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Part I The Giants

“The ancients knew something we seem to have forgotten.”

Alert Einstein





Chapter One Gramps

My first vivid memory of my mother’s father was from age 3, almost 4—on a fall trip from my home in Burlington, Vermont—to stay with him and Grandma Grace on Gramps’ farm in upstate New York, near the town of Malone, on the Salmon River. My newborn sister was ill, and my mother needed some space to attend to her alone; my dad informed me on our way there.

I remember the day as being sunny. Grandma greeted us as we pulled up to the large white two-story farmhouse and led us from the big porch to the spacious foyer inside. She bid us to have a seat at the kitchen table to the right of the foyer, while she took my small suitcase up the adjacent staircase at the left of the foyer to the room I would be in, and returned to talk with my dad. I just scanned the old kitchen, noting things I remembered from my last time there, the previous October, for my 3rd birthday. Dad had a long drive back, so they only chatted for a short time before we said our goodbyes.

Then, Grandma sat down across from me at the table.

“So, Blake, could I tempt you with a piece of apple pie I baked this morning, and a glass of milk?” she asked.

I’m sure my eyes lit up with her offer.

“You sure can, Grandma!”

She went to a towel-covered pie pan on a counter by her fridge; took out a plate from the cupboard above, and cut a piece for the plate.

She brought that to me with a fork, then went for the milk, saying, “Go ahead and start the pie, Blake. Milk’s a comin’.”

It was really good!

Once she delivered the milk, she said, “When you’re done, you come out to the garden. I’ll be working right outside the front door here. Alright?” Grandma assured me.

I felt very comfortable. Even at that age, I sensed I was in a peaceful place with kind and gentle people. When finished, I followed her direction and walked outside.

I stood in the gravel drive, taking in the surroundings. The driveway led from the tree-lined roadway into the property past the farmhouse, past my grandmother’s expansive garden, and ended in a circular loop in front of a large red barn. I was watching her load bulbous orange pumpkins onto a weathered wooden wagon hitched to a small blue and gray farm tractor next to the garden.

Then I decided to walk to the barn, enticed by seeing the service door to the right of the huge center sliding doors being half-open. Somehow, I knew my gramps was in there.

I was able to walk through the gap by the door jam in near silence and stopped a few steps inside. The cavernous and musty floor-to-ceiling front room was dimly lit by a circular lamp on a large bench cluttered with papers and book stacks, and objects my diminutive stature prevented me from identifying. As my eyes adjusted to the room’s light, I saw a figure rise from what appeared to be a sitting position to fully standing behind the bench. Though facing away from me, I knew it was Gramps.

“Hi, Gramps. It’s me, Blake.”

I must have startled him. “Whaa?” the figure blurted while wheeling around abruptly to face me, revealing a huge white skull atop a darkly clothed body.

“AAAAHHHH!” I screamed as I turned tail to race down the driveway, tears streaming down my cheeks until I made it to Grandma, whose leg I clutched so hard she had to pry me loose.

“Whatever is the matter, young man?” she asked.

All I could do was continue sobbing and point to the barn.

“I’m sure there’s nothing to be frightened of, little guy. It’s just Grandpa in there.” She paused while I calmed down a bit, then added, “Let’s go together, and you’ll see, there’s nothing to be scared of.”

Slowly, I nodded in agreement, and we proceeded to the half-open barn door.

When we entered, Grandma saw the object of my distress. “Merciful God, Henry Covington! Take that thing off! You scared Blake to tears!”

“I’m trying, Grace. It’s stuck behind my ears. But I…almost…have it.” Gramps jockeyed the skull side to side a few more times.

He really looked goofy in his effort. His gyrations turned my sobs to laughter.

“Hahaha, hehe,” I blurted.

“Aaah! There! Got it!” he exclaimed.

“Thank you. Now that that’s done with, come greet your grandson properly, please?” Grandma implored.

Gramps smiled broadly, took a few steps forward, held out his hands, and looked straight at me.

“Come on over here, Blake. Forgive my experiment with the skull. Do you have a hug inside ya there for an old archaeologist?”

I did.

“Tell you what. Do you remember the trout stream, down the path out back, where we went last year?”

“Where we threw stones? Yep, I do.”

“Yes indeed. We skipped stones. Let’s you and me go take up where we left off. Okay?”

“Alright! Let’s go, Gramps.”

I remember taking his hand and leading him out the door while Grandma chuckled and mumbled as she walked back to her garden, shaking her head from side to side. The skull incident was totally out of my thoughts while the stream became my full focus.

We must have been at the stream for over an hour. Gramps tried to teach me how to pick out flat river rock for the best skipping, but I remember just wanting to make big splashes. He was ever so patient with me.

That night, Gramps did something else with me that I had enjoyed the previous year. He read me a bedtime story, Jack and the Beanstalk. At that age, I liked the fantasy of the story. The magic beans, the tall, through the clouds: beanstalk, the giant and his wife, the quirky Fe-Fi-Fo-Fum rhyme, and the colorful pictures in the book, all were a comfort through Gramps’ voice in the reading.

I don’t even recall the giant’s taste for humans as scary. Somehow, it just didn’t register. Gramps’ expressive facial gestures and emotive voice are what carried me away to another time and place, and, eventually, to sleep.

Over the next few years, I visited Gramps and Grandma at least once and sometimes twice a year at the farm. Not always for a week, but usually that long. My parents came sometimes as well, especially Mom. Gramps and Grandma came to our home too, usually during holidays. Once in a while, I wouldn’t see Gramps during a farm stay.

Grandma Grace would say that he was away on a trip, “Digging up more bones,” she’d remark with a smile.

My little sister, Jennifer, whom I just called Jenny, began coming when she was 3, but only when my mother, or both my parents, would stay over. Mom felt both of us kids would burden her parents, but they never acted like we would.

Mom, me, and Jenny went to the farm the summer I was 7 and Jenny was 4. The night of our arrival, Gramps included Jenny in what was formerly his and my tradition. He would read a bedtime story to both of us, first to Jenny, until she fell asleep. Then he would read to me, a pattern he began with me when I was two.

Back when I was those ages, Gramps began to edit his reading to me my favorite story, Jack and the Beanstalk.

This was something I didn’t understand until later in life. But at three and four, it became quite entertaining.

I remember him saying, “Let’s have some fun with this.”

Then he would have Jack sell an elephant for the beans, explaining that this Jack lived in Africa, or he’d have Jack sell some other animal from another far-off country.

Once, he had Jack sell the cow for a single pine cone. When I complained, he told me that it was a redwood pine cone and that it would grow so tall that surely Jack could climb it into the clouds.

“Wouldn’t that work too?” Gramps asked.

“I guess,” I replied.

On this stay, he had Jack call the fire department to come get the giant off the beanstalk as he climbed down after Jack. Gramps had many firemen hanging all over the giant, trying to secure him while he wiggled to shake them off! Gramps would wiggle like he was the giant when he told that part of the story. We both laughed out loud.

Then, Gramps had the fire chief call a bunch of local zookeepers to come chain the giant, pull him to the ground, drag him, and lock him in an elephant cage before he escaped the ropes! Gramps would act out that scene, including the gyrations the giant was doing the whole time!

I remember laughing so hard at that whole description and performance, my mother had to intervene in a loud whisper, saying, “I’m glad you two are having fun, but you’re gonna wake Jennifer! Softer, please?”

“Sorry, Caitlyn. We’ll tone it down,” Gramps replied with a mischievous grin.

“Oh, Dad!” she shot back before leaving.

Another memory of that same summer stay was of our first morning there. I came to the kitchen for breakfast before my mom and Jenny. Gramps had already eaten and was drinking a second cup of coffee. Grandma was busy fixing our meal, scrambled eggs with biscuits and sausage gravy. I sat in my usual chair and waited for the others.

“Ah! Look, who’s here. Ya sleep good, little man?”

“Like a rock, Gramps.”

“Hahaha.” Gramps chuckled. “Randall always liked that saying. You get that from him, Blake?”

I just smiled while thinking of my dad using that expression.

“Good morning, sunshine!” Grandma greeted, turning from the stove.

“Hi, Grandma. It sure smells good!” I replied.

“Your mom and Jennifer will join us in just a few. Want some orange juice?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

I was curious as to why Gramps had already eaten. “Are you going somewhere, Gramps?”

“No, son. But I am meeting some people here this morning. Some business, archaeological business, with a special group of people with an interest in something I have.”

As he finished the sentence, he paused and cocked his head. “They’re here. Gotta go.”

“Fill me in later. Alright?” Grandma requested.

“Always do, my dear.” Gramps returned, with a wink, to which Grandma smiled and winked in return.

As Gramps exited the front door, a red jeep with a canvas top and no doors pulled up in front of the porch. There were three people in it, two men and a woman; all with long dark hair. One had his hair in a ponytail, while the woman’s hair was in two braids. All wore jeans and colorful shirts. Their facial features seemed a bit different to me.

“Who are these people, Grandma?” I asked.

“They’re members of a native Indian tribe from the area, Mohawk, I think.”

“Why do they want to talk to Gramps?”

“Well, a few years ago, one of our neighbors found pieces of a skeleton, a large one, on a bluff top above the trout stream out back, where you two go, but downstream from us. Actually, the skull was lying below, on the shore of the stream. Anyway. He talked with Henry about it because he knew of his work with bones. Henry carefully collected all of the bones and brought them to the barn for study. He made many notes and took many photographs.

“Native American Mohawk elders in this area, their leaders, contacted your grandfather about the bones once they learned of the discovery. Together, they established that the skeleton was from an ancient site on traditional Mohawk land and that the skeleton was of a race of Mohawk ancestors, the people before them.

“After much review of Henry’s work, authenticating that ancient relationship, they all agreed the skeleton should be returned to the tribe. Today, Henry and the elders are arranging how and when to make that transfer. Do you understand all that, Blake?”

I had just received a glimpse of what Gramps’ work was all about. I took it at a fixed interest.

I hesitated as I finished processing what she had said, but then added, “Yeah, Grandma. I think it’s cool!”

Mom and Jenny’s footsteps coming down the stairs changed the course of the conversation.

While those three greeted and talked, I thought about Grandma’s story, circulating it in my mind again and again. At one point, I even wondered if the skeleton she spoke about, the head of the Mohawk ancestor, was what Gramps had over his own head back when I got frightened. I would have to wait for that answer.

After the four of us finished breakfast, Grandma wanted us all outside to help her in the garden. Some of her tilled half-acre was already planted, but due to some late spring overnight freezes, more needed to be done.

Once we set foot on all that black soil, I realized that a half-acre was a really big garden!

“Okay, everyone, today we are putting in tomato plants,” Grandma informed. “As you can see, I have scratched two lines in the soil where the plants need to go, about a foot and a half apart in the line. Your mom knows all about it.”

“Oh yeah! I sure do!” she said with a sarcastic smile.

“The trays of seedlings and trowels are on the flatbed over there.” She directed, pointing to the wooden flatbed I remembered being used for pumpkins.

“Cait, maybe you can work one row with Jenifer while Blake and I tackle the second.”

“What do you think, Jennifer? You want to help mommy dig in the dirt, plant some tomatoes?”

“Where are the tomatoes, Mom?” Jenny didn’t quite understand that we had to plant little green plants, not red tomato fruits.

“Come, sweetie. I’ll show you,” Mom said as she took Jenny’s hand.

I began planting one end of the row while Grandma started at the opposite end. As I went along digging and planting, I remember feeling very good about what I was doing. Even at 7, I enjoyed working in the soil, digging. Some internal knowing I couldn’t identify stirred in me. I thought of how these tiny four-leaf things I placed in a hole I prepared would grow as tall as I was and give us all tomatoes we could eat, or share.

Plus, Grandma continuously saved seeds from a few of the best fruits to plant the next year. In that moment, I was directly involved with the deep relationship humans had with the earth, with food. It became personal; an innate knowing that was more than a piece of knowledge. I would appreciate that difference more with maturity.

As we finished our chore, including helping Mom, because Jenny just wanted to sit and dig one hole, picking up worms to show us all as she went, Gramps and his guests emerged from the barn. They all shook hands as they stood in the gravel driveway loop fronting the barn, and then Gramps escorted them to their jeep, still chatting, for final farewells.

As the red vehicle exited the property, I wanted to know what was in the barn; what did Gramps do in there? The fear I’d experienced nearly four years earlier had vanished from my being. Now my curiosity grew intense.

I walked directly over to Gramps to ask. “Gramps? Could you show me the barn? Please? I’m not afraid. Please?”

“Whoa! Where did that come from?”

“Grandma told me all about the skeleton, and how you collected it from the river. Also, how you are helping the Mohawk people because it’s one of their ancient relatives, and—”

“Slow down, slooow down there, Blake,” Gramps said as he put his hand on my shoulder and stooped down to speak to me face to face. Before he spoke, an expression of concern came over Gramps’ face. But then he said, “Tell you what, Blake. I can’t show you the Mohawk skeleton right now, but if you’re sure you won’t be afraid of some of the other things I have in there, I will show you around after lunch, okay?”

“I promise, Gramps, I won’t be scared, I won’t scream. I promise!”

“Hahaha.” Gramps laughed with a subtle joy in his voice at my earnest sincerity.

Once at the kitchen table, I began eating my sandwich so quickly that Mom had to caution me.

“Good grief, Blake! Slow down and swallow one bite before taking the next. You could choke! And your grandfather won’t even be finished with his meal if you race through yours.”

I sat back against the chair to indicate a more relaxed posture while chewing more slowly in recognition of her logic. I resigned to the discipline of patience.

“Thank you,” Mom said, smiling.

It really didn’t take too long before Gramps was finished, and so was I. Gramps cleared his dishes from the table to the sink, and I followed his good habit.

“Thank you, my dears,” Grandma said with a smile.

“Are ya ready?” Gramps asked me.

“Sure am.”

With that, I followed him out the door.

Gramps opened the barn’s service door and reached to his right to flip on a light switch. A burst of light from a huge wagon wheel holding ten chimney-type light fixtures, suspended from a thick wood truss, flooded the floor-to-ceiling space.

“Why don’t you look around for a few minutes while I get some specific things out for you to see? Okay with you?”

I hesitated a few seconds in responding due to being mesmerized by everything in the room, a kind of visual overload. “Um, yeah, Gramps.”

“Please, don’t touch things without asking, and don’t trip over the crates on the floor. I don’t always get stuff in their proper places as they arrive. Gotta spend time with them first,” he directed as he went behind the workbench in the back half of the floor space and began arranging items onto the bench top that I couldn’t see.

I just stood in place and scanned the room with wonderment. The walls on the left and right were outfitted with shelving; some wood, others metal, for large, heavy artifacts. There were stone and metal sculptures, various-sized and shaped pieces of pottery, crude stone and metal tools, with and without handles. Several shelves had stone animal and human figurines, some painted, others not. Another shelf had various-sized glass jars filled with what I took to be seeds and grains.

I walked to my left past the large sliding doors to the far wall, where several shelves had clay tablets and steles with strange pictures or symbols on them, or in them, like pressed into the clay. Another set of shelves on that wall had human skulls on it; different sizes and shapes.

The back wall was a partition wall separating the front space we were in from a back room of the barn. The left end of that wall, which I was facing, had an attached ladder on it leading up to a small door. I guessed it opened into an attic space, or loft. Next to the ladder, to its right, was a service door to the back room of the barn. There was a keyed padlock on it.

To the right of that door was an old-looking oak rolltop desk, which was open with lots of papers on it. Above the desk was a large poster. It looked like nothing but green leaves, like a picture of a tree, although there seemed to be a dark shiny spot in the middle.

Beyond that, on the whole other half of that wall, hung multiple shapes and colors of masks; some with feathers or teeth, or other adornments. There were also spears and bows, and arrows hung on that wall.

On the last wall, to the right of the door we came in, were the more artistic things. There was a metal shelf with stone slabs having partial cave drawings and pictographs. Other shelves had wooden slabs with animal skins stretched across them. There were pictures with writing on them. Then there were wood-framed glass-covered boxes having some kind of old paper with drawings and symbols on them; parchments, I would learn later,

Except for the shelf of skulls, I didn’t see any bones.

“Okay, Blake. C’mon over here and take a look with me.”

I ran to him. On the big bench top were large papers, the top one being a map, and a big wooden box. I was tall enough to see these, but Gramps wanted me to be up higher.

“Let me get you this crate to stand on,” Gramps said as he moved an empty one from behind him next to me and flipped it upside down.

I got on it and was able to see much better.

“Okay, Blake. Let’s take a look at this guy.”

He reached over and into the box on the bench and pulled out a large skull to place on the colorful laminated map, the top sheet of the stack. It was bigger than a basketball! He saw my eyes get big as he set it down.

“Gee whiz, Gramps! Was this really a person?”

“Yep. He was at least eight feet tall and about thirty thousand to fifty thousand years old. I’m still trying to narrow down the age.”

“Wow! That’s old!”

“Now, look at the map. See all these blue dots, in nearly every state?”

“Yeah. Some places have lots of dots! Even in Canada.”

“Yes, indeed. Lots here too, in the Ohio Valley and throughout New England, including here in New York. Those represent all the places in America where giant skeletons, or parts of giant skeletons, like this skull, have been found. This one came from a Texas gravel pit.”

“How did you get it, Gramps?” I asked.

“Well, I know many archaeologists and anthropologists here and all over the world. We’re very cooperative; the schools and organizations we work with also contribute to our efforts. We share to learn.”

“Gramps? What’s the difference between an archaeologist and a…an…thro…pol…ogist?” I stumbled a bit with the second term.

“Haha! Anthropologist, son,” Gramps said in slow enunciation. “Good question, Blake. Basically, archaeologists study the remains of old human civilizations and their relics, like buildings and other structures. Also, their art or writings, things they left that tell their story.

“Anthropologists study old bones and other human remains to know what they might look like; where they came from, and how they lived…their cultural habits. The two go together pretty closely, and that is why I do both.”

“That’s cool! So, what about this guy? What did he look like?”

“Since I only have his skull, I have been comparing him with others I’ve either had or seen with colleagues…co-workers who do this stuff too.”

“I know that word, Gramps. I heard you say it before,” I said confidently.

“Ah, yes. Smart boy. Well, here.”

Gramps pulled a large sheet of paper from under a thin stack of others beneath the map. There were human skeleton figures of various sizes on it, with their heights marked above.

“This is a chart of some actual giant skeletal finds around the world, except for the one on the left, which is a typical six feet human of today, for comparison. Where the bones were found is listed below each, and the exact height is the number above,” Gramps said.

“Wow! Look at that one on the right! thirty-six feet!”

“Yes. Found in Carthage around 650 BCE. That’s before Jesus’ time. Are you familiar with that?” Gramps inquired, wanting to be sure I understood.

“Yeah. I’ve just heard it called BC, though,” I replied.

“Good. Just checking. Now, there were supposedly two sets of bones of this size thirty-six. Some scientists find that to be too large and couldn’t walk, a miscalculation, they say. But I say if this nearly complete 25'6” skeleton, found in 1613 by Chaumont Castle in France, here, right next to that tallest one, if he is accepted, then the bigger one is possible as well. That 23' one and the 19'6” one are also from France.

“There’s Goliath, from the Bible around 1010 BCE, at 10'6”, and 12' Og, king of Bashan, also from the Bible. That 8'6” one is Maximinus Thrax, who was a Caesar of Rome. Last but not least is the 15' guy found in south-east Turkey in the 1950s. Again, all of these are documented finds, Blake, a few of many, many more. Let me show you another chart.”

Then Gramps pulled out another large piece of paper, a body silhouette chart.

“This one I made. It compares the approximate sizes of eighteen skeletons found at the same site in a place called Lake Delevan, Wisconsin, in 1912. They likely lived together, like a tribe or clan. Yet, see. Their heights are between 7'6” and 10'; a two-and-a-half-foot difference! Unusual!

“What I find fascinating about exploring all these skeletons, Blake, is that there is so much more to learn, so much more to understand about our ancestors. The first chart shows different-sized humans from all over the world, often having lived thousands of years apart.

“But this chart I just pulled out is of a group of different-sized giant skeletons all from the same place and time! How about them apples?” Gramps ended, his expression seeming to seek in me a spark of wonder and curiosity.

I just stared at both charts and then at the skull, puzzled and speechless. I actually was very intrigued, but had to process this information I had no previous introduction to.

“Hey! Whatcha doin’ in here?” enquired a small voice from the service door.

I stepped down from the box and began to walk toward Jenny. But Gramps seemed to know I was moving to usher her out in a big brother protective gesture, which was also a self-serving gesture to protect my special time with Gramps.

“Hold on there, Blake. Allow me to speak to her for a minute.” His kindly intervention statement as he walked past me to her. He picked Jenny up.

“Do you know what a skeleton is, li’l one?” Gramps asked her.

“That’s one right over there!” Jenny said directly while pointing her finger at the bench.

“Haha! Well, I guess you can see that skull quite clearly from this elevation. Yes. That’s the head of the skeleton,” Gramps replied.

“It’s the skull, Grandpa. The head bone is the skull part of the skeleton!” Jenny said with emphasis.

“Ahhahaha!” Gramps laughed loudly. “And where did you get that from. Li’l one?”

“Scooby Doo, Grandpa. Haven’t you seen the one with the skeletons chasing them in the cemetery?” Jenny said with a very serious face.

I snickered at her delivery.

“Oh my gosh! I must have missed that one!” Gramps returned to her with a smile.

“There you are, Jennifer!” My mother’s voice became the next interruption. “I was looking all over for you. Next time, tell me where you are going, okay?”

Jenny just rolled her eyes and sighed, then said, “Okay, Mom.”

“We got her, Mom,” I said with resignation, knowing this was the end of one-on-one with Gramps.

“How about I let Jenny take a closer look at the skull, and then we can head back to the house,” Gramps suggested.

“Yes, please,” Mom implored. “Grandma is warming pie, too. She wanted me to let you know,” Mom added.

“Okay. You two go ahead. Jenny and I will be along after she sees the skull.”

All during pie time, I was quietly thinking about what Gramps had shared with me. That train of thought led me to think about the Mohawk skeleton.

‘Why couldn’t I see that?’ I wondered.

If I could see the big skull, why not the big skeleton? My next thought was that Gramps was supposed to give it back to the native elders soon, and I probably never would get to see it. That thought also reminded me that we were leaving for home soon, in a day or two! I couldn’t remember.

“Mom?”

“What, dear?”

“When do we have to leave?”

“Day after tomorrow. So, we can spend the weekend with Dad. Why?”

“I just wanted to know.”

“Don’t worry, Blake. We’ll have time to fish,” Gramps assured. “We can go after we finish. Okay?”

That was not my real concern. I had an increasing urge to see the Mohawk skeleton. I wasn’t even sure why. I guessed it was the whole idea of something forbidden that juiced me. I decided I’d have to find another way, maybe that night. I would think more about it. However, after a few seconds, those thoughts flashed through my mind.

I said with a smile, “Sounds good to me.”

I always enjoyed fishing with Gramps, and that afternoon was no different. He liked to spend time teaching me fly fishing techniques, and I gravitated to his earnest and caring attention at the beginning of each time at the trout stream. After the first twenty to thirty minutes, he let me do it on my own; however, it went.

That day, when we were each in our own space, I plotted a plan for seeing the big skeleton, in the back room of the barn: the forbidden room! Gramps had spoken about needing to work in there after supper. So that would be my opportunity.

That evening, shortly after Gramps went to work in the barn, and Mom, Grandma, and Jenny went to Malone to shop, I chose to play an old Mario Brothers game on my grandparents’ TV on the back four-season porch; an activity I’d done in the past and a way to remain home.

After about twenty minutes, I figured Gramps would be thoroughly immersed in his work, and I could embark on my little adventure.

I left the back porch and made my way to the front service door of the barn. I listened for sounds of activity in the front workshop. There was none. I slowly opened the door and slow-stepped my way to the door on the back wall of the room to listen for Gramp’s work activity. He was in there putting away and whispering and whistling to himself as he did so. Good, I thought.

I climbed the ladder by the door, being careful not to make a sound. At the top, I slowly twisted the doorknob to the point of release. Not knowing if the hinges would squeak, I hesitated before gently pushing it. With a deep breath, held in for a non-reasoned assurance of silence, I pressed the door open.

“Whooo.” I exhaled gradually in relief.

The floor of the loft was thick tongue-and-groove wood plank. The space was quite dark except for the light from behind me provided by the huge ten-fixture wagon wheel pendulum light streaming through the door I’d just opened, as well as light from an opening in the floor at the opposite end from me. Probably from a set of stairs or another ladder, I guessed.

I crawled onto the floor a few feet and waited there until my eyes adjusted to the dimness of the space. As that happened, I could see various-sized boxes set in haphazard rows throughout the loft. Luckily, there was a somewhat crooked isle running from my position to the other opening between sets of boxes.

And, to my delight, shafts of light penetrated the floor randomly through what must have been knot holes. I smiled at that discovery and began creeping along the floor on hands and knees toward one of those light shafts where Gramps’ airy whistles seemed closest, about halfway into the lower room.

At the particularly well-positioned hole for my purpose, I was able to see parts of Gramps’ body as he stood at what seemed to be another workbench, or maybe a table, but much larger than the one in the front room where the ladder I climbed to the loft was. I leaned down closer to the hole for a wider scope of vision, but only saw more of Gramps. I held my position. Just as I thought to move to a different knothole, Gramps moved. My eyes widened as I was able to see the right arm and hand of the skeleton he had talked about.

‘Oh. Wow’! I thought to myself. ‘That hand has six fingers!’

I leaned back a bit to an angle that my view could catch the shoulder and some of the skeleton’s head. The lower jaw was not there! The thought that it might be a missing piece dawned on me. But then Gramps came back into view.

He had removed the jaw for some reason and now placed it back in position with the rest of the skull. Once done, he moved back out of sight, and I could see that the lower jawbone, a very thick bone, had two rows of teeth! It was definitely a big surprise, but I couldn’t react overtly for fear of losing my anonymity.

I took a deep breath and slowly began moving back toward the short entry door I’d entered from. I felt very nervous as I crept, almost as though I had infringed on something privileged, something not for my eyes. A shiver of guilt flashed through me. Did I breach Gramps’ trust? Would he be angry? I pushed those worries aside to concentrate on exiting the loft and the building undetected.

Carefully, I turned my back to the still-open door and quietly put my right foot onto the top rung of the ladder and descended. I sneaked a listen in silence at the service door to the right of the ladder to confirm Gramps was fully engaged in his work before stepping lightly out of the barn, then back to the porch and the Mario game. I played for a while before I heard someone come into the house.

“Hello? Anyone home?” Gramps asked.

“I am,” I replied, which invited Gramps into the back porch.

I turned toward him in my chair as he entered the room. “Mom, Grandma, and Jen are still shopping.”

Gramps smiled at me. A smile he held a bit before saying, “So, you really like that Mario Brothers game of your mom’s, do ya?”

“Yeah. I know it’s old, but yeah, it’s different, and fun.”

As I finished my response, the ladies all came into the kitchen. We all chatted at the table for a while, and the ladies showed off the clothing items they bought until Mom told Jen and me it was bedtime. When I changed out of my clothes that night, I noticed that the knees of my pants were dusty.

‘Oh no. That’s why,’ I thought to myself.

It took a while for me to fall asleep that night. I ruminated on all that had transpired during my time on the farm that trip, especially the large skeletons Gramps worked with. His secrecy about the one in the back room of the barn intrigued me so that I wanted to know more, much more.

The following day, our last day, was very normal. However, Gramps took me, Mom, and Jenny to the trout stream. I tried to fish, but Gramps and my mom spent most of their time entertaining Jenny, who wanted to throw stones in the stream, pick up turtles and frogs, and play in the water. We weren’t there very long before going back to the house for lunch, eventually packing up, saying our goodbyes, and heading back home to Burlington.

I wouldn’t get back to the farm until the next summer and wouldn’t see Gramps and Grandma until then either, not even during the holidays, which broke with the tradition of them coming to us for Thanksgiving. Gramps went off to visit an archaeological site somewhere in Siberia, Russia, with a colleague, according to Grandma, and that would keep him out of the country through both November and December.

However, my piqued interest in Gramps’ giants had me visiting the school and public libraries in search of more information during that school year. But after several trips to both with only stories and legends to be found, I became puzzled. I even looked in the science sections under archaeology. The only remains of giants depicted were of dinosaur skeletons, or of mammoths, saber-tooth cats, and the like. I even asked at both libraries. But the responses were pretty much the same at both.

“Hello.”

“Yes. Can I help you?”

“Can you tell me where I can find books about giant human skeletons?”

“You mean people with a medical condition?”

“No. Giant humans that lived long ago before us.”

“Oh my, young man! Those are legends, stories. Like Goliath in the Bible.”

“No, no. I mean, I know about Goliath. He was 10'6” tall. I saw it on a chart my gramps has. He’s an archaeologist and digs up these skeletons as part of his job. I’m looking for books about those kinds of giants.”

After a statement like that, I only got long pauses and long stares, followed by responses something like, “Well, it sounds like you should ask your grandfather for his books. We don’t have anything like that.”

I was discouraged and had to put my curiosity on hold. The remainder of that year went its normal and predictable way, including one of my budding interests with my dad, baseball, which I began playing at age six with T-ball.

Baseball was my dad’s passion. He played it in high school and got a partial scholarship to play in college, too. When he applied to teach English at our local high school, he was in his glory. They also needed a baseball coach. Bam! Both parties found their perfect fit, like it was meant to be.

As soon as the weather permitted, as in the past three years, Dad took me out in the back yard to play catch. He would constantly remind me to keep my eye on the ball and, in those early years, kneel and put my free hand on the heel of the glove for grounders, so they wouldn’t roll up my arm and get away.

Similarly, with hitting, he would say, “Watch the ball all the way to your bat.”

That same year, he started taking me to batting cages a few miles from our house. That was harder. No slow-arcing balls like in slow pitch from the coaches, even when the machine was set for slower pitching. But Dad told me from the start not to be discouraged if I couldn’t hit too many balls; that he wanted me to just try it and see what kind of eye-hand coordination I had at my age. He didn’t push.

We only went a few times. That would continue in the years ahead, and my batting got better with each one. At 9, the game was becoming more interesting, and playing with friends added an expanded social dimension to the sport. I was having fun!

Soon, it was late August, and before I knew it, Jen and I were headed back to the farm for a week with Gramps and Grandma!

During our first breakfast that visit, we ate Grandma’s egg-potato-ham scramble and buttermilk pancakes; always a treat for Jen and me. Everyone really, Jenny showed off her increased interest in Gramps’ work with a question.

“Grandpa?”

“Yes, li’l one.”

“I know you like to find big people skeletons, but do you have any dinosaur skeletons? I really want to see a dinosaur skeleton, like History Channel shows in the museums. Do you have any of those?”

“Oh my! You watch that on TV?”

“Sure do. I want to be informed.”

“Ah, hahaha!” Gramps, Grandma, and Mom all laughed at the same time at her so young but confident assertion.

“Okay,” Gramps began, “tell you what. After we’re done eating, I’m going out to the barn to bring a couple of giant items from the past into the front room out there. When I’m ready, I’ll come get you both. Okay?”

“That’s cool!” Jen replied.

I just smiled widely. And Gramps recognized it with a wide, return smile of his own. About five minutes later, Gramps left for the barn. About twenty minutes after that, he was back.

“Okay, you two. Let’s go.”

We were both helping dry the dishes for Mom, who volunteered to wash dishes since Grandma cooked.

“You two go ahead. I’ll finish up with your mom,” Grandma offered.

“You really know how excited they get, don’t you, Ma. Does it take you back to when you worked with Dad in the field?” Mom asked as we handed Grandma our dish towels and made our way quickly to the door.

I caught a glimpse of Grandma as she raised her head slightly and stared out the window at some early memory unseen by any of us. But I wasn’t there for whatever answer she might have for our mom, because I was at the door with Jenny. I pushed it open, and we both ran to catch up with Gramps, already closing in on the barn service door, where he stopped until we reached him.

“Okay, you two. Here’s what we’re gonna do. I want you both to close your eyes and promise not to open them until I give the okay. I’ll take Blake’s hand, and Blake, you, take Jenny’s hand. I will walk us all through the barn door, stop when in the right spot, and then give you the go-ahead to open your eyes at the same time. Alright?”

Jen shook her head in affirmation while I said, “Okay with me.”

“Good. I’ll take Blake’s right hand with my left, and Blake will do the same with Jenny. Remember. No peeking.”

“I don’t know about Blake, but I won’t, Grandpa,” Jenny said in earnest.

Gramps chuckled. “He won’t, li’l one. Here goes.”

We could feel cool air flow over us as Gramps stepped forward through the old plank door, which he held with his foot while we walked past him.

“As I let go of Blake’s hand, you two stay together and go four more steps forward and stop, but don’t open your eyes yet,” Gramps instructed. “I’m going to count to three, and then you can open your eyes. One, two, threeee!”

“OOOH Grandpa! Are those real?” Jenny exclaimed while I stood with my eyes wide open and a jaw-drop to match.

“You bet! All the way from Russia.”

In front of us, each resting in its own large wood frame, were two enormous mammoth tusks!

“Wow!” I finally blurted. “How long are they?”

“Almost fourteen feet each,” he replied.

“Why are they bent, Grandpa?”

Gramps chuckled. “That’s how they grow, li’l one. These animals lived during the Ice Age. They’re called Steppe Mammoths because they lived on the Russian prairies, which they call Steppes. They adapted their long, spiral tusks to sweep away deep snow and large brush plants to get at the grasses they fed on beneath all of it. They were good defensive weapons, too, against predators like big cats.”

“What kind of big cats, Grandpa?” Jenny inquired.

“The biggest cats back then were saber-toothed tigers and cave lions, Jenny. But because mammoths were so large, most scientists don’t think they were as big a threat as the humans of that day, who hunted them in groups. But groups of saber-tooth cats, like the prides of lions, also hunted mammoths, so humans also had to hunt the saber-tooth. They competed for the mammoth meat and the humans won. So, mammoths used the tusks to protect themselves against both.

“Now, I’m going to ask you only to touch the tip of one of the tusks. To see how they feel. Too much oil from hands isn’t good for them, so only touch the tip.”

We both walked to the giant pieces of ivory and felt them.

“Now, if you come over to the other end, you will see something else quite interesting.”

We followed his direction.

“These have been cut cleanly from where they came out of the skull. What that helps you see is how the ivory grew over time and how there are growth rings, similar to tree rings, showing on the straight cuts. See?”

“Yeah, Gramps, I do. I count, um, I think twenty-four rings. Is that what you got?” I asked.

“Pretty close, Blake. I had to use a magnifier because there are three very thin rings in there that we can’t see without help. Probably very slow growth years for reasons we don’t know. So, twenty-seven.”

“But Grandpa, what is under that cloth on the table over there? Is that another thing you wanted to show us? What is it?” Jenny blurted out.

“Good golly, li’l one! Slow down. We’ll get to it. Come on over, you two, and I’ll show him to you. Let me get this little crate for you, Jenny, so you can see better.”

Once we were positioned on either side of him, Gramps lifted the cloth.

“Yikes!” Jenny shouted.

“What is it, Gramps?” I asked.

“That, my children, is the nearly three-foot-long full skeletal skull of a cave hyena. This animal would have weighed over two hundred pounds; larger than the ones in Africa today. I just pulled him out of the crate he arrived in just for you two. I had him shipped to me, also from Russia, and haven’t had time to examine him.”

“The bone is really thick, Gramps.”

“Yep. The teeth are too. Just like today’s hyenas, these animals were scavengers as well as pack hunters. Their diets often included eating the bones of their prey. So, they had very strong jaw muscles attached to heavy jaw bones and extra-large teeth.”

“Hey, Grandpa, what’s that?” Jenny inquired, looking through the back end of the skull.

“What do you see, Jen?” Gramps responded.

“I see something red between his back teeth.”

“Let me turn him so I can see what you see.”

Gramps spun the skull to a position suited to a better view for seeing what Jenny saw.

“Oh, yes. I see it in the top right row of molars. It looks like some kind of stone. Good eye, Jen.”

Gramps lifted the top of the skull and tried to pull the object loose with his fingers.

“It’s in there pretty tight. And has been for tens of thousands of years. I’ll have to take out one of his teeth to free it up. Not right now, though.”

“Why would he eat a stone, Gramps?” I asked, puzzled.

“I don’t think it was his intention. Probably an accident. It might be a spear tip from hunters who killed an animal this hyena ate leftovers from later. I’m curious too, Blake.”

“Me too, Grandpa. Inquiring minds want to know,” Jenny chimed in.

“Ah, hahaha!” Gramps laughed out loud. “You’re too much, li’l one.”

“Too much what, Grandpa?”

Gramps just laughed harder and then escorted us out of the barn.

We went back to the house and told Mom and Grandma what Gramps showed us; our accounts were all accentuated with excitement and laughter. When we finished, Mom agreed to go to the stream with us to skip stones and try to catch frogs; Jenny’s priority, while Gramps set his sights on freeing and examining the red stone lodged in the hyena’s teeth.

About an hour or so later, we were tired of the stream, more Mom than us. Once Jenny started wading further and further into the moving water portion of the flow, indifferent to our mother’s chastisements.

When we got close to the barn, Gramps must have heard us chattering and emerged to call us in, saying, “I got it! I got the red stone out, and it’s so much more than we thought!”

All three of us followed him into the service door and over to his bench.

“Wow! So, I see the mammoth tusks. But what is this red stone all about that has your grandchildren so excited?” Mom asked as we got to the big bench, followed by, “Holy smokes, Dad! Is that huge thing, ah, a hyena skull?”

“Yes, Cait. But no ordinary ice-age hyena skull,” Gramps replied as he held up a red disc a little larger than a quarter between his thumb and forefinger.

“But it’s round, Gramps. Can’t be a spear point?” I said.

“Well, no duh, Blake!” Jen chimed in. “It looks like a charm. It has something carved on it,” she added.

“Again, good eye, li’l one?” Gramps acknowledged.

“Oh, I see. Give us a closer look, Dad,” Mom urged. “It looks like two overlapping circles, very perfect ones. How old is it, do you think?” she inquired.

“I’ll need to do some tests to narrow it down more, but this is the skull of an ice-age animal. So, it has to be at least fourteen thousand years old, possibly more. Jenny was the first to spot it in its teeth; this uniquely carved red granite stone, that’s what it is, red granite, very hard, with that specific image, likely designating its owner was female, which begs a lot of questions. Fascinating! Remember that, kids. Our world never fails to fascinate!” Gramps declared as he shook his finger in the air.

I listened to his explanation with great interest.

“So, Gramps, are you saying it’s like a piece of jewelry, like modern people wear? Wouldn’t that be unusual for spear hunters to wear, instead of strings with bones and claws?” I queried.

“Very intuitive question, Blake. Bones and claws are the way many of my colleagues also think. But me and a few others have seen evidence on many continents that says certain branches or communities of humans were far more capable, much farther back in time than they’re given credit.

“This might be another piece in the puzzle that helps prove it because, under magnification, I could see there is a tiny sliver of what looks like gold inlay that was placed in the two circles, see, right here at the intersection of the circles.”

We all leaned forward to see in his magnifier what Gramps saw.

“And, the edges of the disc have a narrow recess around the entire circumference. Probably for some kind of gold wire or stranded thread, which would allow it to be used as a pendant. That’s my guess.”

We all noted that feature as well.

“I bet a princess wore it,” Jenny injected.

“Oh. That’s a nice thought, Jenny. Maybe!” Mom encouraged.

“Okay, everyone. I have to put the tusks back and clean up. So, show’s over,” Gramps instructed.

“Alright, you two. Let’s let your grandfather do his thing while we go see what Grandma has in mind for lunch,” said Mom.

The remainder of our week was more about our other farm-visit activities than Gramps’ work. More time in Grandma’s garden and her kitchen, at the stream fishing and skipping stones, as well as short walks along its shoreline; rides on Gramps’ tractor, and some indoor board games on the day it rained.

When it was time to leave, I really didn’t want to. It was such a special environment. It permeated me in ways I simply felt but couldn’t describe at that age. But we left with the happy assurance of a return the following summer.

Back home in Burlington, our schedules engaged us in their typical rhythms.

My 10th birthday was very nice due to a surprise party Mom and Dad arranged with all my friends and teammates at a large mall arcade game room, complete with a separate but adjoined party room for ice cream and cake.

The next event we all looked forward to was Thanksgiving. Our usual family gathering, held at our house, involved Gramps and Grandma plus our Aunt Gail, Dad’s sister, who lived in Potsdam in upstate New York, her and Dad’s hometown. Aunt Gail remained there and taught computer programming at Clarkson University, her Alma Mater. She never married.

My dad’s and Gail’s parents had died when they were young in a tragic automobile accident involving a drunk driver. She was 11 and our dad was 5. Of course, this was a devastating event for both of them, but they each reacted differently, probably due to their ages at the time and their different temperaments.

They had no extended family to take them in. However, the Catholic church they all had attended found them a foster home with a pair of compassionate members; the Bradens, people their own parents, the Burmeister’s, knew well. They had lost their only child, a 12-year-old daughter, to leukemia about eight years earlier and had had no other children since, for reasons never conveyed.

The Bradens, Evelyn and Dale, made a far better home than a system foster home due to the relationship of the two families through their church. Also, Dad and Gail remained near the neighborhood they grew up in and close to their school and friends. Still, the new surroundings required an adjustment.

Initially, Aunt Gail dealt with their loss through introversion. She pondered the loss of her parents through the lens of her Catholic religious understanding, which was more developed at 11 than our dads certainly was at 5. He really hadn’t much clue about such things at his tender age. He was simply heartbroken.

Apparently, I learned later, in her silence, Aunt Gail tried to reconcile how a loving God of righteous people, of which her parents surely were, in her mind, could allow such a sudden, brutal, and meaningless end. An end that put herself and her brother, so young and vulnerable, in jeopardy!

She pondered if flesh is the germination of an eternal spirit, why would God allow the callous and senseless evaporation of their parental nurturers toward that end; a pair of His new emerging heavenly spirits?

Of course, that heavy question was beyond her; beyond most people, I too could later acknowledge. Gail’s only respite at 11 was to have faith and recognize that the church and the Bradens were God’s answer, was their salvation, His love! With that nugget of insight, she would pour herself into the church!

For their part, sensitive to Gail’s and our dad, Randall’s loss, the Bradens were patient and gently nurturing to their needs. After allowing several days for Gail to have alone time, Evelyn gave Gail her mother’s book of devotions to read each evening before bed; something their mom did faithfully and that Gail felt connected to.

It was among the few but heartfelt belongings the Bradens kept for the two orphaned children they took in. Within a few weeks, Gail began coming out of her shell. She conversed more freely and regained her former interest in attending church, which she had zero interest in immediately after the traumatic accident.

Aunt Gail became an intensely committed, apostolic, creed-immersed and proselytizing Catholic! The certainty of its teachings became her rock and comfort, and provided her with a newfound courage with which to live her life.

As for our oh-so-young dad, in some unseen way, he found acceptance of his loss through the simple engagements of living; life lived in the now! Perhaps a gift of his tender age, or, as considered earlier, the unique nature of his personal temperament. Whatever it was, he was able to move on, to be happy!

That background later informed me of why certain events unfolded as they did that Thanksgiving.

Gramps would be absent from our table that year due to a trip of a ‘unique opportunity’ to Peru with an associate professor friend, Grandma explained. So, when we had finished our sumptuous meal and clean up was behind us all, Jen and I settled into our favorite cushioned living room chairs with our handheld game devices while the adults retired to our four-season sun room on the back of our house for coffee and the normal banter. We kids were familiar with it, but we were relegated to background noise until the talking took a turn after about twenty minutes.

This was what I picked up on:

“So, Randall, I hadn’t noticed it till just now because of the pumpkin on it, but what is that strange crate doing in the corner over there?” Gail inquired.

“I’m not really sure. It came a few days ago. It’s from Henry. He wasn’t confident Grace would be home when it arrived due to the holiday, so he had it sent here. Isn’t that right, honey?”

“That’s what his note said with the packing list that came with it,” Mom replied.

“I talked with him last week and he told me he would be sending it that way, over here,” Grandma affirmed before adding, “He said it was a special skull, a Paracas skull, I think.”

“What’s that, Mom?” our mother asked.

“It’s a large, elongated skull, Cait. A naturally elongated skull, not from binding. There have been numerous ones found in the Peru site he’s been at. Some even have red hair still attached. A very interesting find!”

“Randall!” Gail said in a strong voice. “Come with me for a minute. I need a word!”

My glance toward the back of the house had me see Aunt Gail get up from her chair and walk through the open double French doors at a quickened gait into our kitchen. Dad followed her at his own measured pace. Mom and Grandma continued in conversation about Gramps’ trip.

“Gail, why would you pull me away like this? What is it?” Dad asked in an annoyed tone just before Gail began her stream of strained, half-whispered chastisements.

“For the love of God, Randall! How could you let Henry’s abominations cross your threshold? Did we not attend the same church? Did you not receive the same catechism? Do you not believe in the holy scripture, God’s own words? Have you not taken the creation story into your heart as the truth of how the earth, all its creatures, and mankind have come to be? Your own salvation depends on your rejection of any corruption—”

“Gail, Gail! Stop!” Dad insisted. “Henry is a scientist. He finds tangible evidence of a reality the church ignores. I’ve spoken to you on this in the past.” Dad began, continuing in his own forceful whisper, “I try to respect your faith in our Catholic upbringing, but I have moved beyond blind faith in that self-anointed Peter, you are the rock, institution whose history is rife with all manner of base human faults, including willfully dismissing knowledge challenging its strict doctrine.

“I choose to accept a bigger picture. And, spiritually, I find far more comfort with the teaching that the kingdom of God is within, and be still and know that I am God; being in meditation, rather than being in calcified church dogma.”

“Oh, I see, dear brother,” Gail rebutted. “So, you choose to reject sixteen hundred years of institutional stability and over a billion believers worldwide as insufficient testimony for you. You set yourself rather than God as authority over you. Perhaps you should meditate on this: ‘Trust not in thine own understanding!’

“Do you actually think that turning inward without the protection of time-tested scriptural guidance and traditional holy prayers coming from your lips can truly buttress you from the evils that prevail in the flesh, in the slurry of sinful human appetites that tempt you down hell’s well-worn path? I highly question that! And I will pray for you, and for your atonement, Randall,” Gail concluded.

“I’m sure you will, Gail. And while I work to clean the inside of my own cup as my spirit and moral compass guides me, I’ll pray for your attunement,” Dad replied sarcastically.

“Bahh!” Gail huffed in dismissal as both returned to the sun room to several questions from Mom and Grandma, which my churning thoughts blocked out.

While Jenny paid no attention to the conversation that had just taken place, it really grated on me. This was my gramps, whom Gail put down! He did not deserve Gail’s contempt! Anyone’s contempt, in my mind! Why? God must love Gramps!

I was happy Dad defended Gramps’ work, but Gramps was also such a kind and happy person, who loved his work, family, all people, and life in general.

‘How could Aunt Gail not see that? How could her religion, her RELIGION,’ I thought again, ‘cause her to judge him as she did? That couldn’t be godly,’ I puzzled.

We were not really a big church-going family. Perhaps views like Gail’s were a reason. But my folks did want Jen and me to be introduced to Jesus’ teachings, to experience a church community in a non-denominational environment, and to learn how to serve our community through various missions. But we never felt the compulsion or the demanding structure that Aunt Gail’s church placed on her. Even at 10, I questioned whether there was any compassion in her church experience.

Those thoughts were intense at that moment, but passed quickly as I re-engaged with my game.

However, that troubling discussion became a quick recall whenever I thought of my aunt and religion.



The year that followed kept me away from a visit to the farm. I qualified for a traveling baseball team, and that regular season, plus tournaments, and a late August family vacation, took a trip to Malone off our schedules. However, I learned later that Gramps’ and Grandma’s summer involved them in some foul play and intrigue. This is what unfolded:

On a cool sunny morning in mid-May, a pearl white Cadillac Eldorado drove up their long gravel drive past the trees, skirting the property along the road and through the prairie grass space, preceding the farmhouse to swing into a parked position facing their front porch. Out stepped a well-dressed, dark-haired man of average stature sporting a thin mustache. Henry came to the door to greet him as he stepped onto the decking, having received a call from him about the visit several days earlier.

“Good morning. You must be Mr. Symington,” Henry offered.

The man put out his left hand, which held a business card, before responding, “Ripley Symington. And good morning to you, sir. Said the man as they shook hands.”

“Please, come in. Let’s talk back here where it’s quiet,” Henry directed.

“Very well,” said the guest.

The two walked to a back den, which doubled as an office, off the center hall and just before the back porch, where they took up seats.

Henry looked at the business card. It read: Antiquities International Ltd. Specialists in Rare Finds of All Kinds. Ripley Symington, Representative. New York, London, Hong Kong.

“So, Mr. Symington, you said your firm had an interest in my work. How so, and what is the purpose of your visit?”

“Yes indeed, we do, sir. It has come to our attention that you are in possession of rare tusks from a mammoth find. We also know that you are the last among your colleagues to study them and that you have completed, or are near the completion of, that process. Am I correct?”

“That is true. In fact, I have finished my studies and compiled my notes on the pair.”

“Ah! Very good! A.I.L. has a high interest in acquiring the tusks for one of our clients. We have been authorized to offer you the sum of $100,000 for the purchase and transport of the items. I have been authorized to present a bank check in that amount made out to you.”

Mr. Symington pulled the check from his thin leather satchel and placed it on the desk top where Henry was sitting.

“Hmm,” Henry murmured. “Well, I don’t know where you or your firm got your information, but the tusks are not for sale, nor am I free to sell them. They are destined for a museum of archaeology yet to be determined.”

“So, there are no signed contracts conveying final ownership of the tusks?”

“No. Not final ownership. Legalities with regard to Russia’s interests, in the country of discovery, have been finalized, and the transfer of rights to my team. But I think you must have dealt with enough such transactions to know how these things work. Right?”

“I do. Yes. You and your team have ownership. However, I would be remiss if I didn’t make you aware that I do have some latitude in my ability to make a more lucrative financial offer for the tusks: a fifty percent increase. I can have a new check in that amount here tomorrow. Do you need to relay this amount to the others, your team members perhaps?”

“No, no, Mr. Symington. No consultations are necessary. The tusks are not for sale. Period! All team members would agree with me on that. And, with that, I think our business today has concluded.”

“Very well, Doctor Covington. I had to make a sincere effort. I will pass along your decision to my client. Good day, sir.”

Henry stood up, followed by Mr. Symington, and together they walked toward and out the front door.

Grace walked over to him as he stood watching the pearl coup exit their drive.

“He gave me the creeps. How about you?”

“I hear ya. His nice manors and attire couldn’t mask his typical salesman’s demeanor.”

“You heard him out and ushered him out. It’s done,” Grace closed.

The remainder of their summer progressed in their typical patterns.

Henry’s work involved him to consult and plan a fall expedition to Mexico for a group of archaeological graduate students and one of his professor colleagues. It would be a trip in which Henry himself would not be traveling.

He also spent time with his two associate team members on the Russian trip. There, they excavated the hyena skull and the damaged mammoth skull, from which the tusks were taken to negotiate a final agreement with the museum
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