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I think it can be useful to think of our lives as a series of gifts. What has been given to us? What can we be thankful for? For one, there is life. Now, I’m not denying the tough aspects of life, its real and unexpected challenges, the barriers, and the failures. They are all there too. But sometimes we give more attention and more press to the failures. For now, I want to look at the blessing side of life, the light-giving side. True, I will draw upon my own life. If I count a blessing, I know you can find a parallel one in yours.  

My life is your life; your life is mine, in a sense. You may have had much more influence and accomplished much more than I. You may have encountered greater barriers and had to overcome far greater historical forces than I. Everyone has their own life. But there is also a shared life between us. What I experience and what you experience are part of the human experience. What happens to you happens to me in a sense, and vice versa. As you read this, you may recall something similar. 

In life, there is much beauty and sadness. I don’t think I would change anything in my life due to a regret, for I lived the best I could at the time. I had to deal with what the universe presented; Some of us, you can say, are dealt a better deck than others. Then that only means we are obligated to give more back. So as I recount my blessings here, I hope it’s in the spirit of attempting to gift others, to share beauty in image and meaning in word.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER I 
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The Gift of Florida






I was born in northern Florida, a town named by the Spanish, Valparaiso, meaning “he who goes to paradise.” Having nearly died at birth, I am glad that I didn’t go to paradise right away. As of now, I have lived for threescore and eleven years, and have a few experiences to convey. I don’t go looking for experiences. I’m not an action adventure sort of guy. Yet adventure did, at times, come to me. But what comes to you is place, for sure.

Florida, at the time of my early childhood, during the middle twentieth century, was still paradisal in many ways. Sand dunes aplenty, unpolluted green-blue bay and gulf. Occasional hurricanes. I remember meeting an older fellow years later who remembered a time when the area teemed with wildlife, the type you see on the ground. That era, within his living memory, had passed, but there were still birds and fish aplenty. The generations pass and the landscape changes and we see things through generational eyes. If you live long enough, you realize that things don’t stay the same. That’s sad, yet the nature of reality. We see reality through the lens of time. We don’t realize it at first. We enter this world, and the world just is. It’s supposed to sort of stay the same. 

We are changing in years ourselves, which we one day realize, and then later, that the world around us is changing too. My brother John once told me something about how part of beauty is that it is passing. A blooming flower doesn’t stay blossoming for long. Yet I might venture a coda to this. The flower dies, seeds, and more plants with flowers arise, and so the cycle of life-death-rebirth goes on. At least a while longer, the beauty goes on. Till the solar system, and eventually the universe, runs out. For now, I am content with relative eternity. The next million years or so will do. Maybe even the next thousand.....

I’m surprised how a melancholic tone has entered this work. It is supposed to be about blessings, of beauty found in image and word, and I am already talking about its passing. I won’t let that be the dominant tone, however, even if it succeeds in raising its head from time to time. That’s the thing about organic writing, not the scripted type. You are not quite sure where it will lead you. If it's organic, it will naturally come forth, make its revelation—one which might well surprise us. 






One thing that Florida gave was the mystery of creatures, in particular creatures that lived in water. To a child, the miracle of these fabulous creatures made a strong statement to you that couldn’t be put into words at the time. The common sunfish, found in small schools, took on a discoid shape with flashing rainbow colors, dazzling to the eyes. A miracle to catch. We watched them from the dock in our backyard; we caught them and threw them back in. 

Sunfish. The sun was not just in the sky. They were in the water. Each fish was a sun—a miracle that endlessly attracted our eye. They were unlike the real sun, which you cannot look at for long. It would not damage you to see this beauty. That’s what we need in life. Beauty to  see and draw upon, and a beauty that does not damage us. It’s easy to be ugly; it’s easy to destroy things. Opt for beauty, opt for the good is the hidden lesson of the sunfish. It was trying to teach us that. Forgive me—I don’t mean to find hidden lessons in everything I recount. But the Sunfish, the first creature I recall, will have its say. We have to let the universe have its say.

The sunfish wasn’t the only fish in the bay. There’s a more unusual one we rarely saw, but we did see it. It had a jaw as long as its body, a very thin jaw. It was lined with incredibly small and narrow teeth, in endless rows. The needlefish looked like an impossibility, yet it was there. We would not have imagined it, yet there it was. I know I just repeated myself. Author’s don’t want to do this. But something about being there and that alone is important. It’s factual, and if that fact brings mystery and suggests something that looks impossible is real, well that’s cause for reflection. Rarity is a factor. You don’t run across impossibilities too often in life, yet you do. Keep note of them. They say something special.

What’s next? Of course the bay had porpoises, gracefully showing their black sleek fins and occasionally leaping. But what stands out more, and somewhat relatedly in terms of the bigger sort of fish, is a shark that had washed ashore one day. It was quite large to a child and fearsome looking even in death. Again, a mystery too big for the child’s words, maybe even too big for mine now. The day the shark washed ashore was something that stands out in my childhood’s memory’s eye. I was looking for something in its form, in its immensity and in its lifelessness.

What was it saying? That the great and fearsome die? Would that every aspiring tyrant take this lesson to heart. Perhaps if one of those tyrants had seen such a thing, he would have countered the impulse to become a shark to others. We all will wash ashore one day. Let the people around our body be sad and not rejoicing at our death.  

Alas, melancholic thoughts again surface! Maybe I am discovering that among all the beauty that I attempt to recount, inextricably mixed are these other memories which present and demand attention too. We
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