighed. Who was it this time?

      He opened the door and saw Ranger Jack Madison. Ranger Madison was the youngest of five rangers at Trace Park. He was only 30. He was very good at talking to large family groups and drinkers during the summer. Brian was 30 years older than Jack, but they got on well. They both liked to repair things. They both liked the lake and the trees. For some repairs, Brian would borrow tools from Jack. For other kinds of repairs, Jack would borrow Brian’s tools.

      Brian got some tea for Ranger Madison and they sat outside. “What’s up?” asked Brian. He knew Ranger Madison worked nights. Even in the winter, one park ranger had to drive around the park the night. This was to make sure the campers were OK. Trace Park also had a lot of animals. You could see deer, turkeys, and ducks on any day. Trace Park was off-limits to hunters. You could not hunt animals in the park. But that did not stop some hard sorts of men. They liked guns, and they liked hunting. Sometimes they came into the park at night, and hunted whatever animal they could. The night ranger had to stop anyone who tried to do that.

      Jack Madison looked tired, but he enjoyed the tea. He said, “There’s been someone over at
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