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Dedication
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To all the dedicated people, who accomplish superhuman feats every day in working with the developmentally disabled.

I have to mention this before I tell my story to the author. As readers will soon discover, there is no way I should have gone on this trip. But, I want reader’s to put themselves in my place. Would they have behaved any differently? Perhaps, but I hope this story changes their thinking as much as it did mine.

Dave
‘Here I am, standing in pitch-blackness in the middle of bear country in Yellowstone with four developmentally disabled people. (I was including myself this time in the count.) We’re alone on a trail in the middle of the forest, and I’m solely responsible for their lives. What is wrong with this picture?’
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Chapter 1: Departure
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‘Let’s see... eight pairs of socks, four T-shirts, shorts... hmm... what am I missing?’ Dave stroked his forty-four-year-old bearded chin with his fingers and thumb as if this would help him remember all the clothes he would need. He then ran his fingers through his thinning Scandinavian hair and massaged the bald spot at the back of his head, hoping that the stimulus would help him think.

‘This is the least of my worries’, his thoughts continued as he turned and started pacing the floor. Dave was about to go on a camping trip for ten days in the wilds of certain national parks. The trip included an overnight stop in the Badlands of South Dakota, followed by several days in Yellowstone National Park and the Grand Tetons in Wyoming. 

This wasn’t what was troubling him, though. His travels had taken him on several outings like this before—even solitary trips—hiking through mountains and wildernesses.

No, what was bothering him this time was that he was taking seven developmentally disabled adults with him! 

Adjusting to calling them “developmentally disabled” was new to him also; while growing up, he had arrogantly labeled them “retards.” Not that he didn’t like people or the disabled... well, maybe it was... but this was shaping up to be an adventurous journey for which he was unprepared.

‘How did I get myself into this? What am I going to do when one of the develop-mental’s, or whatever... wants to run off and pet the pretty grizzly bear?’ His self-inflicted anxiety was spiraling out of control.

Then he recalled how he had got himself talked into this trip. His good friend Rachel had telephoned and invited him to meet for dinner. Her specialty was working with the disabled; in fact, the company she worked for provided vacations and guided tours for the disabled. Apparently, the company was understaffed, so she had recommended Dave. 

It was during this friendly dinner meeting that she talked him into going on the trip. He recalled her final plea, “Besides, I need you to back up the trailer for me!” Naturally, his manhood was being tested here, so he consented to accompany her, despite his lack of patience and tolerance for her people. 

“Well, it’s too late now, smart guy!” Dave muttered as he zipped up his duffel bag and hoisted it up under his arm. With his other hand, he grabbed the strap of his daypack and slung it over his shoulder. His next steps included finding his previously prepared travel cup full of hot coffee and giving his townhouse a once-over. Then he locked the front door, trudged out to his driveway, and tossed the luggage into his pickup truck. 

He slid into the driver's seat, waited for the engine to warm up, gazed out the windshield for a few moments, and pondered calling Rachel to inform her he was sick. 

Nope, the responsible side of his brain took over, and then  he slowly backed out of the driveway.

Dave was to meet Rachel, and the “vacationers” at “Stretching Horizons and Adventures,” the company that provided vacations and tours for the mentally and physically challenged. The clients would save whatever money they could—sometimes it took them years—and then pay the company to take them on guided tours or vacations. These guests would simply show up, and Stretching Horizons would take care of everything else, supposedly providing expert staff for safe and fun trips of a lifetime. They would also provide medical care or even a sign language interpreter if required.

It all looked so good and professional in the brochures. Little did any of the clients going on the trip know that the only experience Dave had with the disabled was occasionally umpiring adjusted softball games with Rachel and her groups. The only reason he did it was to help her out, although it took his mind off his pressing business life as a strong-willed business analyst. 

He worked in an oppressive environment, sometimes eighty hours per week, for a company that promoted systems management over the value of people. They trained Dave well in not seeing value in people, or even subconsciously within himself.

Now he fended his way through Monday morning rush-hour traffic, and, as a result, running about fifteen minutes late for his rendezvous with Rachel at Stretching Horizons to begin the trip.  Over the past week or so, he had grown more apprehensive as the big day arrived, and now he caught his mind daydreaming in the stop-and-go traffic. 

Had he prepared himself enough for this journey of uncertainty? Had he remembered all the necessities he’d need to survive a camping trip in bear country?

He thought so. He’d washed all of his clothes in unscented soap, brought as many unscented toiletries as possible, and reviewed all the material he had on camping with bears. But had the clients prepared, and were they as knowledgeable? 

These and similar thoughts were churning in his head as he tried to veer around a machine that was tearing up asphalt and spitting it into a dump truck that was following it. This added anxiety surely didn’t help with the months of stress placed on him from his job, which had slowly gained on him over the past few months.

‘Man, what will I do if a client runs through the “sprinkler” of Old Faithful, or wants to walk into the “steaming bubbly ground”?’ He kept trying to reassure himself that they were Rachel’s responsibility since she was an experienced professional. 

Then he recalled the past few days when Rachel had spent hours reassuring him he would do fine. “After all,” she had said confidently, “the recreational director thinks you do a great job with umpiring the softball groups. Besides, the clients will all be high functioning, and you won’t have to do much of anything except teach them your camping skills.”

This had somewhat helped him in his decision to go, but deep down inside, he knew the real reason the adjusted softball groups liked him. 

“They’ve got this sixth sense and can peer deep inside your mind structure, and can tell that you are about to have a nervous breakdown from your job, Dave,” he remarked aloud. 

“You are teetering on the edge—ready to fall into the abyss of the institutionalized, state-sponsored happy place where they live. Perhaps they’re just letting you know they will be there to welcome you with broad smiles and open arms, and you will have plenty of friendly company.” He caught himself convincingly stating this to the pretend person in the seat next to him.

“I really do need this trip,” he whispered to the mouth of his travel coffee mug before taking a well-deserved slurp. His mind was truly getting burnt out from work, and the ledge at the edge of the abyss was looking comfortably close. He definitely needed to let nature work on him for a while.

Dave had discovered over the years from his camping adventures that nature had a way of restoring a person back to normal again. He found that the wilderness—especially the mountains—has an uncanny ability to cleanse the soul and get a person’s mind right again... putting priorities back in order the way nature intended them to be. 

Nature doesn’t allow you to administrate, configure, or correctly analyze her creation. Instead, she purges the pollution of society from you by burning, blasting, washing, blowing, and refining your character. Only when she has finished, and you are standing humbly purified before her, does she reveal her wisdom and awesome vistas of beauty, which she has kept hidden just for your personal moment. Eventually, the outside world becomes senseless and unnecessary, with its newspapers, TV, computers, systems, and civilization. 

‘Man, I really do need time away,’ he thought again.

Dave was in the midst of recycling all of his thoughts when he pulled his pickup truck up to the office in front of Stretching Horizons. He noticed that Rachel already had the covered cargo trailer hooked up to an eleven-person passenger van. 

There was a small mountain of camping and pack gear stacked up on the curb, and Rachel was grabbing it piece by piece and tossing it into the back of the trailer. She was now forty-five, (a year older than Dave), a wiry five foot four, with hints of gray, smuggled into her shoulder-length brown hair. Her family had a history of heart disease, but, unlike her older brother who had a chest full of stents, she was in great shape.

Dave parked his truck up the block a bit, grabbed his coffee mug and his own gear out of the truck, and locked it up for what would be the next ten days. This wasn’t the best of neighborhoods, so he nervously wondered if his whole truck or just parts of it would be there when he got back.

He snuck up behind Rachel and startled her when he spoke. “Need any help?” He threw his duffel bag into the trailer, keeping his backpack slung over his shoulder. Rachel seemed happy to see him, although she greeted him with a strange smile. ‘Probably because I’m late,’ he thought.

“Let’s go into the office and I’ll introduce you to some of the other employees and a few of the clients who are going on the trip,” she said while tugging on his arm. 

He was at first hesitant, knowing he was stepping out of his comfortable and familiar world into what he could only think of as the insanity of her world. He took a deep breath and tried to shake off his anxiety as she led him into the office. 
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Chapter 2: Rachel’s World
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Once inside the entrance doors of the huge, open-design office, Dave looked around and noticed two large desks, one on each side of the room. There were stacks of manila folders and other papers everywhere on the desks, floors, and on top of chest-high file cabinets in the back of the disorganized office. 

Behind one desk was an older lady who was on the phone trying to get flight tickets for someone. She smiled at Dave as Rachel said that her name was Carol. She had clown-colored orange hair. 

‘It’s perfect,’ he thought, as he remembered Rachel mentioning that she thought a bunch of clowns ran the place.

Rachel stated Carol was the director of trips, and then he met two of Carol’s assistants from India whose names he couldn’t possibly remember—or spell if he did—and finally four of the seven participants going on the trip. 

Ray was the first client he met. 

Dave remembered reading Ray’s application and remarking to a friend at work that it said, “He gets agitated easily—his application says to give him space when he does.” Dave jokingly had remarked, “He’ll probably yell at me when I meet him.” 

Unfortunately, his words were almost prophetic. Rachel introduced Dave to Ray. 

“I’m glad to meet you,” said Dave, sticking out his hand. 

“No, you’re not!” Ray shouted back at him. 

Ray, age 35, was somewhat hunched over. He was plodding purposefully back and forth while wearing a dreadful scowl on his face. He also had a severe case of overgrown, bushy-black eyebrows that furled over his eyes enhancing the frowned wrinkles on his forehead and the corners of his eyes. 

Rachel got Ray’s attention again for Dave, but instead of shaking Dave’s outstretched hand, Ray ignored it, and, instead, glared eye to eye. 

“Well, what time are we leaving, Mr. Dave?” Ray blurted out. Ray sneered through what seemed a now permanent scowl etched on his face. Dave tried to smile back at him. 

“I would think pretty soon there, Ray,” Dave replied. Ray just harrumphed, turned, and continued with his plodding. 

It was at this point that Rachel took Dave aside and reminded him that Ray had some anger issues. She told him to ignore them and make sure he and everyone else on the trip had a good time.

‘Oh great,’ thought Dave. ‘Not only do I have to put up with develop-mentals, but there’s one with an attitude. Okay, try to keep your cool Dave... just keep your cool.’

“Well, why is he even going on the trip if he’s going to act like that?” Dave asked Rachel. 

“I know,” she replied, “I should have personally talked with him as I normally do with all the clients. Things just got so busy that I didn’t do it this time. Perhaps this trip won’t be a piece of cake after all because I think we’re going to have our hands full just with him. I told each client’s staff that it was a basic requirement that they are high functioning and work well in a group, but apparently, we have different viewpoints on what is high functioning.” 

After she explained herself, Dave started thinking that maybe Ray’s staff had fictionalized the application just to get rid of him for a while. 

“Do you think the staff lied on the application?” Dave asked her. 

“Maybe. It wouldn’t be the first time, but, not to worry,” her voice trailed and got higher.  

Not to worry? Now he realized why she’d had the strange smile on her face at the trailer. This trip would not be an easy one. Dave’s thoughts were racing again. 

The trip agenda stated they were taking these people not only camping but also back-woods hiking. Then they were going to take a white-water rapids trip on the Snake River, plus a hike down a mountain trail. He knew the responsibility involved in doing these activities. 

It finally dawned on him he was going to be responsible for these people as much as she was. In addition, he would have to interact with them and actually care for them. His character weaknesses were revealing themselves, and he did not like it one bit. 

Rachel was used to taking clients on these types of trips. On one trip, which he could only describe as “extreme adventures with the disabled,” she had repelled down the side of a cliff with a securely tied person in a wheelchair next to her. 

She had a knack for this type of work, whereas all Dave did in his job was set up systems and then place the right people to serve the system. There was no caring about people or being responsible for them in his job. An acidy-sick feeling grew in his stomach.

Dave was still eyeing up Ray, so Rachel had to nudge him over to the next client. The second vacationer he met was Doris. 

“She falls a lot,” Rachel quickly quipped, causing Dave to stare back at her in astonishment for a moment. 

Doris was a very young-looking age 62. She was sitting on a hard, gray folding chair, and stayed seated while looking up sideways at him through her long dishwater-blond hair. “Hi,” she shyly said.

Dave tried to break the ice and stumbled over words for her. 

“Are you... um... excited to go on this camping trip?” He wondered for a moment if she would say anything else, but she finally nodded yes with a faint smile and then started talking to herself while playing with her hair.

The third client was Dan. Dave quickly found out that Dan was non-verbal. He carried a large picture book with him he used for communicating. The largest images were a smiley face and a sad face. Dan was quite tall and could have played Mr. Clean, as his head was shiny bald.

Dan stuck a large page from his book in front of Dave’s face and pointed to one of the thumbnail pictures on it. It was a sun-colored smiley face.  

“Are you happy to be going on this trip?” Dave asked while looking at the picture. Dan grinned from ear to ear while excitedly nodding his bald head up and down, eagerly pointing at the smiley face, and then thumping his T-shirted chest. 

The book also provided a picture of a coffee cup, which Rachel stated he often pointed to. Dan wildly shook Dave’s hand for a nervous moment or two, then kind of hop-skipped away to a corner to look at his book of pictures and to rock back and forth in a forward and reverse motion.

Most likely, the main reason that Dan moved away to the corner was because the fourth client, Todd, age 36, rudely interrupted the conversation. Instead of shaking hands with Dave, Todd pulled out a checkbook calendar from his back pocket and correctly pointed to today’s date. 

“This is the day I am leaving on the trip,” he remarked.  

“Yep—you are correct.” Dave smiled. 

“Are Mike or Chuck going on the trip?” Todd asked. 

“Sorry, I don’t know who Mike and Chuck are,” replied Dave. 

Dave was studying Todd’s head. He had a pointed face with a severe overbite. He was unshaven, and he spoke with a soft, wheezy voice. If a caricature artist ever drew him, he thought the image
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