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Foreword
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Here I sit, sipping a cup of coffee whose rich aroma curls into the crisp dawn air as the sun slowly lightens the sky over the mountains on the east side of the Rattlesnake Valley in Missoula. I am seventy-one years old. In the not-too-distant future, I will cease to be, although I have a dentist appointment next Thursday, so obviously some part of me remains optimistic. There is still much I hope to accomplish before that day arrives. The end could come in hours, days, or years; shoot, it doesn't matter. I have lived a long, good life filled with really cool experiences.

The memories that return to me as I write make me smile with satisfaction. Old friends and family come back into existence when I write these words, if only for a moment. I too will eventually fade from others' thoughts, probably right around the time someone needs that mental space for a Netflix password.

Perhaps someday someone will read this memoir and, for a brief moment, bring me, and others, back to life. For now, I write for myself and for the memory of the many long-gone family members and friends who shaped my life. Some of them would have objected to see their names in print. They'll have to take that up with the upper management team where they currently reside.

I will relive the feelings and events as accurately as I can in the following pages. Some conversations are lost to time, while others remain precisely etched into my memory; even the ones I'd rather forget. For those conversations I can't recall word-for-word, I've done my best to convey the spirit of what may have been said.

I hope you enjoy the stories, and I thank you for taking the time to read them. We may not agree on every controversial topic, in fact I am hoping you will find at least something offensive. I would shudder to think somewhere out there is a mental clone who thinks exactly the same way I do. Perhaps this will help you understand my views on life and the remarkable, maddening, and often hilarious world that surrounds us.
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Chapter 1 — Genesis
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I was born in May of 1955. I don't remember much about being born, and to be honest, I don't remember anything at all about my departure from my mother's womb. I had to ask my parents about the events that brought me into this world, which seems reasonable, all things considered.

My dad told me it was a great experience watching me "pop my head out." Knowing my dad, this was a very Dad-like view of my birth. My mother, however, held a very different perspective. She simply stated that it was not a time of great laughter for either her or me. I'll go along with my dad that being born was a "great experience," but I have to agree with my mom: I wasn't born laughing. At least I don't think so, it would trouble me if I was.

Like their memories of the delivery room, my parents were polar opposites in how they lived their lives. But being their final child, they reached a rare agreement to set aside their differences so I could one day grow up to be a good man and not a serial killer. I'd like to think they succeeded, though I'll leave that assessment to others.

My father and mother were born in 1914 and 1918, respectively. They spent their childhoods during the Roaring Twenties and came of age during the Great Depression under dramatically different circumstances. They called themselves part of America’s Greatest Generation. Not having known anybody from generations that preceded them, I have no reason to argue that terminology, though certain founding fathers may argue differently. 

***
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My mother, Marian, was born and raised in Seattle in a small household where religion was considered the most important thing in life. Church dominated her every day, not just Sundays. Her mother obsessed in their church, while her father felt the church was doing more harm than good. This fundamental conflict eventually led to their divorce. Marian stayed with her mother and brother after the split, aided in many ways by the church community that had become the focus of their lives.

During her teenage years, the church mission on Seattle's Skid Road used Marian and her mother as the minister's hand servants. She labored daily and nightly, cooking and cleaning alongside her mother, and received no pay for the efforts. It was, in other words, an education, but not the useful kind that comes with a diploma. When she entered college, she left the mission behind and found work as a maid elsewhere to fund her classes.

As her world expanded beyond the mission, she encountered the writings of Siddhartha, which sparked a more critical view of religion. Perhaps this led her to sever ties with the mission church entirely. It was the first of many times she would follow curiosity wherever it led, regardless of what she was leaving behind. That quality, I think, was her greatest gift to me.

College came easily for Marian once she stepped away from the mission and left fundamental religion behind. She pursued a degree in education and excelled academically. It happened that during this time, Anna Roosevelt Boettiger, daughter of President Franklin Roosevelt, visited the college. She took note of Marian, then the top student in her class. Marian was offered a job as governess to Anna's son, John Roosevelt Boettiger, in a mansion on Mercer Island. She accepted of course, who wouldn’t want to nanny the Presidents’ grandson. She eventually became a friend to Eleanor Roosevelt, who visited occasionally. My mother, who had scrubbed floors for no wages not long before, was now on a first-name basis with the First Lady of the United States. She never seemed to think this was particularly remarkable, which probably says everything about her.

***
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My father, Joseph, was born and raised on a farm in northern Indiana. The land had been homesteaded in the 1830s by a German immigrant named Henry Rietman and passed down through the generations. The Potawatomi tribes that once inhabited the area were forcibly removed by the U.S. government to lands west of the Mississippi River, a fact that sat uneasily in my father's telling of it, a century and a half later. Over time, the large property was divided and sold off. By 1900, the Rietman farm had shrunk to ten mostly forested acres, and by the 1940s, only five acres remained.

Joe came from a large family of thirteen children and was somewhere in the middle of the lineup. Life on the farm was hard for him. He completed school through the eighth grade when at the age of thirteen, his father hired him out to work on another farm. His own father, my grandfather, referred to only as ‘The Old Man’, served as town constable of Dyer, Indiana and was rumored to be connected to Al Capone's criminal network during the 1920s. My dad never saw any of the money he earned working, as The Old Man took it all. When Joe finally protested, he was kicked off the family farm and became a teenage vagrant, wandering the country alone at thirteen. There's a story in there somewhere in another book called Across the Grain of Time.

He roamed in search of work as the Great Depression began. In Georgia, he was beaten by police for sleeping on a park bench. Eventually he made his way back to Indiana, reconnected with a friend, and together they traveled to southern Oregon, where they resided in a cabin along the Rogue River. They became bounty hunters, collecting payments for killing mountain lions and other predators. They lived off the land, paid no rent, and managed to save enough to survive the Depression. My father loved his life as a woodsman and often reminisced about those days by the campfire. He loved the self-reliance of it, the simplicity, the way the wilderness asked nothing of you except that you pay attention. I grew up hearing those stories he told around campfires, and part of me never stopped listening.

Joe enlisted in the U.S. Army a week after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. After basic training he was assigned to a barrage balloon base outside of Seattle where, he met my mother. They married a few months later. The outdoorsman and the governess. It shouldn't have worked, and yet here I am.

My Dad’s military career had him working as a guard in a POW camp in Nebraska to the Pacific Island of Saipan, where he served as a medic for the remainder of World War II.

After the war, my parents built a cabin in the mountains east of Seattle. Joe farmed and worked at a sawmill, while Marian, now a certified teacher, taught in the Seattle area. 

Over the years they had five sons. I was the youngest, born in Snoqualmie, Washington. The lineup went: Ron, Bob, Richard, Charles, and then me, each of us spaced two to three years apart; an orderly procession that I arrived at the end of, fashionably late as usual.

My paternal grandfather (The Old Man) died in 1956. Of all Joe's siblings, none wanted to return to the farm to care for their aging mother. I suspect they had experienced the same harsh upbringing Joe had and were content to have moved on. Desperate, my grandmother offered Joe full ownership of the farm if he would come back to take care of her. He accepted for some reason unbeknownst to me.

I was nearly two years old when my parents loaded up their lives and moved our family from Washington to the old homestead in Indiana. I had no say in the matter, shoot, I couldn’t even talk English good back then. But that farm, those flat fields and forest edges, that cold midwestern air; it would become the first landscape to leave its mark on me, the first of many.
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Chapter 2 — Animal Farm
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I don't have any clear memories of my time as a baby in Snoqualmie, Washington, just scenes and events that left permanent flashbacks from my milk-drunk days. There was a nightmare in which Mickey Mouse gets flattened by rolling logs; a two-year-old's subconscious interpretation of moving to Indiana, which in fairness wasn’t entirely wrong. I remember fragments of the cross-country train ride. An elderly Black conductor with a grizzled beard took a shine to me and brought me Jell-O with shredded carrots, which I must have enjoyed, because somehow that gelatinous substance is still occupying space in my memory seventy years later. I have no explanation for this and really have no feelings positive or negative about gelatin and carrots.

Once we were settled on the farm, my grandmother took over babysitting duties while my mother taught at the nearby elementary school. Dad drove a school bus and farmed when not behind the wheel. My grandmother seemed to speak only German and as a toddler, I didn't speak much of anything, so our conversations were mostly pantomime and mutual confusion. To this day, hearing German triggers a strange feeling of familiarity and mild panic. I recall her brandishing a broom to coax me out from under the kitchen table where I'd holed up. That incident probably kick-started my lifelong aversion to sweeping and brooms. These days I let a robotic vacuum do the dirty work while I supervise from a safe distance, honoring a trauma that is now almost seven decades old.

When Dad came home from his morning bus run, I'd escape the farmhouse and trail him like a loyal dog with zero productivity. He drove a John Deere tractor to plow the cornfield, and I took on the vital role of rock collector, hauling small stones to the edge of the field so they could live out their days in a meaningless pile. For lunch, we'd head to the pump house for sausage, corn on the cob, and on good days after I had attained the lofty age of four, a sip of Dad's surprisingly competent homemade beer. Standards were a bit different back then.

I was somewhat lonely during those pre-school years. My father was driving buses, my brothers were in school, and my grandmother's communication skills peaked at stern gestures and a broom. I entertained myself exploring the farm's many natural wonders, most of which had more legs than I did. Black-and-yellow garden spiders became my companions. I enjoyed catching grasshoppers to serve them like a tiny, highly dedicated waiter, to the large spiders who would quickly wrap and package these delicacies.

My brother crafted makeshift spider hoops out of wire coat hangers. We would collect the spiders, web and all, and hang them from our bedroom ceiling hoping they'd solve our nightly mosquito problem. My mother, ever the critic, was unimpressed by this organic pest control system and insisted we release the spiders back into their natural habitat.

Though I was lonesome, I was never bored. Everything outside seemed to demand urgent investigation. In the evenings, when my family returned and we gathered around the dinner table, I commandeered the conversation like a preschool professor with a captive audience, asking endless questions about my discoveries.

"Dad, why was the bull riding on the back of a cow making weird bellowing sounds?"

Today I'd probably be labeled "inquisitive" by child development experts, or "exhausting" by parents. My folks took it in stride, offering patient, scientifically vague answers.

"Johnny, the bull rode the back of the cow because he liked it."

This seemed to satisfy me, though it had a very different effect on my brothers, who erupted into a fit of sputtering, milk-spraying laughter that nearly required a mop.

***
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I must have been four or five when I first heard the world speak to me.

It happened during one of my walks through the forested land east of the pasture. It wasn't a large patch of woods, perhaps the size of four or five football fields. Maple and oak trees filled it, and small trails wandered in every direction. A boy could roam through there for hours and never get bored. There was always something to see.

Near the heart of the woods stood a large stump, probably from a felled oak or maple. I used to climb onto that flat-topped stump and gaze up into the trees surrounding me. It always felt as if I lay there for hours, but when you're a preschooler, a few minutes feels like hours and hours feel like eternity.

I was lying on the stump one late summer afternoon when I noticed that the forest had grown silent.

There were squirrels in plain sight among the branches. Birds, including several crows and one hard-to-spot owl, sat quietly in the trees, all seeming to stare at me on the stump as if expecting something to happen. Off to one side, a pair of cottontail rabbits sat at the edge of a small clearing, also watching.

Most striking of all was the silence.

A forest normally carries a multitude of sounds, but now there was nothing. No rustling leaves, no bird calls, no movement. Just silence.

I lay there feeling that I should wait.

It wasn't frightening. At that age, not much is frightening. It was simply odd and unexpected.

Then I heard it, or perhaps felt it rising through the stump beneath me.

It wasn't a sound I heard with my ears. It was more like a voice inside my head. Something unintelligible, yet something I understood. A voice that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

In my thoughts I heard a simple message:

"I am here."

That was it. Nothing complicated or profound. Nothing Zen-like or quasi-religious. Just the awareness that a presence had somehow spoken to a five-year-old boy.

I didn't spend much time puzzling over it. The meaning seemed obvious. The world around me had simply announced that it was there.

All right.

I could accept that.

The presence wasn't evil, frightening, or wrong. It simply felt right.

As young boys do, I eventually grew tired of lying on the stump. I got up and headed back toward the house in search of a glass of lemonade.

As I stepped away, the forest sounds returned. The rabbits hopped off into the undergrowth, and the owl flew away to wherever owls spend a summer afternoon.

***
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My eldest brother Ron, just entering high school, took an interest in explaining how electrical and mechanical devices worked. He had an old hand-crank telephone generator to which he attached two wires.

"Now hold these wires, Johnny, while I crank the generator."

"Agghh!" I yelped as a less-than-lethal dose of electrical current traveled through my body. "That's fun! Let's get Charlie and have him try."

Ah, sibling bonding at its finest. Nothing brings brothers together quite like recreational electrocution.

Dickey, who observed this educational experience with the clinical detachment of a young sadist, proposed electrical sword fights. He attached wires to two bare metal rods while Ron cranked the generator like he was powering a lighthouse. Charlie and I would duel, and whenever our swords touched, sparks flew. Points were scored by shocking contact with bare skin. This greatly amused both Dickey and Ron, who took turns at the crank as if auditioning for jobs at a nineteenth-century power station.

It was all shockingly good fun and games until Mom took umbrage at the two older boys frying their younger siblings.

Ron's interests were clearly in technology, and I attribute much of my own technological curiosity to his patient explanations, although the hand-cranked electro-shock therapy may have contributed in ways neuroscience has yet to fully explain. During a high school science fair, Ron's blue-ribbon project involved building a radio receiver from household debris: light bulbs, coat hangers, and a discarded hearing aid from grandma, who had presumably given up trying to hear the chaos around her.

Miraculously, that jerry-rigged contraption actually picked up a station from Gary, Indiana, whose broadcasts seemed to consist mainly of polka music and grain prices. Ron was thrilled but the rest of us were less sure this represented progress.

Ron joined the Air Force after high school and became a jet engine mechanic, a career choice that involved fewer household items and more actual jets. He met and married Virginia while stationed in Seattle, and after his enlistment they returned to northern Indiana, briefly living with us on the farm. Nothing says "romantic newlywed phase" like sharing a house with your in-laws and an active spider relocation program.

Eventually Ron got a factory job near Gary, attended night school for several years, and earned a degree in electrical engineering. AT&T hired him to set up microwave transmission towers, which meant he went from frying his little brothers with crank power to helping build the future of wireless communication; one small step for man.

***
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My brother Richard, who we all called Dickey, was a vast reservoir of knowledge and a bit of a mad scientist without the lab coat. Six years my elder, he had an uncanny grasp of the laws of physics and how to apply them in ways that were inventive, questionably safe, and occasionally brilliant. Unlike Ron, who leaned toward the wizardry of electrons, Dickey was the king of mechanical logic: pulleys, levers, inclined planes, and elaborate setups that would have made Rube Goldberg both proud and nervous.

He also was fearless in ways that even made Dad shudder. Heights, cold water, dangerous transportation devices, unknown terrain, none of it made him pause. He didn't seek danger exactly, but he didn't shy from it either, which amounts to the same thing. Where other kids stopped at the edge of the forest, Dickey was already on the other side wondering what was taking so long.

What set him apart from the others, at least in my eyes, was that he never treated me like a nuisance to be tolerated. I was six years younger, which in the hierarchy of brothers might as well have been a different species. But Dickey would stop what he was doing and explain things. Not in the impatient, abbreviated way older brothers usually manage, but thoroughly, as if the question actually interested him. He seemed to genuinely enjoy the moment a younger mind grasped something new. Looking back, he was a natural teacher who never stood in front of a classroom.

One afternoon he found me struggling to understand why the water in the pump house came up when you pulled the handle down. Most adults would have said "that's just how it works" and went back to whatever they were doing. Dickey crouched down, drew a diagram in the dirt with a stick, and explained atmospheric pressure, vacuum, and the weight of water in terms a six-year-old could follow. I didn't understand all of it, but I understood enough to want to understand more. That feeling of a big idea coming partially into focus and pulling you forward became one of the most familiar sensations of my life. Dickey gave me that.

He also had a passion for woodworking and spent many hours in Dad's shop creating finely crafted objects, occasionally functional, always over-engineered. Sometimes he'd let me stand beside him at the workbench, handing him tools, asking questions he'd actually answer. The shop smelled of sawdust and machine oil, and the whine of the saw or the steady rhythm of a plane still feel like home to me in some deep subconscious way.

One winter, while I was in the basement with my best friend John, we were deep into a high-stakes military simulation involving little green plastic army men and a steel ball bearing from WWII munitions factories. The rules were simple: roll the ball, knock down your opponent's troops, achieve world domination, or at least basement supremacy for a while.

Dickey watched for a moment, then declared, "I can make this game better."

He disappeared into the workshop with the zeal of a man on a mission. John and I continued destroying each other’s armies. A short time later he returned with what can only be described as the Cadillac of ball-bearing weaponry: a ramp crafted from corner molding, mounted on a plywood base, complete with adjustable tilt and primitive aiming sights. We called them surface mortars. It looked like something the military would have deployed if it were practical to roll a giant marble at enemy forces with the intent to crush the opposition.

Thanks to Dickey's innovation, hand-eye coordination became obsolete. Precision engineering took over and we began to understand simple physics of inclined planes, motion vectors and ball bounce coefficients. It really was educational. We played that game every winter for years. Looking back, it's a miracle no one ever patented it. It's equally a miracle that Dickey applied his talents to little green army men rather than anything the government might actually have taken an interest in, though I have heard rumors of secret installations in Nevada where large steel marbles are being researched by DARPA as potential nation-crushing devices.

I didn't know it then, but Dickey was quietly shaping the person I'd become; the curiosity, the appetite for figuring things out, the willingness to climb something just to see what was on top. Years later, I'd go to live with him, and we'd take that last part literally, scaling mountains together in a way that would have seemed improbable to the six-year-old handing him tools in the sawdust. But looking back, it was always going to happen. He was always going to be the one leading the way, and I was always going to be right behind him, asking questions.

***
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Charles, who we called Charlie, was three years my elder and therefore obliged to win most of our fights. It was sibling law, and he enforced it naturally. I often ended up on the losing side of these skirmishes, which is a polite way of saying I spent a large part of my childhood unwillingly on the ground. I learned skills that proved useful later in life. Skills such as knowing when to duck, how to give and take a tackle, and how to weaponize tattling.

What I understood even then, though I couldn't have articulated it, was that Charlie's roughness and his affection were the same thing wearing different faces. He'd put me on the ground and then, ten minutes later, appear at the door asking if I wanted to come along on whatever adventure he'd cooked up. I always said yes. The invitation mattered more than the bruises.

We roamed the farm and woods together in search of bugs, bones, and things our mother would have preferred we didn't bring home. Charlie had a particular taste for the exotic. I never joined him in his peculiar hobby of catching grasshoppers, roasting them over an open fire, and eating them like protein-rich popcorn, but I watched in morbid fascination as he crunched away like a kid auditioning for a wilderness survival show decades before that was a television genre. I drew the line at entomological cuisine. Charlie respected that, mostly.

When in school, Charlie's protective instincts came to the forefront making me appreciate my big brother. No bigger kid could give me trouble without answering to him. The arrangement was simple and unspoken: I was his to torment, and that right was strictly non-transferable. He never called it protection, he never had to. The message was understood by everyone on the playground without a word being said. I was his little brother; his bitch if we're being honest. Nobody else was allowed to mess with me. It was, in its own rough-edged way, one of the most reliable relationships of my childhood.

We hunted, hiked, camped, and explored together from childhood through fatherhood, and canoed the boundary waters of Ontario both as boys and later as grown men with our own kids, still trying to one-up each other in paddle strokes and fish tales. The competition never really stopped. Neither did the loyalty underneath it. We are polar opposites in many ways, but the adventures always found us in the same canoe, which is close enough.

We still occasionally argue about who won that last fight in 1971. For the record, it was me. Charlie will dispute this, but I am the author...so there Charlie.

***
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Bob never had much to do with me as a child. He was close in age to Ron, but I always felt more connected to Ron despite the gap. Bob seemed to harbor a quiet resentment toward me, probably because I absorbed a disproportionate amount of parental attention like a needy sponge with a loud voice.

When I was about six, we were playing football in the yard. Because of my size, the rule was to tag me, not tackle. I zipped around Bob untouched. This appeared to offend his sense of justice in a way that demanded correction. On the next play, while I was blocking him and the ball was long gone, Bob hit me full force. As I lay face-down in the grass, he sucker-punched the back of my head. My ears rang for days and I walked around like I was in a dream.

Bob didn't get along particularly well with Ron either. Where Ron was athletic and physical, Bob was brainy and self-absorbed. I once witnessed them fighting upstairs and, from my prime viewing position at the bottom of the stairs, watched Bob tumble down like a reluctant Slinky. Ron stood at the top looking less guilty than you'd hope. Bob survived, but I suspect his back never fully forgave either of them.

There was always an invisible distance between Bob and the rest of us. Whatever it was, he always seemed more comfortable at a book's edge than in a wrestling match. Some brothers are close, others are simply family.

***
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In 1960, my parents decided it was time to upgrade from the charming-but-freezing relic we called home. The original oak-framed farmhouse; started in the 1840s and remodeled in spurts over the next hundred years, had received a few modern touches over its 120-year tenure, mostly out of necessity. Electrical wiring had been added via the ever-safe knob-and-tube method around 1900, and the basement featured rock-lined walls, a dirt floor, and a coal chute that seemed like something out of a Dickens novel. It was the kind of house that groaned in winter, not from spirits, but from sheer fatigue.

The new house was a family affair from blueprint to bonfire. My parents chose the design themselves: three bedrooms upstairs and a dormitory-style room in the basement. It would accommodate eight of us, including my formidable grandmother. A mason was hired to lay the cinder-block basement walls, but after a few days of unimpressive progress my dad fired him and took over. With Ron and Dickey's help, they laid the walls themselves. Why pay for mediocrity when you can build sweat equity and family resentment?

We all chipped in. I distinctly remember hammering nails into the subfloor like some caffeinated squirrel. At first, I bent more nails than I sank, but after several bruised thumbs and some heartfelt swearing (internally - I was still under maternal censorship), I finally ‘nailed it’. My parents, Ron, Bob, and Dickey did all the wiring and plumbing themselves. The only professionals brought in were for gas and central heating. There are limits to do-it-yourself proficiency when explosions enter the conversation.

By late summer the house was complete. The old one, full of memories and mice, was disassembled piece by piece. Eventually all the useless scraps were piled in the now-open basement for the grand finale. We held a proper Midwestern bonfire, roasting hot dogs and marshmallows over the flaming remains of our childhood draftiness. Neighbors arrived with meat, beer, and stories. What began as demolition ended as celebration. It was the kind of night where you understood that family isn't just who you live with, it's who shows up to help you burn down the past and make room for a functioning furnace. After 120 years, we'd all earned one.
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Chapter 3 — School and Nukes
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My mother, likely sensing that my social circle consisted mostly of spiders, decided it was time I had a real human friend. She reached out to our neighbor Helen, who was also a schoolteacher, and who conveniently had a son my age conveniently named John. I have no idea why so many boys of my generation were christened with a name for a toilet. Perhaps it was a sadistic intent in the minds of the Greatest Generation to diminish respectability of those who would later be called ‘boomers’ for fear we would be a greater generation. To distinguish between us, I was royally dubbed Johnny. Apparently being two months younger meant I couldn't handle the full gravitas of "John." I accepted this indignity without comment. I was four and my negotiating leverage was limited. A bit later I was extremely grateful as nobody ever danced on one foot holding their groin proclaiming “I need to go to the Johnny.” 

John and I became instant best friends, bonded by our mutual need to outdo one another in every conceivable category. We were fiercely competitive in that deeply serious way only young boys can manage, where victories are carefully tallied, grudges run long, and disputes over whose turn it is to lead becomes vitally important. 

Together we roamed the farm, conquered the woods, sprinted until our legs gave out, and tackled each other with the full force of pint-sized gladiators. We even discussed politics and philosophy, though our version mostly involved deciding whether Superman or Batman would make a better president. Batman always lost, on account of his lack of flight and surplus of moodiness. Some leadership qualities are disqualifying, and Batman seemed to have narcissistic tendencies.

***
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I attended first grade that fall at Kolling Elementary School in nearby St. John, where my mother taught fourth grade; an arrangement that ensured I was always within earshot of an accountability that didn’t just end in the classroom. Nope, if I screwed up, I would hear about it at home as well as in the classroom. 

I had never attended preschool or kindergarten. I was informally educated by my mother and four brothers well before first grade. Between them, they provided a comprehensive curriculum in the alphabet, arithmetic, and the survival skill of dodging stuff.

Entering a classroom filled with twenty unfamiliar children was overwhelming to me. Until then my only classmates had been garden spiders, farm animals, and a boy named John whose mother was also a teacher, neither of whom demanded lunch trades or recess alliances. Still, I managed to rise quickly in the ranks despite my mother being a teacher, soon becoming the top student in my class. John attended the same school, but my mother wisely arranged for us to be in separate classrooms. She feared our ironclad competitiveness might start an academic competition that would alienate our peers and exhaust our teachers. She was probably right.

Sure enough, John climbed to the top of his class as well. By second grade we were both reading at a fourth-grade level, having moved on from the literary complexity of "See Spot Run" to the considerably richer territory of Mark Twain. Spot, frankly, had never held our attention having figured out all that stuff together when we were five.

When teachers asked questions in class, they seldom called on me. I asked my mother why, and she explained that other kids might start to resent me if I answered everything too quickly. That struck me as a reasonable trade-off. I dialed it back and rarely volunteered answers after that. Making friends, it turned out, was a more meaningful social skill than spelling Mississippi.

***
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During my first year I rode my father's bus to school rather than the one assigned to my neighborhood, because why not? There was a very pretty girl named Patsy who lived along Dad's route, and we quickly became inseparable bus companions. We sat in the back like pint-sized royalty, bonding over school gossip, shared snacks, and the occasional piece of gum discovered stuck to the seats, a delicacy appreciated only by children who have not yet developed an understanding of hygiene standards that society beats into you later in life.

Patsy was the first girl I ever kissed, and by kissed, I mean we exchanged an alarming number of smooches for two kids who still struggled with tying their shoes. Our bus romance bloomed like a cheerful, germ-ridden flower. I have no idea why we kissed; neither did she, but at the time it seemed like a really good thing to occupy our time. We didn’t do the tongue stuff then, that would have been gross, although we didn’t even know about tongue stuff, so the concept never came up.

Then, one day halfway through the school year, Patsy vanished. After a week of mounting heartbreak and quiet suspicion, I asked the teacher where she was.

"She's home with mononucleosis," the teacher said. "The kissing disease."

Suddenly my world, and my immune system, were thrown into crisis.

I confessed everything to my mother. Every kiss. Every shared wad of used gum. She was horrified, and lectured me about my horrid social habits and how never to do anything like that again. Never again, enough said.

I was six, and a bit confused, but never to me meant maybe a week or two. Never wasn’t like forever which was about a month.

My father, operating under direct maternal orders, banned me from riding his bus, and I was sentenced to the less romantic, strictly regulated transport of my assigned route. It felt like exile. It was forever exile.

When Patsy returned a month later, the magic was gone. She gave me the cold shoulder with an intensity only a six-year-old scorned lover can fully employ. Our fleeting love affair faded into playground history, doomed by germs, gossip, and early intervention parenting. I think Patsy received a similar berating as me which she took to heart. Never for her probably lasted longer than never for me. 

I learned two important lessons that year: the value of friendship, and the considerable risks of sharing gum with someone you admire.

***
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1961 was a turbulent year in the United States. The Cold War with Russia was at full simmer, and the notion of global annihilation hovered like an invisible cloud over backyard barbecues and school assemblies alike. My parents, like many, kept one eye on the news and the other on the sky.

We lived about twenty miles south of Chicago and ten miles south of Gary, Indiana; both cities that, in the event of Soviet hostility, seemed just enticing enough to be reduced to glowing craters. One afternoon, during a hike across the state line into Illinois, Dad and I stumbled upon a fenced area in the middle of the woods containing nothing but a massive concrete pad.

"Dad, what is this? There's no roads, no buildings, just a slab in the middle of nowhere."

He squinted at it for a moment like it had personally offended him. "I think it's a Nike missile silo. They built a bunch of these around Chicago. Hidden away. I never knew this one was here. Looks abandoned now, but who knows."

With that reassuring comment, we headed home.

On the walk, Dad explained that Nike missiles were designed to intercept Soviet bombers, a kind of last-minute sky swatter for incoming doom. Learning there was a former military installation practically in our backyard did little to settle the mood at dinner that evening. The general consensus around the table was that if a hydrogen bomb hit Gary, we'd be toast with a side of radioactive jam. If it hit Chicago, maybe, just maybe, we'd survive long enough to start farming glow-in-the-dark corn. Cold War family planning had its own particular flavor.

At school we practiced duck-and-cover drills beneath desks so flimsy they barely supported textbooks, let alone the force of a thermonuclear blast. The theory was that if you crouched just right, atomic fireballs would politely go around you. We practiced this with straight sometimes grinning faces. We were kids and had no concept of what a nuclear blast would actually do. The drills were actually kind of fun, seeing who could hit the floor first with the most amount of drama. The teachers who started out serious soon just rolled their eyes when the drill bell rang.  

Some adults clung to the idea that nuclear war was survivable, perhaps inspired by pamphlets, propaganda films, or sheer denial. My parents were more grounded than most. They stocked the basement with canned goods, iodine, bandages, and plastic sheeting, and kept a hand pump ready in case the electricity failed. I suspected the pump was also a distraction mechanism. Sure, there's a mushroom cloud on the horizon, Johnny, but how about a nice glass of well water?

Even at seven, I sensed the unease. Nobody really ever talked about it much, but you could feel it, like a low-grade fever humming under the surface of every news report and PTA meeting.

That year, Dickey and Ron climbed onto the roof with a sense of purpose and a cheerful disregard for personal safety, eventually installing a television antenna that pulled in three channels from Chicago. One of the first broadcasts we watched was the Bay of Pigs invasion. It was an excellent introduction to world affairs and anxiety for a seven-year-old who had, until recently, been most concerned with Patsy's whereabouts. It was really cool looking at film video of warships somewhere.

By the time the Cuban Missile Crisis arrived the following October, we were veterans of television drama. It was not our idea to watch these uneventful news broadcasts, we would rather watch Hoss or Little Joe in Bonanza, but Mom and Dad couldn’t tear their eyes away. Each night they sat glued to the screen, half expecting Walter Cronkite to duck beneath his news desk mid-broadcast. Yet somehow life carried on. Every morning, we still boarded the bus to school, clutching our lunchboxes, wondering whether today felt more like a math quiz day or a missile day.

It usually turned out to be math. Which, depending on the quiz, was its own kind of crisis.
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Chapter 4 — Katies Story
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Across the road from our farm was a forested tract about a half-mile square that we called "the woods," a name that lacked creativity but made up for it in legendary ways. The woods comprised one hundred and sixty acres of hickory, maple, and sycamore, dense enough to swallow sound out of the air, and shade out the sky. In spring the maples went electric green. In autumn the hickories turned gold and dropped their nuts in volleys across the leaf-covered floor. The sycamores stood apart from the others, enormous and pale-barked, their upper branches ghost-white against whatever sky you could find between the canopy. They looked like they had been there since before anyone thought to name the place Indiana.

The land belonged to an old woman named Katie Mangold, who lived alone in a house so rundown it made haunted houses look like vacation rentals. We joked that the rats paid rent and were behind on it.

Katie didn't own a car, a horse, or even a bicycle. To us kids, she was a legendary fixture on her land, a kind of mystical forest sprite, the ancient guardian of the woods. Neighbors checked on her occasionally, leaving supplies as at her door, respecting her privacy. 

She kept a pack of dogs that, due to years of unchecked freedom and zero socialization, had gone fully feral. When we hunted squirrels in the area, we kept an eye out for them. If one looked sickly or aggressive, Dad didn't hesitate to deal with it the old-fashioned way involving a well-aimed bullet and zero ceremony.

We were chased a few times, hearts pounding and legs pumping, fueled by fear and the knowledge that being caught might involve rabies shots. None of us had ever actually had rabies shots or even know someone that did, but parental descriptions described it as a horror of the most painful kind. We didn’t challenge this wisdom.

Katie also kept goats and possibly chickens, though no one was brave enough to conduct an official livestock audit. Goats we did see from time to time, but they didn’t appear approachable. There was a sickly aura about them that kept us at a distance.

We kids were terrified of her, though most of us had never seen her up close. She rarely appeared, and when she did it was from a afar; more silhouette than person, more myth than neighbor. That didn't stop her from granting us full, unspoken permission to roam her woods, gather hickory nuts, and hunt squirrels. In retrospect, she may have appreciated the company, or simply hoped we'd unsettle the dogs.

Dad once told me that back in the 1910s, Katie had been a beautiful socialite who mingled with Chicago's elite. Whether she was jilted, widowed, or simply decided she preferred trees to people, nobody knew. She never married, and how she came to own 160 acres of northern Indiana woodland remained a mystery as dense as the forest itself. Her story, like her presence, stayed at the edge of vision, always just out of reach, never quite coming into focus.

Her house became the stuff of dares. We challenged each other to get close, to creep through the underbrush until our courage gave out. None of us ever made it to the gray weathered siding. The house seemed to whisper its own warning, patient and wordless, daring you to try your luck. None of us ever reached that house.

***
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Those woods were my real education. Not the one that happened at Kolling Elementary under fluorescent lights, but the one that happened in the particular silence beneath a hickory canopy on a cold October morning, waiting for a squirrel to move. I learned patience there before I had a word for it. I learned to read weather, terrain, and animal behavior before any teacher thought to put those subjects on a curriculum. I learned that the natural world operates by its own rules, indifferent to your schedule and your desires, and that the only sensible response to that fact is humble observation.

Charlie taught me to shoot in those woods, and more importantly taught me to be still. Stillness, he explained with the authority of someone three years older and considerably more serious, was the whole game. The shot was just the last ten percent. I took that seriously in the way younger brothers absorb things an older brother says with a degree of faith.

Charlie was an excellent sharpshooter, precise and unhurried in a way that seemed less like a skill than a personality trait. He didn't miss. Not with a rifle, not in life, when missing carried the consequences neither of us wanted to think about. Throughout everything that came after; the years and distances and separate lives, that particular quality never left him. Charlie never missed. It was simply who he was.

We spent whole days in those 160 acres, Charlie and I, and sometimes John, moving through the timber with the loose confidence of boys who knew every trail and hollow. We knew where the biggest hickories stood and which ones dropped nuts first in autumn. We knew the sycamore grove near the slope where the bark went white as bone in winter. We knew which parts of the woods felt welcoming and which parts, closer to Katie's house, felt like somewhere you didn't linger.

The woods gave me something I've carried my whole life; a bone-deep comfort in wild places, a preference for the company of trees over other options, and the habit of paying attention to what the natural world is actually saying if you're quiet enough to listen. Every wilderness I've walked into since, every mountain Dickey and I climbed, every trail and river and backcountry camp, began in some way in those 160 acres of hickory and maple and pale sycamore across the road from our farm in Indiana.

***
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One summer, I’m not sure exactly, maybe 1963 or 1964, I was poking at the piano in the mudroom, producing a terrible sound that didn’t even impress me, when I felt a presence behind me. I glanced toward the screen door. Standing there, face pressed against the screen, hands raised, peering in like an apparition, was a ragged old woman dressed in layers of filthy gray fabric. I yelped in sheer surprise or more likely utter terror. I fell off the piano bench and scrambled backwards like an upside-down crab.

She gave me a toothless smile and said, "Is your father home? I need his help."

Realizing this was not a ghost or witch or mythical sprite, but almost certainly Katie Mangold herself, I stammered something heroic along the lines of "Err — yeah, he's in the bus barn, lemme go get him," and bolted out the door to the bus barn.

I found Dad elbows-deep in a bus engine. "Dad, come quick! There's some old woman who needs your help!"

He followed me back without asking for clarification, likely assuming I had finally encountered one of the forest spirits I'd spent years half-expecting. When he saw Katie, his expression shifted from mild confusion to quiet concern. He spoke with her calmly, the way he spoke to most things that needed steadying.

After she left, he explained to me that Katie believed her dogs had rabies. That afternoon, he and a few neighbors tracked down the pack and disposed of them. The carcasses were burned in a bonfire beside the soybean field, turning the air into something between a campfire and a warning. We were told to stay out of the woods for a few months, just in case any fleas had survived.

***
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A few years later, during a particularly bitter winter storm, a neighbor went to check on Katie and found her face-down on the floor, frozen solid. The sheriff came and removed her body quietly, without ceremony. It felt like the final page of a strange folk tale we'd all grown up with without ever quite understanding the plot.

Katie had willed her land to the Catholic Church in Dyer. With their blessing, neighbors dealt with the remaining goats, which were by then more bone than beast, and torched the rat-infested house. I remember watching it burn with John and a few other neighbor kids. Rats fled the flames in all directions. Charlie stood nearby with his .22, taking great joy in thinning the escapee population. He was calm and methodical about it. Charlie never missed. 

The woods remained wild and empty for the rest of my childhood; a sanctuary smelling of damp leaves, unchanged and indifferent to the fact that its guardian was gone.

In the 1990s, progress came knocking. Where Katie's house once stood, an elementary school was built. Children now do finger paintings and learn their multiplication tables on the ground where rats fled a burning house while Charlie picked them off one by one. The surrounding forest gave way to tidy subdivisions, and the ghosts of our childhood were paved over, one cul-de-sac at a time. The big sycamores are gone. The hickories are gone. Whatever it was that the woods were teaching us, it is no longer available at that address.

I think about Katie sometimes. A woman who was once the kind of person who got invited to parties in Chicago, ending up alone in a falling-down house in Indiana, surrounded by feral dogs and neighbors who left groceries at the doorstep. Nobody knew the whole story. Nobody ever thought to ask, and by the time anyone might have, it was too late. She took her story with her into that bitter winter and left us only the outline of it; a silhouette at the tree line, just out of reach, the same as always.

That too felt like something the woods were trying to teach me. I'm still not sure I've fully learned it.
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Chapter 5 — As the Crow Flies

[image: ]


Crows infested the woods and fields around the farm in large numbers. They were loud, nosy, and sharp-eyed; the avian equivalent of neighborhood gossips, except more organized and a lot better at remembering faces. They served a genuine purpose, cleaning up roadkill and maintaining balance in the ecosystem, whether they knew it or not. We never had any trouble with them destroying crops, though some nearby farmers swore the birds were ruining their farms and plotting in secret to drive humanity from their territory. Shooting them was a common pastime for certain folks, less about pest control and more about proving you could hit a moving target, which is a very human reason to do almost anything.

One spring day, Bob shot a crow while hunting in the woods and noticed too late that it had been tending a nest. Feeling a rare pang of remorse; Bob was not generally a man given to sentiment, he climbed the tree and discovered a pair of hatchlings inside. Most people would have climbed down, shaken their heads, and gone home without further consideration. Bob, instead, pocketed the chicks and brought them back to the farm not sure why, but feeling a small degree of guilt. Perhaps this was his attempt to right a wrong.

He showed them to Dad, who offered the advice of a man who had buried his share of failed wildlife rescues: "Best kill them now. They won't last the week."

But Mom, ever the optimist and part-time patron saint of lost causes, had a different idea. "Let's see if we can raise them."

Mom was different that way. Every event and every opportunity to try something different became an experiment in education. This is what really good teachers do, and so we did. The chicks were placed in a drawer lined with rags and warmed with a light bulb in a makeshift avian incubator that looked exactly as described. Feeding them was a household team effort involving softened dog food, sugar, earthworms collected after spring rains, and an unpredictable schedule that turned every chirp into a domestic fire drill. My mother, it should be noted, was a wonderful person, a gifted teacher, and a loving parent. She was also a genuinely terrible cook, which will become relevant shortly. In this particular instance, however, her enthusiasm made up for everything her technique lacked.

Against all odds, and perhaps through a combination of luck, stubbornness, and semi-competent animal husbandry, the crows survived. Bob named them Sam and George after cartoon characters, which made perfect sense considering their personalities hovered somewhere between mischievous and full-blown slapstick.

That summer, Bob took on the unlikely role of flight instructor, running around the yard with the crows flapping awkwardly from his arms like a man auditioning for a role he hadn't read the script for. The birds eventually got the hang of it and began flying freely, returning often and following us around like feathered shadows. Sam and George would perch on our shoulders, glide along behind bicycles, and squawk in what we gradually came to believe was fluent family dialect. 

They didn't just caw like normal crows, they produced odd, almost human-sounding utterances, as though attempting to join the dinner table conversation. We found that odd but acceptable. We had heard stories about others splitting tongues of birds to produce near-human sounds, but Sam and George could make these sounds with tongues intact.

***
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Dad told us a dinnertime story one evening that became one of the family's most reliable pieces of folklore. He had been pulling weeds from the vegetable garden beside the road, doing the kind of quiet, work that asks nothing of you except your back, Sam supervised his efforts from a nearby apple tree. A teenage girl in shorts came riding by on horseback, which was not an unusual sight 

Sam, ever the opportunist and fluent in comedic timing, picked that exact moment to practice his best bit of human voice.

"Wow whee!" he hollered, with enthusiasm.

The girl wheeled around. She was not looking at the apple tree. She was looking at Dad, who was crouched in the dirt with a handful of weeds and no convincing alibi.

"Shame on you, Joe," she said, with the full moral authority of an offended teenager.

Dad attempted to explain that it was the crow who had catcalled her, not the weeding farmer. The crow in question was sitting in the apple tree looking deeply satisfied with himself and offering no further comment. The girl gave Dad the kind of look that said she had heard better stories and trotted off down the road, possibly rethinking her future routes.

We also raised a young steer in the pasture, and Sam and George appointed themselves his bodyguards. They would perch on his horns like feathered royalty while he grazed, and occasionally one of them would hop back and pick off the horseflies that were bothering him. The steer liked this pest control system and responded with the slow, heavy blink of a large grateful animal. It was a strange but beneficial arrangement: avian pest squad meets bovine Zen master. Watching them coexist in harmony made me briefly reconsider my human acquaintances. If a steer and two wisecracking crows could make it work, perhaps there was hope for the rest of us.

During their tenure, no other crows dared come near the farm. Whether Sam and George issued formal warnings or simply staked their claim, the message was received by other crows. The skies above our fields belonged to Sam and George, and they patrolled them with the noisy swagger of birds who knew exactly where they belonged.

***
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Crows are remarkably intelligent; inventive, adaptive, and possessed of long memories for both kindness and grievance. These qualities put them ahead of most of the human population on any given day, and Sam and George did nothing to lower that estimate.

My mother, as mentioned earlier, was not a good cook. This was not a secret or a sensitive topic, it was family doctrine, accepted without discussion and navigated with the quiet survival instincts of people who keep cereal within reach at all times. We had learned early to fend for ourselves in the kitchen in order to avoid what we privately thought of as culinary ambush.

One afternoon she attempted cookies. The resulting objects were made primarily of flour, water, and a hint of sugar; no butter, no leavening, and no mercy. When they emerged from the oven and cooled on the counter, they had achieved a density that reminded us of fired ceramic clay. Biting into one proved to be a fruitless effort risking a trip to the dentist. Bob, ever the pragmatist, suggested donating the batch to Sam and George. Mom agreed, visibly relieved realizing her creations carried danger; not only to teeth and jaws, but as slingshot ammunition.

The crows attacked the cookies with initial enthusiasm. That enthusiasm did not survive contact with the actual cookies. Their joyful caws curdled into disappointed squawks as even their considerable beaks failed to chip the surface. Then Sam, after a moment of what can only be described as contemplation, picked up a cookie, flew to a considerable height above the road, and dropped it.

The cookie hit the blacktop and shattered into jagged fragments. Sam and George descended immediately and devoured the smaller pieces, leaving the larger chunks arranged in a neat pile on the road.

We watched from the porch as a car came along and reduced the pile to dust. The crows returned without hesitation, pecking at the remains feeling like chefs who had concocted a fine dish.

Over the following days, the entire batch disappeared, some pulverized by passing traffic, others carried to the birdbath and soaked to a mushy consistency that proved digestible. It was the first and only time my mother's baking truly had a pleasant ending, and it required two crows, a county road, and a birdbath to accomplish what the oven only started. Mom took this as a compliment. We let her.

***
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Next door lived a boy named Timmy, a few months younger than me and a few miles short on charm. Since our preschool days, Timmy and I had a mutual understanding; namely, that we didn't like each other. It was one of the cleaner agreements of my childhood.

One of our earliest conflicts arose when I caught him hurling dirt clods at the ducks behind our barn. I responded as any young boy fond of our ducks would: I hurled dirt clods back at Timmy. This retaliation upset Timmy when I nailed him and he ran home crying, and thus began a saga of backyard warfare that would continue for years.

He would appear at his side of the fence like a pint-sized recurring villain, lobbing clods at whatever animals happened to be nearby. Sometimes he would throw at me for no particular reason with the finesse of someone who had never considered technique. I would counterattack with precision and righteous indignation. This is where I first learned how to pitch fastballs, sliders and curveballs. Eventually I recruited Charlie and my friend John, who were more than happy to escalate the conflict into a fun sport. We formed ranks, coordinated volleys, and turned our patch of Indiana dirt into something any military historian would have described as overwhelming force. Every battle ended the same way: Timmy, hit multiple times, retreating homeward in tears. And yet, like a badly written sequel, he always came back for more. I think he felt his aim was improving which it was, but so was mine.

Then one day, things turned serious.

Timmy, demonstrating once again that escalation was his primary gift, hurled a rock instead of a dirt clod. It struck George squarely and killed him.

Sam let out a piercing alarm call from a nearby fence post that could have shattered glass. Charlie and I arrived to find Timmy standing over George with the blank expression of someone who had not fully understood the consequences. The rock was still nearby. There was nothing to discuss. When he saw us he ran home. We were too stunned to pursue.

Timmy had made the shit list; the permanent one with his name marked in brown.

Shortly afterward, we heard screaming from the direction of Timmy's driveway. This was the kind of screaming that suggests something terrible is happening to someone. We ran to the hedgerow to see Timmy hurtling down the long drive to his house on his bicycle, pedaling with the frantic energy of a boy pursued by a demon. That demon was Sam who had sunk his talons into Timmy's hair and was administering a pecking on the head with his powerful beak. Sam’s battle cry sounded, to those of us watching, suspiciously like glee.

Timmy crashed his bicycle in a heap skinning his arms, legs and other body parts. Sam rose above the scene and soared back to the farm where he landed on a fence post with a single satisfied caw that we all understood.

That evening, Sam received an all-you-can-eat hamburger buffet in the backyard. The family agreed this was the appropriate response to valor in the field of battle.

Over the following months, Sam continued his campaign with the patience and consistency of someone who had thought it through. It was a war. Timmy took to riding his bicycle with a bat propped across the handlebars, which suggested he had finally come to an understanding that Sam didn’t like him very much. 

It is very hard to ride a bicycle along a gravel driveway one handed while swinging a bat in the other while swiveling one’s head forward and back in search of an airborne assault. This resembled the show ‘12 O’clock High’ where Sam was the Messerschmidt and the turret gun kept on jamming. Sam stayed just far enough out of range to demonstrate that he understood the bat's limitations better than Timmy did.

Then Sam leveled up.

He began dive-bombing Timmy with rocks; grasping small stones in his claws, gaining altitude, diving in and releasing them with an accuracy that suggested either natural talent or dedicated practice. Most encounters ended with Timmy swerving, crashing, or delivering profanities to the empty sky while Sam circled overhead in what appeared to be a holding pattern, calculating wind resistance and trajectories.

We watched these attacks from the hedgerow with admiration. Timmy, to his enduring credit, never figured out the connection between George's death and Sam's sustained interest in his subsequent wellbeing. Perhaps years of dirt clod engagements had dulled his deductive reasoning, or perhaps some people simply move through the world without connecting cause and effect. Either way, it made for exceptional entertainment for many months. Even Dad would enjoy the afternoon conflict while sipping a homebrew on the hammock.

Eventually Sam began ranging farther from the farm. He still returned in winter, settling into the henhouse like a snowbird with a long memory and a preferred perch among the chickens, but his visits grew shorter and less frequent as the seasons turned. We assumed he was searching for a mate, which seemed reasonable for a crow of his valor and self-regard. One spring he simply didn't come back.

If Sam found his forever flock, I hope they appreciated what they had. He was, without question, the most extraordinary crow ever to take up residence on our farm; philosopher, comedian, loyal companion, and the only bird in the history of northern Indiana with confirmed aerial combat kills.

George, who started it all by being worth avenging, would have approved.
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Chapter 6 — Steered Wrong
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The steer in the pasture became a source of entertainment for Charlie and me; a living playground with horns, a half-ton of mild-mannered Indiana beef with more patience than either of us deserved. We invented a game of tag where one of us would tap the steer on the flank and then both of us would sprint across the field as he thundered after us with all the urgency of a bus running behind schedule. He was not fast, exactly, but he was committed, and there is something exhilarating about being pursued by a thousand pounds of livestock. When he tired of the chase, we'd rub him down and he'd stand there in bovine bliss, accepting our attentions like a pampered prince receiving his due. There were never any bad intentions, this was a game for all concerned parties. He had learned, through experience, that we were more entertainment for a bored animal than threat. We also learned, through slightly less patient experience, that he was faster than he looked.

One afternoon, Charlie had an idea that combined his favorite elements: risk, spectacle, and the opportunity to prove he was braver than me. He suggested I try steer-back riding, swearing with complete conviction that he did it all the time. Naturally I believed him, because that is what younger brothers do, and because Charlie delivered nonsense in a believable way.

We climbed the old apple tree that leaned out over the pasture. Charlie tossed down a few apples to lure
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