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 Chapter
1

Mysteries of Life on the Creek






I knew something really bad was about to happen. We
both heard the loud noise come from inside the house—a loud,
deliberate noise. I whimpered and shook as Mom positioned me behind
a large bush nestled in the middle of the flower garden on the side
of the house. We were the only ones home and Mom’s face had an
expression I had never seen before. She looked truly frightened.
She whispered for me to stay put. I watched as Mom snuck through
the back door. I cried as I tried to do as she told me, but I
couldn’t help it. Still hidden behind the bush, I peered through
the window and saw the outline of her figure in the kitchen. She
was getting a knife.

With knife in hand, I saw Mom walk ever so
slowly from room to room. Since the house was no bigger than a
bread box, I could see her check every closet and cubbyhole. The
last room she checked was mine. She opened the closet door to find
a man staring back at her. Panicked, she lunged at him with the
knife, but in that split second, the man grabbed Mom’s wrist, which
held the knife, and with a closed fist, hit her as hard as he could
on the left temple. Mom’s eyes rolled up in her head as she fell
back, staggering to remain conscious; she dropped the knife and
screamed, “No, why, oh my God why!” as she ran from the room. Her
deathly shrill was irrepressible.

I didn’t know who she was yelling at or if
she was screaming to me. Her terrifying shriek was the loudest
noise I’d ever heard. She was frantic, breathless, gulping for air
as she ran through the living room to escape. Mom had told me to
stay put but her screams were more than I could bear. I emerged
from behind the bush and ran toward the house with a goal of
somehow helping her. Stopping at the bottom of the stairs, I didn’t
know what to do, when the door flew open and Mom fell on one knee
as she crumpled to the floor inside the doorway. Raising her head
and looking through one eye as to focus she could only say, “No
Jeffy, no!” She closed and then opened her eyes, blinking as wide
as she could to remain conscious and clear headed. After seeing me,
Mom stood up and wavered down the four concrete steps where she
grabbed me so tight that I struggled to get a breath. She was
crying, gasping, and trembling like I had never seen.

“Mommy, mommy, what’s wrong, what’s wrong?”
I screamed as we clung to each other. I was scared to death, yet
still didn’t know why.

“Everything’s fine,” she said over and over.
“There’s nothing at all to worry about, honey, everything is
fine.”

Although the vast bump starting to emerge on
the side of her head said otherwise, I could tell that Mom was
trying to calm herself as she positioned me behind her while
turning back to look toward the house. From around the corner of
the house, I heard the front screen door slam and then someone
running away. I looked back and caught a glimpse as a man
disappeared among the shaded trees of the prune orchard on the
other side of our house. I didn’t know who it was; I just knew he
was big.

We couldn’t get in the car and just drive
away as Mom didn’t have a car and, anyway, she didn’t know how to
drive. We couldn’t run away on foot since my older brother and
sister would be coming home from school at any time; we couldn’t
just leave them.

Mom grabbed my hand and we ran past the
vegetable garden to the pump house. She told me to stay there while
she staggered to the other side of the little wooden structure. I
heard her throwing up and moaning in agony, yet, my young
four-year-old brain still didn’t know why. Mom slowly made
her way back to me using the pump house as a crutch to lean on; she
knelt down and put both arms around me without saying a word.

Somehow Mom composed herself and we went
back into the house where she distracted me by spending the next
half-hour or so reading to me from my favorite book, Henry the
Lollipop Man. Henry was this little bald guy who gave lollipops
to kids. I felt I knew Henry as a close friend, and he knew me. Mom
always animated her versions with exuberance and gusto. The story
took me out of confused reality and into a fun, magical place where
a sense of security enveloped me. After bringing Henry to life once
again, Mom clicked on the radio and whisked me up as we twirled and
danced. We were laughing again and things were somewhat normal as
the radio filled the house with joyful noise.

A little later, Mom sat me down at the
kitchen table and gave me cut apple and grapes. She sat down with
me and told me how much she loved me and there wasn’t anything in
the world she wouldn’t do for me. She didn’t want me fearful
walking into my own home or too worried to sleep at night; a mental
image has long term consequence. She told me that the noise that we
heard within the house that afternoon was just the ironing board
that had fallen out of the closet and she was screaming because she
tripped over it giving her the bump on the side of her head. I love
her for that, but I know what I saw. I don’t know why, but I never
spoke of the actual events of that disconcerting day to anyone. It
was too much; I had to let it go. I don’t know where it went, but
it went hiding somewhere in the recesses of my mind. It would be
another five years before I found out who was really in the house
that day.

When my sister Sharon and my brother Dave
came home from school they went into their bedrooms to change their
school clothes and do homework, which Mom always insisted on. They
had no idea of the events of the day and Mom showed no signs.
Thinking back, I suppose my brother and sister noticed the welt on
the side of Mom’s head, but they, too, never said a word.

While they did homework, Mom and I decided
to enjoy a game of Shudda Dudda in the afternoon sun. We settled on
the front wooden stair steps, which showed their age by the smooth
rounded texture of time, the knots fairing better than the rest.
But the chilling autumn wind reminded us that summer was slowly
creeping behind, so we stepped around the corner of the house to a
sunny, wind-blocked spot on the four concrete steps that led to the
side entrance of our house. As we stretched out in this protected
spot, the warmth and security of Mom’s smile put any final doubts
of this morning out of my mind. We were now settled in place and
ready for a rousing game of Shudda Dudda—one of the many card games
Mom made up. I can’t remember exactly how it was played, or if it
had real rules at all, but I do remember having the best darn time
playing that game with Mom. I laughed and laughed every time we
played it. Mom or I would deal us both about ten cards and then put
the stack between us and turn one card over face up. The other
would lay down a card and then the other would have to match it
with another suit, if we couldn’t we’d throw down our cards and
scream “Shudda Dudda” just as loud as we could. Part of the game
was to see who could scream “Shudda Dudda” the loudest, a great
tension reliever and bonding agent.

Needless to say the games weren’t that long,
but neither was my attention span. Game after game we played and
Mom screamed and laughed right along with me. Mom knew exactly what
to do to make my life fun and exciting. The only world I knew then
was the perfect world of our home on Coyote Creek.

#

My soft-spoken mother saw the glass half
full and tended to look at everything with hope. Whenever I had the
slightest doubt about anything she would say over and over again,
“Oh yes you can, yes you can, yes you can!” I think she may have
invented the process of making lemonade out of lemons. At 5’ 2”,
105 pounds, all I saw was great beauty. She had gorgeous long brown
hair, a slender build and a warm inviting face that always smiled.
The most important thing she gave me, other than love, was
unquestionable security. I had no care in the world and was
cosseted by her presence; I never gave my safety a second thought.
Mom and I could talk for hours on end about anything and
everything.

Those golden days on Coyote Creek were
packed with so many pleasing activities from dawn till well after
dusk. During the spring and summer months we would often wake early
to enjoy the crisp exhilarating morning air while tending to our
fertile vegetable garden. The garden was about fifteen feet wide by
thirty feet long and sat approximately forty feet from the side of
the house. It was near the little shed we called the pump house
that was used by the owner of the property to irrigate the vast
prune orchard complex. Mom churned the soil and manicured the
vegetables that grew abundantly in neatly planted rows. I had the
pleasure of watering the irrigation rows with the hose and helped
pull pesky weeds. I would tip-toe through the garden as though I
was on a tightrope at the circus, holding my breath with each
careful step for fear of crushing a carrot or radish. A four year
old, a garden hose and dirt... need I say more. However, Mom’s time
and attention to the garden was well worth the effort, good for the
mind, body, and soul. The vegetables grew tall, proud, and healthy;
they glowed with the deep, rich, vibrant colors of new life.

The aroma emanating from the garden was that
of damp mother earth. It was impossible to wander in and not pluck
a snack and feel that rush of natural energy. The tender, sweet
young corn standing tall was there for our taking (after asking
permission, of course). There was only one condition, if we picked
it we had to eat all of it. The same went for the plump red
tomatoes, deep brown potatoes, bright orange carrots, fire-engine
red radishes, and dark green cucumbers—all delicious snacks. And
then there was squash and cabbage, lettuce and melons—such
nourishing foods that we grew with our own hands. Believe me,
nothing ever went to waste and we enjoyed every bite.

Some of my favorite childhood memories
revolve around that garden. Sharon, Dave and I loved to run around
the orchard, playing till we were overcome with exhaustion, and
then we’d cruise over to the garden, snatch a couple of crisp
carrots out of the ground, wash them in the cool waters of the
creek and sit on the bank to rest and devour them while watching
pieces of wood, bottles and other interesting items float by
compliments of Coyote Creek.

Dave and I always argued over who pulled up
the biggest carrot. Dave said his was much bigger, even if it
wasn’t; it would drive me nuts. We’d even measured them and mine
was noticeably bigger but he would still comment that they were
“about” the same size, but his was just a little bigger.

Or we would simply rip off an ear of plump
juicy sweet corn; shuck the husk and the thin light green silky
hairs and head up to one of our many tree houses to eat our bounty
in leisure. Those tree houses offered a safe haven where we kept an
eye out for any scoundrels who might come around the bend to take
over our territory, our forts, or our food. Guarding our compound
and territory was serious business.

#

Being isolated out in the middle of nowhere
was limiting in terms of outside friendships, so Dave let me tag
along with him, most of the time. We became our own best friends
out of necessity, which didn’t preclude him from beating the crap
out of me once in a while. One time he beat me up because I kept
calling him the “Indian.” He physically assured me that day that
I was the Indian and he was the rough-riding cowboy
and not the other way around. After my pummel, I got up, brushed
myself off, took a deep breath and said “OK, butt face” and took
off for the sanctuary of the orchards just as fast as I could run.
He chased after me until we tripped on dirt clods and fell face
down in the dark, newly disked moist soil of the orchard, panting
and laughing like crazy as we both tried to catch our breath
without inhaling dirt.

Sibling torture is a very special bond,
don’t you agree? It’s one of those wonderfully stupid things that
stick with you your entire life. I can clearly remember one time
when Dave and I sat in the living room waiting for Mom to prepare
dinner and Dave casually came over and sat very near to me on the
couch. He pointed his finger at me and just stared at me. The
problem was that his finger was only about a half an inch from my
shoulder.

I said, “Stop it!”

He said, “Stop what?”

I said, “Stop touching me!”

“I’m not touching you.”

And with that, he moved his finger closer
and to the side of my face as he said, “I’m still not touching
you.”

I repeated, in a much louder voice, “Stop
touching me!”

“I’m not touching you.”

So I screamed to Mom, “Dave’s touching
me.”

Her stern voice reverberated through the
kitchen doorway, “David stop touching your brother,” and he
answered right back, again very calmly, “I’m not touching him,
Mom.”

With that he moved his finger just a little
bit closer and stared at me with this irritating half-smile.

I yelled, “Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!”

Mom’s voice came through loud and clear,
“Keep it down in there.”

“Mom he won’t stop almost touching me,” I
screamed.

“That’s it!” Mom said. We could always hear
the finality in her voice, “David, stop almost touching your
brother and move to another chair right now, and Jeff, stop your
whining. Nobody likes a whiner.”

Holy cow, he did it to me again, I was just
sitting on the couch minding my own business and all of a sudden
I’m getting yelled at by Mom for being a whiner... a whiner, can
you beat that!

My brother, what a clown. Oh, how he used to
make me laugh. One day in early summer, when the orchards were
flooded for irrigation, Mom told my brother and sister not to walk
through the orchard on their way home from school, but rather to
take a different, more solid route. Of course, my brother walked,
or tried to walk, right through the orchard because it was the
shortest route home. But as he walked, he got deeper and deeper
into the mud. His struggle only sank him to his knees in thick
sticky mud. Panicked, he cried for help. He was sure he had landed
in quicksand and was headed for the bottom of the earth. Mom came
running with me in tow, and proceeded to tell Dave that he was
going to be just fine and not to move, to just stay still and
quiet. Mom thought for a moment and then instructed my sister and
me to help gather as many empty wooden prune boxes as we could find
and carry them near to where Dave was stuck. Finding boxes was
easy, carrying them was not. Mom laid the boxes, one after the
other, and made her way out for the rescue.

On her hands and knees she reached him, and
with a struggle, managed to free him from his sinking predicament.
Mom carried Dave back, stepping on one prune box at a time, until
they were both on dry land.

Dave cried, “My shoes, my shoes,” which I
could see were no longer on his feet. The suction of the mud had
devoured both his shoes and left his socks dangling halfway off.
Mom held on and consoled him but there was no denying the look of
concern on her face at the loss of his shoes. Even though we didn’t
know it at the time, we were very poor and shoes were hard to come
by. It was like she just lost pure gold.

Dave and I shared a bedroom with two single
beds. There was only one window in the room and Dave’s bed was
right under it. I awoke one night to hear my brother blaring out
that someone was looking in the window.

“There’s someone in the window, there’s a
man in the window! Mommy, Mommy, there’s a man looking in the
window,” he screamed.

Mom and Sharon came rushing into the room
and Mom brought all three of us to her sides and held us as close
as she could, all the while reassuring us that there was nobody
looking in the window. She explained it was just a branch from the
tree next to the house that was brushing up against the window in
the wind, that’s all it was.

She also explained that sometimes when you
look out of a window and you think you see someone looking in, it
could be just your own reflection that you see. “And you’re not
afraid of yourselves are you?” She asked. “No,” we all inaudibly
mumbled. However, her face turned red and her words didn’t seem to
match her expression.

To assure us even more, Mom went outside to
make sure there wasn’t anyone looking in our bedroom window. She
walked over to the kitchen and got a flashlight. We clung to her
like bees to honeycomb.

“Don’t go, don’t go,” we pleaded.

“It will just take me a second,” she said
and slipped out the side door. She was right, it seemed like only a
second or two and she was back inside.

“I was right,” she said, “It’s only that
darn branch rubbing up against the window from the wind. That’s all
it is. OK, now everybody back to bed,” she commanded.

We all did just that, just as swiftly as we
could... straight into Mom’s bed. Mom hurriedly got us out of her
bed and back into our own. She was noticeably shaking as she hugged
me good night. After she firmly closed our bedroom door I heard the
radio being turned on in the other room, it was fairly loud, and at
one point, before I drifted off to sleep, I thought I heard the
gruff voice of a man.

The next day Mom showed us the branch that
was rubbing against the window and it all made perfect sense. The
same type of thing happened several more times but our fears had
been calmed by Mom’s logical explanations. Coyote Creek could have
been one scary place if not for her.

A gap between the old wood molding and the
glass in our bedroom window was a constant battle. Mom stuffed
those cracks with toilet paper or newspaper. It minimized the cold
wind that would blow through. It was one of those many things that
Mom always said we needed to get fixed, but nobody ever seemed to
get around to it. Our bedroom was the coldest room in the house. At
night when I’d get chilled and complain to Mom she would come into
the bedroom with these really thick, heavy blankets—enough to
restore warmth and comfort so I could get back to a good night’s
sleep. Most of the time Dave would take the big blanket off of his
bed and put it on mine; I don’t know if he was being a good brother
or if he was just hot and needed a place to put it. Either way, I
loved it.

Sometimes at night, Dave and I would see
lights shining in the orchard from our bedroom window. We didn’t
know what they were. They would appear and disappear three times,
then go back to darkness. We’d jumped up and stand at the window to
see where the lights were coming from. My brother thought it was a
spaceship from another planet.

“Yeah right, or maybe it’s creatures that
live in the center of the earth that come up only at night... with
flashlights,” I said sarcastically.

The immediate headlock he put on me was
pretty tight as I was laughing and choking for air at the same
time. I thought he was going to strangle me as we fell over his bed
and onto the floor. I was fighting back with a vengeance as I tried
to crawl under my bed for safety.

After Mom angrily entered the room and Dave
and I were back in our beds, we told her about the lights. Mom
immediately looked out the window with great intensity. I noticed
her begin to shake and the tone of her voice became eerily
different as her breathing turned to short hyperventilating gasps.
She said it was probably just the light from the moon glowing
through the branches of the prune trees or perhaps it was car
lights shining all the way from Highway 101. She assured us that
there was nothing to worry about and lights couldn’t hurt us.

“Why not just enjoy the lights when you see
them,” she’d say. She told us to get to sleep as she tightly closed
our bedroom door and we heard the radio go on in the other room. It
was a little loud but we got to sleep anyway. We waited and waited
many nights, but the lights never came back.

#

And then there’s my big sister, Sharon.
She’s four years older than me and two years older than my brother.
She was an adorable young girl with soft blond hair, a china doll
complexion and deep blue-green eyes. Sharon was a child herself but
sometimes she was like a miniature mom to my brother and me. She
would keep an eye on us, or try to anyway, while we explored the
expansive nirvana of our beloved Coyote Creek. Besides trying to
watch out for us she also let her imagination run wild as she
played right along side of me and Dave. I looked up to my brother
and sister. Whenever either one of them had an idea or a thought to
do anything at all I was right there, “me too,” I’d say without
hesitation. I wasn’t about to be left behind on anything, no
way.

I’ll never forget the blood curdling sound
of my sister screaming as she climbed down from an oak tree and ran
toward the house. Mom came running out of the house trying to
figure out what had happened to her. They met in the middle of the
dirt driveway, Sharon continuing to scream.

“What’s wrong, Sharon, what’s wrong?” Mom
repeated over and over.

“My ear, my ear,” Sharon yelled. “Oh, Mom,
my ear, help me, please, help me!”

It all happened so fast, yet for a young boy
watching in fear, it was like extra slow motion. Mom figured out
that an earwig (pincher bug) from the oak tree had crawled into her
ear—not just kind of in—but all the way in! Sharon continued
flailing her arms and running in circles while screaming at the top
of her lungs. I stood still, amazed at how much air her lungs could
hold.

Mom had no choice but to slap her across the
face, just like they do in the movies. And it worked! Sharon was so
stunned that Mom actually slapped her that she stopped dead in her
tracks, in mid-scream. Mom then wrapped her arms around Sharon and
quickly marched her into the kitchen. I ran behind mesmerized by
the whole affair. Mom then positioned Sharon’s head under the sink
faucet and turned the water on so that it was running directly into
the path taken by the earwig. I’m not sure how much time had passed
with the water running in her ear, but all of a sudden Mom turned
off the water and twisted Sharon’s head so it was going in the
opposite direction, I thought she was going to unscrew her head
right from her shoulders. But low and behold that pincher bug came
sliding right on out and Mom washed it down the drain.

Insects, rodents, and animals were always a
concern as they made their home at Coyote Creek too. Simply turning
over a rock would unleash an amazing world of spiders, salamanders,
worms and things that you didn’t know what they were. I bet we
turned over thousands of rocks just for that reason alone. Coyote
Creek also provided a haven for fox, opossum, raccoon, deer, and
coyote. We enjoyed the privilege of spotting God’s creatures as
they ventured to quench their thirst in our own little piece of the
creek.

One afternoon my brother showed me a little
opening in this really thick brush located upstream of the creek.
Something had been going in and out of there. I asked him where it
went but he said he didn’t know and dared me to go in and find out.
I was five by this time and I couldn’t resist, so I slowly crawled
on my hands and knees through what appeared to be a tunnel in the
thicket. It stopped about ten feet in and ended in a matted down
area that looked like someone’s bed. It was really something in
there, a little boy’s dream come true.

I slithered my way out of the tunnel and
reported my findings back to Dave who immediately said, “I’m going
to make a fort out of this,” and I said, “me too!”

“No way,” Dave said. “I discovered it and
you didn’t.”

“You wouldn’t even go inside to see what was
in there,” I said. “I had to do it! You were too scared to go
inside yourself!”

And with that, it became “our” fort.

Sharon came to see what the commotion was
about and all three of us ended up spending the day bringing in
toys and old blankets and stuff like that until we had it ready to
show Mom. We were so proud of our brand-new fort. My brother went
to get Mom as Sharon and I waited anxiously for her arrival inside
the confines of the fort. We were going to surprise her, and boy
what a surprise! Sharon and I heard their voices from outside the
thicket and could hardly keep quiet from the excitement of the
surprise. We heard the soft rustling of the branches and knew Mom
was on her way in. We both started to uncontrollably giggle. We saw
Mom’s face appear in the entryway, and let me tell you, it was not
a very happy face.

I’ve never seen Mom’s eyes get that big
before as she said very calmly, but very directly, “I want both of
you to come out of there right now. I want you to come out here one
at a time very slowly.”

Mom backed out of the fort’s entrance and we
followed her with a befuddled numbness. Our bubble had burst as our
surprise was not being received as we had hoped.

When we were all out of there safely, Mom
told us to never, ever go into that fort again. She then explained
that it was a home or den for a large animal that would more than
likely go after us if it came home and found us hanging around in
their bedroom.

“Secondly,” she said in a very stern voice,
“I want each of you to follow me back to the house, take off all
your clothes and leave them outside and get ready for a good
scrubbing in the bathtub. The bushes you made your fort out of were
poison oak.”

Amazingly, not one of us contracted any
signs or symptoms of poison oak, even after spending a full day
rustling all around it.

The creek, along with the animals, rodents
and birds of the area provided a never-ending audio soundtrack.
Some of the sounds were like joyful music to my ears. Others were
curious, and still others frightening. One incident, in particular,
stands out to this day.

All of us were sitting at the little yellow
four-person table in the kitchen eating lunch and talking, as we
did most summer days. The table sat in front of a large picture
window that looked out over the garden area and the pump house
beyond. It was a bright sunny day and we could see the circled
smears of Mom’s earlier efforts to clean the little panes of glass
which made up the picture window, when all of a sudden this very
slight whine or whistle noise pierced the silence. It came out of
nowhere. It was the kind of sound that would stop you in your
tracks and make you hold your breath and listen as hard as you
could to try and figure out what it was, and where it was coming
from. The sound was intermittent until we all stopped and held our
collective breaths and listened, and then it would stop. We would
go back to eating and talking and there it was again, but then it
would stop when we paid attention to “it.” We were perplexed. What
was making that noise? And how did it know when we were listening
for “it?” If whatever was making the noise would stop when we would
listen for it, it had to be watching us to know when
we were thinking of it! Was it outside? Was it inside? “What
the heck is that?” We said with our eyes wide as we looked at each
other with raised eyebrows.

This went on until Mom, who was sitting next
to Sharon, leaned over to Sharon and realized that the faint
curious whistle noise was actually coming from Sharon’s nose! Every
time we would listen, we would hold our breath, which would end
Sharon’s nose whistling. Then when we all started eating and
talking normally again the whistle would return. To us, it was
simply hilarious. Sharon is embarrassed by it to this day.

#

At the back of the house sat a huge weeping
willow tree that must have been there from the beginning of time.
It was about forty-feet high and forty-feet wide with its own roomy
shaded cool shelter on the inside of the branches. The branches and
their leaves looped up into the air and then drooped all the way
down to the ground. One day Sharon had this great idea to open up a
lemonade stand at the weeping willow tree. Of course, my first
thought was, “me too.” Her idea was to put the retail display,
which consisted of two prune boxes on end with a board across them
right in front of the weeping willow tree to attract attention. We
named it “The Weeping Willow Lemonade Stand.” We just knew we were
all going to become rich! The all-day event was orchestrated by
Sharon. The first order of business was selecting and picking just
the right lemons and the right number to meet the day’s demand.
They were then cut in half to make ready for the squeezing. We
didn’t have a lemon squeezer so it took a very long time to ooze
the juice out of the lemons. It was all done by hand. We simply
used a teaspoon to squish the meat of the fruit so that it dripped
into a large plastic pitcher. After hours of taking turns squeezing
and squishing we finally had enough juice to make our first batch
of liquid gold. We added some sugar and water and
presto—lemonade!

We brought glasses out from the kitchen and
decided to charge five cents for a medium-sized drink. I’m sure
you’re keeping in mind that we were in the middle of nowhere, so we
went to Mom to drum up some business. Sure enough our marketing
efforts paid off as within a few minutes we had our first customer,
who didn’t buy just one glass but she actually purchased two whole
glasses of lemonade. Throughout the day our customer would come
back once in a while and buy another glass of the tangy
refreshment. We were arranging the table display to make a better
first impression on our potential customers when out of nowhere, we
ran out of lemonade. By then, it had been a really long day of work
for all of us and we were bushed. Time to call it a day and close
up shop for good. No way could we make it rich with just one loyal
customer. How many glasses of lemonade can one person drink in a
day anyway? The upside to our business venture is that, as owners,
we got to partake in our own product whenever we wanted and we
definitely did, maybe that’s why we ran out of lemonade so quickly.
There wasn’t a drop of lemonade left in the pitcher by the time we
went in for a well-deserved dinner.

Bright and early the next morning we went on
to new, more important “creek stuff.” The lemonade stand was
already nothing more than a vague memory.

#

Mom watched us like a hawk but gave us
plenty of space to be kids, albeit real adventurous kids. She
watched us a lot more than we watched her. As young and growing
children, she gave us a lot of free rein to do the things that made
us who we are today.

“Be adventurous but be careful, and if
you’re not sure about something, ask!” she would say. “Never go it
alone, always have your brother or sister with you. There’s safety
in numbers.” She would say.

The creek was just out our front door and
could be a daunting area for play. We always seemed to have a
variety of scrapes, cuts and abrasions. Occasionally, even Mom bore
scrapes and bruises. One time Mom got a black eye from picking
apricots for a pie. She told us that she turned her head and a
branch poked her in the eye and she fell out of the tree. She was
lucky not to have broken any bones, but the bruises on her neck
stayed for a long time. For the most part, none of us gave scrapes
and bruises a second thought. It was a rough, rural setting that we
lived in and those things just came with the territory.

I lived on the banks of Coyote Creek from
kindergarten through the third grade. During that time Sharon,
David and I all attended Encinal Grammar School, which was a few
miles north on Highway 101, in Coyote. I can distinctly remember my
kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Linger. I remember her face and the
sound of her voice vividly. I also remember the layout of the
classroom and the playground as well. The kindergarten playground,
which was separate from the rest of the main playground, was
enclosed by a tall wooden fence. I stood, at recess, and stared
through one of the knotholes in the fence at all the other “big”
kids playing and couldn’t understand why I was being imprisoned and
they weren’t.

My first time causing trouble, away from
home that is, was nap time in kindergarten when we were supposed to
be lying on our mats and sleeping. I noticed Mrs. Linger with her
back to the class and not paying much attention. On my hands and
knees, I quietly slipped away to another section of the room where
the toy cars and trucks were stored, behind a small half wall. It
was right next door to the little fake kitchen. I was just starting
a new adventure when I heard someone cough, right behind me! I
turned to see Mrs. Linger glaring at me with a really mad look on
her face. She made me stand in a corner of the room while the rest
of my classmates were out to recess, for two whole days. Boy, did
that teach me a lesson: position my mat on the outskirts of the
group so there wouldn’t be a noticeable empty spot when I went
missing, always be very careful and quiet, take the mat with me,
gauge my timing, and watch my back. I did it a couple more times
and never got caught. And, that’s how a five-year-old boy learns
valuable life lessons.



#

Our home was isolated and other kids were
far and few between. However, after living on the creek for a
while, we happened upon another house upstream—a house within safe
walking distance from our home―maybe a quarter of a mile away.
There, we met the Meeks family, Lonnie and Doris Meeks were the mom
and dad of Randy and Crystal, their son and daughter. Crystal was
two years older than me and Randy was three years older than
me.

The Meeks’ home sat at the back of the
orchards along the creek as well, although it was a much bigger
house than ours. Lonnie was a bus driver for the Morgan Hill
Unified School District and Doris was a stay-at-home mom. Sometimes
our mom would take us over to their house in the morning for
breakfast. It seemed like Mom seldom ate, but we three kids
certainly did. Doris made the best country breakfast: eggs, toast,
bacon, ham and the best biscuits and gravy in the world; it was
always a treat.

Once while eating breakfast with Doris she
gave me a bowl of Trix Cereal. I never tasted anything so
deliciously sweet in my entire life. I think I had four bowls while
Doris just shook her head and smiled with delight. It was a
scrumptious change from the fish and radishes we ate sometimes for
breakfast at home.

The Meeks family was what you would call
down-home country folk. Music played a major role in their lives.
Lonnie’s side of the family was particularly talented. Lonnie
played guitar, fiddle and bass, and Lonnie’s relatives and friends
sang and played many other instruments too. Many evenings and
weekends the guys and gals would congregate at the Meeks’ house for
a music fest, the likes of which I couldn’t get enough of. It was
like the olden days when people would gather for a ho-down to sing
and play music. Boy could they play, from what my little ears could
make of it anyway. It was definitely boot scootin’ tunes, that’s
for sure. The gang seemed to have a really fun time with all their
singin’ and playin’. What a treat when we were allowed to visit
during their jam sessions. Motion and activity went with the music,
song, food, and lots of laughter. I was mesmerized by the music and
the fellowship it brought with it. But most of all, I enjoyed the
laughter.

Doris Meeks could see how much we loved the
music. She invited our whole family to a session one Saturday
night. Mom opted to stay home but Sharon, David, and I anxiously
headed over their way. We were energized by the sound of the music
as we made our way up the dirt driveway and hurried our pace.
Music’s a happy thing you know, you just can’t help tapping your
foot and bobbing your head; an escape from reality of sorts. That
evening I walked into their living room and saw someone who I only
saw a few times before in the past. But I knew who he was. It was
our Uncle Joe!

Because of our isolated lifestyle on Coyote
Creek, we hadn’t seen much of our relatives, but I remembered Uncle
Joe. He was a gentle man with a great sense of humor and an
inviting smile that would light up a room. Uncle Joe played the
steel guitar like nobody’s business. He was a gifted musician. Joe
was a sheet rock taper by trade and played his music in the
evenings and on the weekends. Joe was married to my father’s
sister, Joyce.

As a young child I never thought much about
the last names of my relatives; it was just Uncle Joe or Aunt
Joyce. As I learned later, Uncle Joe’s last name was Meeks—Lonnie’s
brother. So my aunt and uncle’s names were Joe and Joyce Meeks.
What a crazy surprise that turned out to be. So in some bizarre,
distant, removed by-way-of-marriage kind of way we were actually
related to our neighbors and best friends Randy and Crystal
Meeks.

As time went on Mom and Doris Meeks became
very close and would visit almost daily. They actually shared a lot
in common. Each would help the other with kids and housework. I
remember that Sharon, David and I often shared meals at the Meeks’
home. They were very generous in that way. The relationship with
the Meeks family offered Mom a nice respite of sanity. I would
imagine our isolation became deafening for an adult after a
while.

Randy, Crystal, Sharon, Dave and I became
really great friends. They needed us as much as we needed them.
Many of the things we did included Randy and Crystal. They became
almost like a brother and sister to us. Building rafts, exploring
and building forts were all part of their world too. I’m glad we
were together to share the experience, plus they went to Encinal
Grammar School as well. We would meet on desolate Highway 101 in
the early morning to catch the school bus. In the winter we would
build shelters from the wind and rain out of prune boxes while
waiting for the bus and dream about what it would be like if
heaters came with our little prune box houses; we certainly used
prune boxes for a lot of things, didn’t we? We would return home in
the afternoon warmth with jackets tied around our waists, sweaters
around our necks, and books in hand. Chasing each other and
frolicking through the prune orchards was a daily after school,
happy time ritual.

Our time at Coyote Creek occurred from 1957
to 1961 when the world was a simpler and less scary place to live
and raise children. Coyote Creek was timeless to us. In fact, it
was as though time stood still during those four years.
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Ignorance is Bliss






We lived in between Morgan Hill and San Jose,
California near a little area that served as a weigh station for
semi-trucks on Highway 101. Morgan Hill was known for its
agricultural products including prunes, apricots, peaches, pears,
apples, berries, walnuts and almonds. Our house was located a
quarter mile east of Highway 101 on a little dirt road that ended
up at the back of the orchards where Coyote Creek meandered quietly
from north to south creating its own novel personality. There was
an abundance of blackberries that grew on the banks of the Coyote
in huge dense thickets. For some reason they were always
particularly tasty before dinner. Of course, we had been told not
to indulge before dinner, but who could resist those gigantic juicy
blackberries. But beware, the purple fingers, lips and teeth were
always a dead give-a-way.

The orchards of Coyote were integral to our
world. Their magnificent, vast expansion of dark canopy cooled the
world beneath it by at least ten degrees during the hot summer
months. Small openings in the canopy allowed the sun’s rays to
squeak through like shining beams of crystal stalactites, it was
hard to tell whether the rays were coming down or going up and this
offered a world of tranquil solitude. The orchard also served as a
protectorate as well. The large plum trees surrounded our home and
play area as a moat would surround a castle. It offered a thick
buffer from the noise and danger of the cars and trucks that zoomed
by out on Highway 101.

One of my favorite orchard games was to see
who could walk from one end of the orchard to the other without
getting hit by the sun’s rays. We spent hour after hour and day
after day exploring and wandering in the bliss of its immense
isolation. We all shared a sense of calmness upon entering this
splendid world of serenity.

Playing hide and go seek was an all day
event as once the hider was positioned and tucked up in the
millions of branches, the arms and legs of a child became an
entanglement of limbs with the tree blending together as one. It
would take hours to establish one from the other. And, considering
that these were prune trees, eating the delicious fruit gave us
something to do while sitting in the tree waiting to be found. Then
again, considering these were prune trees, there were many
occasions where a bathroom break was more important so the hider
had to expose himself (sometimes literally) and surrender, thereby
allowing the seeker to claim victory. If we had been smarter, I
would imagine the seeker could have simply sat down in one place
and waited for the prunes to run their course and win the game for
them.

#

On the other side of Coyote Creek, directly
across from our house, was a sand and gravel pit that sat at the
base of the eastern foothills of the Hamilton Mountain Range. Huge
piles of sand, gravel, rocks and dirt were all connected by a maze
of conveyer belts, gizmos, metal towers, and other funny looking
metal contraptions. Conveyer belts seemed to go whatever direction
they wanted from day to day. Big metal thing-a-ma-bobs would
connect the conveyer belts in different areas that would grow new
piles of rock and sand wherever it wanted. Its belts and metal
objects were in control, we only watched in fascination as the sand
and gravel pit grew at its own accord and at its own leisure. We
weren’t supposed to go over there but that really never stopped us.
We climbed up the huge piles of sand and gravel and when we had
almost reached the top, we’d roll down as if we were shot by an
army man or an Indian warrior.

I would roll down every time Dave shot me
with his verbal bang as I ran up the piles. But when I was doing
the shootin’ Dave would say, “You missed me.”

I would counter with, “I did not. I got
you!”

“Sorry,” he would say, “you almost got me,
but you didn’t,” and then he’d climb to the top of the pile and
claim victory.

Somehow it was illegal for me to do it, but
he could do it whenever he wanted. Actually if I did that too there
would be no game, it would be just me and him running up and down
piles of dirt claiming victory, what’s the point in that.
Apparently he was wrong, and again, I was right.

Oddly one of my favorite memories of the
sand and gravel pit was of the soil. I don’t know what caused it,
but there were these patches of moist dirt areas that felt like you
were walking on elastic, rubber-like mud. We’d find a somewhat
moist area where we could move our feet up and down and up and down
and pretty soon the ground would get real mushy and expandable but
never break its skin-like surface. We called it rubber mud. Rubber
mud was great! We loved rubber mud! We spent hours making huge
areas of rubber mud. It was like we discovered a new kind of dirt,
a new earth, a new substance that may revolutionize or possibly
save the planet.

#

Dad rented our single-story, two-bedroom
abode that sat in the middle of nowhere. Numerous out buildings
dotted the property, where the owner, whoever that was, stored
equipment. Old chicken coops, barns and empty sheds offered a
playground in which the imagination could run wild. Looking back,
it reminded me of those old children’s series like “Spanky and Our
Gang” and “The Little Rascals.”

Some of those dilapidated out buildings
contained the remnants of people who once inhabited them. There
were old bottles, cans and what used to be furniture, old tubs to
hold water and old ratty mattresses and shards of blankets. We just
knew these antique items were abandoned by settlers and cowboys who
came to forge the west. We spent hours imagining how they looked
and how they lived their daily lives in such a rugged new frontier.
We had discovered something that had been forgotten; perhaps
dwellings that nobody had come upon for maybe a hundred years.

One of my favorite structures on the
property was a huge wooden and rust-colored water tank. It supplied
the drinking water for the house, and it sat between the creek and
the house. We called it, aptly, the “tank house.” A huge ladder, in
the back, extended from the base to the very top of the structure
with two different platform areas that offered perfect spots from
which to demonstrate our jumping abilities—especially while wearing
a cape made out of an old towel. I was Tank Man (hands on hips,
head held high), whenever someone needed me, wherever there was
trouble, I’d be there to save the day!

Oak trees filled the area with cool,
revitalizing shade plus provided hours and days of climbing and
tree house construction. After finding an old hammer and nails in
one of the sheds and using old pieces of wood that were scattered
everywhere on the property, we’d build some great forts and magical
kingdoms, including some that were multi-level and even one with a
rope ladder.

One of those oak trees was a big part of my
first time bike riding experience. I don’t remember where it came
from, and I’m not sure where it went, but Mom taught me to ride
this small two-wheeled bicycle just like every other parent by
pushing the bike while holding onto the back of the seat to keep it
from falling over. Over and over we did that until I was certain I
had it down. I could pedal, turn, and stop without a problem...
until Mom let go that is. It must have been psychological because
when she let go I headed straight for the biggest oak tree on the
property.

I froze. I couldn’t turn or stop. I remember
faintly hearing Mom yelling, “Turn, Jeffy, turn, turn, turn!” I’m
sure just as loud as she could, but, alas I ran smack dab into the
middle of that massive old tree knocking me for a loop. Mom ran to
me and held me close until we both started to laugh. I can’t
remember what she said, but she always had a way of turning bad
into good and sadness into laughter. She convinced me to get back
up, dust myself off, laugh it off and try it again. And sure
enough, the very next attempt at riding on my own, I missed that
oak tree, and, with a huge smile on my face, rode as fast as I
could on my way to the land of the big kids, and I never looked
back.

#

Summers lasted forever to me. All summer
long we would swim in these picturesque swimming holes, not too
deep and not too shallow, where trees and shrubs covered the banks
on both sides. It was our own private kids Garden of Eden. We made
a rope swing, which we tied to one of the big tree limbs that hung
out over one of the swimming holes. The feeling of jumping off a
bank and flying high into the sky, then letting go at the peak of
the swing was an exhilarating rush; free, fun and dangerous. And
then plummeting into the cool waters of the creek on a hot summer’s
day was the most invigorating sense of well being.

The swimmin’ hole that housed the rope swing
had a fairly wide bank on one side so we cleared off all the rocks
and sticks and other mucky debris and leveled off the area the best
we could. My sister, brother and I formed a secret club and plotted
to develop a sparkling clean white beach area. We found a large old
rusty bucket with a handle in one of the sheds and took turns
wearing the darkest cloths we could find and smeared mud on our
faces for the secret undercover assignments.

In the early evenings we took turns crawling
on our bellies up the far bank of the creek and slowly made our way
over to the huge piles of sand, at the sand and gravel pit site,
while the other two watched with fear, anticipation, and
excitement, hoping not to get caught. The objective was to secretly
transfer enough sand to fully cover the new beach area we prepared
by the rope swing. Unfortunately, we could only do a few bucketfuls
a day as we had to wait until most of the sand and gravel pit
workers had left for the evening and before Mom called us in for
dinner. Weekends, though, were a different story. It was a daring
and perilous mission that we assigned ourselves, but the world was
depending on us and we couldn’t let it down. It took a few weeks
until we covered the entire beach area with about a six inch
blanket of pure white sand. It was awesome for a little while and
then, in time, the creek erosion turned our hard work into lost
territory.

The depth and current of the creek varied
depending on the time of the year as it was fed by rain water that
flowed into the creek from nearby streams that found their way down
from the eastern foothills of the valley. Summer was the perfect
time to play pirates and castaways. We built amazing rafts out of
large pieces of driftwood, debris, and any other artifacts that
were so graciously provided by the constant surge of Coyote Creek.
Mostly we tied the rafts together with rope and wire and even had a
flagpole and a homemade flag on one of them. Becoming too lazy to
complete the raft in the thick of the afternoon, we’d go ahead and
launch her anyway and we’d lie on our backs in the stillness of the
lethargic afternoon hours, slowly bobbing up and down with our legs
dangling in the refreshing waters. Coyote Creek was so clear that
we would look down at our legs swaying in the water and watch them
morphing and contorting as if we were in front of a mirror in the
Fun House at the boardwalk. Lying back on the raft we could feel
the searing sun on our faces and stomachs while the chilled liquid
slapped at our backs from the gapping holes in the half-built raft
creating the perfect combination of solitude and refreshing
relaxation. It simply didn’t get any better than that.

When I think about those outrageously fun
crafty raft days on Coyote Creek I always hear the Gilligan’s
Island song in my head: “...With Gilligan, the Skipper too, the
millionaire and his wife, the professor and Mary-Anne here on
Gilligan’s Isle...”

It seems like only yesterday we sat in a
placid Coyote pool reflecting the sun’s never ending sparkle like a
million dancing diamonds.

That old creek always offered something
special. My brother walked way up stream one day and found an old
beat-up rowboat that was hidden away in some reeds. He quickly
returned to enlist our help to get the boat down stream. That was
an adventure in and of itself, especially since the bottom of the
boat was riddled with holes and cracks, which didn’t deter us one
bit. We had a solution. In one of the old barns on the property we
confiscated a five-gallon bucket half-full of tar. The owner of the
property must have used it somehow with his orchards, but we found
that leaving it out in the sun softened it enough that we could
spread it like butter.

First though, my sister came up with the
great idea of taking old magazines, newspapers and pieces of
cardboard and layering it over the holes and cracks in the bottom
of the boat. Then we smeared the soft tar over that and waited for
it to dry. It worked! Our boat floated and it remained afloat for a
really long time, or about twenty minutes. We decided to take
advantage of the failed rowboat repair and turned the salvageable
parts into a new and improved raft/barge idea.

Far at the back of the property in an empty
field, behind the sand and gravel pit, we claimed and rolled home
three empty 50-gallon metal drums. These became the floatation
devices for our new contraption. Combining the wood from the row
boat, a little wire and rope, and the metal drums that had been
unknowingly donated to our cause, we made a superlative
floating-diving-platform-barge thingy. Even if we had thought about
what we were doing, or knew what we were doing, it couldn’t have
turned out any better.

And, yes, you can call me Opie, but fishing
with a stick and a string with a hook on it actually works! We
would use worms for bait to catch bluegill and trout right out of
the creek. The fish we caught we’d bring home and Mom would fry
them up for dinner, and sometimes even for breakfast. Fish was the
centerpiece of many meals and whether it was for breakfast, lunch
or dinner, the aroma and taste of fresh fish was hard to beat.
Swimming, building rafts and bridges, tree houses, and fishing took
up the entire summer, every summer during our four years on Coyote
Creek.

#

Winter, on the other hand, could be harsh in
our desolate piece of the world. I remember many days during the
cold winter months Mom would have my brother, sister and I come
into the kitchen and stick our feet in the oven to keep them warm.
I can still feel that toasty warmth penetrating my feet. Mom told
us that most children didn’t get to put their feet in the kitchen
oven but since we were such good kids that we were allowed to. So
all three of us lined up, sitting on the yellow kitchen chairs,
with our feet in the oven; each with two pairs of socks on. It was
a feeling of contentment and pride to be sitting there with my
brother and sister. Boy did we have it good.

What made it even more special was that each
time we got to sit with our feet in the oven, Mom would break out
the cookbook with the most spectacular, mouthwatering pictures of
extraordinary candies of all different sizes and colors. Some were
dark brown with bright green flowers and others were blue with
brilliant red flowers. Some were square while others were
rectangular. My favorite ones were round and white like small
snowballs. The snowballs were pure white crinkly coconut. They were
topped with little fluorescent orange squiggly lines. As we sat in
front of the stove, Mom would let us take turns picking out a
picture of a piece of candy that we pretended to eat. She would
have us describe the taste and texture of each bite and the others
would join in to help clarify the experience. I could hardly wait
until it was my turn, but I also really enjoyed watching the look
on my brother’s and sister’s face when it was their turn to eat the
candy of their choice. We would just look at each other, all three
of us kids lined up in the kitchen with our feet in the oven,
smiling the biggest smiles. These smiles were different from all
the rest. They were smiles from the heart. I remember Dave’s smile
always came complete with bright rosy cheeks and eyebrows arched
high, his eyes popped wide open. It was almost like his head was
going to explode. Sharon’s smile was more subdued and internalized.
Her eyes and teeth seemed to sparkle with a joy from within. It was
a warm communal smile; a smile that said, I’m glad I’m here
doing this with my brothers. I never dreamed that anything
imagined could taste so good. It was like a party that lasted for
hours every time that light-blue cookbook came out of hiding.

Once in a while, especially at the beginning
of winter, the mailman would deliver a big brown box addressed to
all of us. I never asked who those boxes came from, I just knew
that it was always a very exciting time for us as we never knew
what to expect with regards to its content. What was in there this
time? We all would gather in the living room for the opening of the
box celebration. Mom was more excited than we were when it came to
opening those boxes. Each box arrived filled with some candy,
canned food, fresh foods and other great stuff. Sometimes there
would be boring clothes like hats, gloves, underwear, socks, and
sometimes there would be fun clothes like shirts and pants and
dresses. At times there would be medicine and bandages and once
there was actually a pair of shoes in there for my brother not long
after his shoes had been devoured by the muddy orchard. And it
wasn’t even Christmas.

Next to the living room where we had our
grand openings of the big brown boxes, was a small kitchen, the
centerpiece of which was that old black iron stove with oven. It
also had a small off-white refrigerator and a yellow vinyl
four-person kitchen table that sat next to the window across from
the stove surrounded by four yellow plastic chairs on chrome legs.
Two or three cupboards and a cabinet completed the room. The
cabinet sat in the corner of the room and was always locked with a
padlock. We weren’t allowed to look in the cabinet or even question
what was in there. What could possibly be so secretive for it to be
locked away? Mom explained that the wood inside the cabinet was old
and rotten and that it may cause us to get sick if we touched the
inside of it due to mildew and mold accumulation. That was all fine
and good; but we couldn’t help but wonder. Every once in awhile if
Dad was home, it would be opened and quickly closed and locked
again before we could “accidentally” walk through the kitchen to
get a gander at the inside of that guarded treasure chest. We knew
that something was very special about that cabinet.

Even though the kitchen was very small, it
was a cheery and inviting room to hang out in. My brother and I
liked to race our little wooden cars across the kitchen floor to
see whose car would get to the other side first. Those little cars
would really scoot along quickly on that linoleum. Each race lasted
only a couple seconds so we did it over and over again—so many
times that we would lose track of who was ahead. Come to think of
it, I’m pretty sure it was me who came in first the majority of the
time.

One evening Dave and I were racing our cars
in the kitchen when mine abruptly stopped as it hit the front of
someone’s shoe. We both looked up to see Dad standing there
watching. We were always happy to see Dad, although we never seemed
to spend any time with him those years on the creek. He got up
early to go to work at Burke Rubber Company in San Jose and then in
the evenings he would work part-time at the Milpitas Ford Plant,
just outside of San Jose, so he didn’t get home until very late.
For that reason, Mom literally took care of everything around the
house.

That particular evening he came home early
in order to take us all grocery shopping at Telfer’s Market in
Morgan Hill. Going into town for any reason was always an exciting
event for us kids as it didn’t happen often. Rarely did we have the
opportunity to see what the rest of the world was like. Different
people, new cars, colorful neon signs that blinked off and on were
a wonder. Bags and cans of food that we’d never seen before lined
the shelves that went on and on and on. We couldn’t believe there
was so much food in one place at one time. In the middle aisle was
a toy section filled with the most amazing toys I’d ever seen.
Yo-yos, real life army men, Silly Putty, sling shots, little
airplanes that you could actually launch with a rubber band, and
x-ray glasses were just a small part of the vast array of
newfangled gadgets. I could only dream of what it would be like to
take the toys out of the store and play with them at home.

Dad would insist that we all stay together,
but Mom would plead with him to let Dave and I go look at the toys.
After begging profusely, Dad would finally let us go to the middle
aisle and look at the toys. We couldn’t touch them though because
Dad made us put our hands in our pockets. He said the store owner
didn’t allow anyone to touch the toys, so we could only marvel at
what we saw. It was one of the hardest things I ever did, not to
touch those toys. I very clearly remember two kids that were also
waiting for their parents to finish shopping picking up the toys
and playing with them. One of the things they were playing with was
some kind of a magical tube that they would look through and turn
the other end. They would ooh and ah over what they saw in that
magical tube. I kept thinking, boy, are you gonna be in
trouble, but the store owner walked by and didn’t say a word,
he just smiled at them! I didn’t know what I had done so wrong that
I couldn’t look through that tube too.

It broke my heart to see those kids playing
with all those things and all I could do was stand back and watch
with my hands in my pockets. And comic books, I couldn’t believe
there were so many different comic books in this big wire rack that
turned around and around. I would look at the front of each one of
the comic books as closely as I could, from a distance, and then
when Dad wasn’t looking, I would turn the rack a little so I could
see the ones that were hidden on the backside. As Dave and I looked
at the toys and Mom and Sharon shopped, Dad would stand at the end
of the aisles and watch Mom and Sharon for a while and then move
over a few feet and watch us for a little bit and then back over to
watch Mom again, back and forth he would go. When it was time to
go, Mom would stand at the end of the aisle and say, “Let’s go
boys, right now!” I can’t express my sorrow as we were made to
leave those wondrous things. And every time, I would try and get
one last look at the toys before they disappeared as I rounded the
end of the aisle.

At the checkout counter Dad paid for the
groceries. But it never failed, just as the clerk was putting his
change down on the counter, Mom would remember that she forgot “his
things,” so Dad would tell us to leave the money and go wait in the
car as he huffed his way back down the aisle. I watched Mom as she
subtly picked up a few coins and then bent down to tie her shoe
before we carried the groceries out to the car and waited for
Dad.

#

Holiday’s were special times in Coyote. Dave
loved Easter. Easter mornings we would wake to find the Easter
Bunny had been to visit us in the middle of the night. At the foot
of each of our beds were bunny nests made of fresh-smelling long
green grass. The nests contained numerous colored Easter eggs and
sometimes a zillion jelly beans of every color imaginable. They
were tucked inside the grass and we would frantically dig around to
find them. One year there were even little chocolate sugar bunnies
and a yellow Peep. Every Easter morning I would tell Dave that I
got up early and switched the bunny nests so his was mine and mine
was his. It drove him bonkers trying to figure out if I was making
it up or if I really had his. It didn’t make any difference
as the bunny always made them identical, although that didn’t seem
to matter to my brother. If I had his, he wanted it back! He
would switch them so he had mine and I had his, but then I’d tell
him that I didn’t really get up and switch them. He would sit there
and ponder what to do as he wasn’t sure which one was his anymore.
I watched this uncertainty gnaw at him with great satisfaction. He
just couldn’t let it go.

We believed the Easter Bunny was real. My
brother always left a plate of crackers for the bunny and every
Easter those darn crackers would be gone—eaten or half eaten—by the
bunny. Furthermore, the bunny nests at the foot of our beds were
made of long green grass that was twisted together as only an
Easter Bunny could do. Trails of fresh green grass lead from the
nests to our bedroom window which was always found slightly ajar
Easter mornings. We could see evidence of grass on the window sill,
proving once and for all that the Easter Bunny was real.

Christmas in Coyote was an exciting time and
one that always tested our creative sides. One Christmas
particularly stands out in my mind. Weeks before Christmas, we
would begin scouring the property for resource material from which
to make our annual ornaments for the tree. These would be added to
a few store-bought ornaments that were carefully stored the rest of
the year. We were very lucky; we got to make our own “fresh”
ornaments to hang on the tree every year. Mom said that making our
own ornaments was a celebration of the true meaning of Christmas.
Each year we selected different goodies from the plentiful bounty
provided by Mother Nature. That particular year my sister used
residual items from the vegetable garden. I picked a pine cone
theme and my brother came up with a unique idea of using eucalyptus
seeds.

Sharon’s idea from the vegetable garden was
creative, to say the least. She had picked numerous ears of corn in
the summer and in preparation for the holiday season allowed the
corn to dry a bit. Then using her fingernails she picked out each
kernel and placed them in a big bowl. Since the corn was dry, it
was a fairly quick process to remove the kernels from the cob.
Sharon found a large mint bush downriver and harvested mint leaves
that she then mixed with blackberries and a little water. After
soaking the mint leaves and blackberries in the water she ground
them both together, like the Native Americans used to do with a
mortar and pestle only she used a beat up old coffee can and a
blunt-ended thick stick, then she would add a little more water.
Next, she placed the kernels of corn into her self-made dye, waited
a few hours for the kernels to get good and saturated with the
colorful liquid and then laid them out to dry on a piece of
cardboard. Just as the kernels of corn started to firm-up she would
string them using a needle and fishing line. Voila! The end result
was a beautiful string of man-made pearls of sorts, a wonderful
shade of shimmering blue green that smelled delightfully like mint
when strung around the tree.

My initiative that year was pretty easy,
both mentally and physically. Far upstream, way past Randy and
Crystal’s house, were a few medium-sized pine trees that were big
enough to produce pine cones doused with sap. I gathered a half
dozen small cones and then made a beeline over to Randy and
Crystal’s to ask their mom, Doris, if she had any old egg shells
that I could have out of the garbage. I crushed the egg shells with
my hands which created smaller pieces of shell and from a distance
these little pieces resembled snowflakes. I spread out the pine
cones on cardboard and sprinkled the egg shells around and between
the petals of the pine cone. The small pieces of egg shell stuck to
the sap on the cones which gave them the appearance of being
covered with snow. They put out a fairly uplifting piney aroma as
well.

My brother’s Christmas idea was to go up to
the grove and gather a dozen or so eucalyptus seeds. About a mile
or so from our house stood a huge grove of eucalyptus trees that
were literally 100 feet high with beautiful grayish-blue leaves.
And if you’ve ever been around eucalyptus trees you know how
stunning their natural aromatic oil is to the senses. We would hike
up to the grove, sometimes just to stand in the mist of the mighty
trees and inhale... that’s it, just stand there and inhale their
aroma and then walk home.

Eucalyptus seeds are about the size of a
large marble that fall from the branches. To me, they looked like
little space ships from another world. Dave’s idea was to hang the
seeds with fishing line from the branches of the Christmas tree.
And, Mom did a great job picking out and building the Christmas
tree every year. This year was no different. She had taken a huge
pine tree limb and combined it with beautiful prune tree branches
that she had cut from the orchard and then tied them together in a
unique and interesting way. Mom sure did have a creative side; it
was exciting to see what she was going to come up with every year.
We were all so proud of our ornaments. Not only visually, but we
couldn’t wait to add Sharon’s mint corn kernel strands, my snowy
pine cones, and Dave’s eucalyptus seeds to the mix of the heavenly
smells of Christmas.

Shortly after we would go to bed on
Christmas Eve, a Christmas miracle would occur! We could hear
something up on the roof. The soft tapping sound always seemed to
occur just as we were dozing off, but trying desperately to stay
awake to see Santa. We would all hear the same sounds at the same
time so we knew it had to be real. It sounded like something was
tip-toeing around up on the roof. Boy, oh boy! We were out of our
beds in a second. We ran to get Mom, screaming about what we heard
up on the roof. Low and behold Mom was always right there as we
opened our bedroom doors. She assured us that it probably
was Santa and we better hurry and get back to sleep as soon
as we could so Santa wouldn’t leave before dropping off our
presents under the tree. After reluctantly going back to bed,
Christmas morning seemed to be there in a mere blink of an eye. And
every year there was always a little something from Santa.

But by far, the best thing about Christmas
on Coyote Creek was the way that Mom showed us how to celebrate
Christmas Day. We each had a large stocking that was pinned to the
window sill, which would be full of all kinds of fun, tasty, and
interesting delights on Christmas morning. There was fruit,
sometimes hard candy in bright beautiful wrappings, walnuts, hard
boiled eggs, and even a candy cane or two. One year we each got a
roll of pennies in our stockings. Not just one roll of pennies for
all of us, but one roll for each of us!

Our gift exchange with each other was
especially fun. We would select, from our own belongings, an item
that we knew our brother or sister would be fond of. This meant
that we spent many pre-Christmas days trying to figure out what
item each sibling would want the most. Then individually we would
come up with creative and innovative ways of boxing, wrapping, and
packaging that would dazzle the rest with our selection and
presentation. Shiny paper, colorful cloth, large leaves; it was all
fair game and we became very passionate about the process. I would
pick out the two things that I thought my brother and sister would
want of mine and then carefully, and with a lot of thought, wrap
them and hide them until the tree had been selected and decorated
at which time they magically appeared for all to behold.

We never used Christmas cards or name tags
to identify the presents when they were placed under the tree. What
present was for whom and from whom we wouldn’t know until Christmas
morning.

After we were all assembled in the living
room Mom would pick up a gift and ask, “Who is this present
from?”

The person who was giving the gift would
scream out, “It’s from me!”

And then Mom would say, “And who’s it
for?”

And the one who was giving it would go over
and take the gift from Mom and excitedly hand it to whomever it was
for and say, “Merry Christmas!”

After everyone had a gift Mom would yell,
“Ok, let’s open ‘em up!”

And the ripping and tearing would begin just
like in every other household across the country. After all, it
was Christmas morning in America! We loved this aspect of
Christmas and we all participated with such enthusiasm that I
couldn’t have imagined being happier during those times.

We would all play for awhile with our new
stuff and then go back into our rooms and wrap another present or
two just to extend the morning happiness. Then we’d wrap the
presents that were given to us and we’d excitedly give them back to
the person who originally gave them. Wonderment engulfed that
entire day and went on forever. It didn’t even seem like our house.
No matter what the weather outside, inside the house glowed with
warmth and love.

After the morning hoopla, Mom baked cookies
and we had fruit and hot cocoa. The hilarious realization at the
end of the day was that we had all switched back the presents that
we received for the presents that we had given. As it turned out,
each of us got exactly what we wanted and loved—our own favorite
stuff back.

What a brilliant way to celebrate the
holiday! I’ll bet Jesus just shook his head with a big smile on his
face as he watched our antics those wonderfully rich Christmas
mornings.

#

Coyote Creek, with all its wonder and
pleasantries, was still a force to be reckoned with. It was mighty
and powerful when it decided to rage beyond its banks, controlling
and determining its own borders as if to remind us who was in
charge.

One year, shortly after Christmas, the
creek’s contented demeanor turned to anger as she flexed her
muscles in fury. Her waters began to rise and seize control of the
land she had allowed us to calmly enjoy for such a long period of
time in peace and harmony. Almost to say, “It’s time to renegotiate
your lease.”

As the rains poured down and the
uncontrollable tributaries from the foothills released their excess
into the ever-rising strength of the creek, the orchards on the
back side of the house became saturated. Standing water was visible
as far as the eye could see. Acres of prune trees seemed to be just
as scared as we were as everything was at the mercy of Mother
Nature. We were about to be surrounded by flood waters caused by
torrents of rain. I wished for Dad to come save us, but he never
did.

Mom walked the remaining available dry
perimeter of the property, and positioned markers in order to gauge
how rapidly the waters rose. There was one high ridge that ran
along the back of the orchard line that looked as though it would
remain accessible for escape, if it came to that. The two wooden
steps in front of the house, where Mom and I played Shudda Dudda
just a few short months ago, became the last stand in Mom’s combat
against the rising waters. She used a yardstick to measure its
approaching dangers and at the same time kept an eagle eye on that
high ridge as the pathway out on foot to Highway 101 for help.
There was no way to know what was under water in the outlying areas
around our home. For that matter, we weren’t sure if Highway 101
was flooded. Where would we be walking to? What would we find when
we got there? If we got there at all!

Our concern was also directed toward the
Meeks as their house was positioned on the same plane as our house
relative to the creek. We had no phone and the waters rose first
from the north—the direction of the Meeks’ house. We could only
hope that they were in a position to fend for themselves, as best
they could, because it had all happened too quickly to make contact
with them—except in our prayers. I just kept thinking, thank
goodness they had their dad to protect them.

The massive creek bulged, as the flood
waters inched their way toward the house. We were awestruck to see
refrigerators, pieces of houses, and cars and trucks floating by
the front of the house. I just knew we were next! When the waters
spilled over the two wooden steps in front of the house, Mom had us
kids dressed, packed, and ready to go. She told us very firmly and
with great assurance that there was nothing to be afraid of as long
as we all held hands and stayed together on our way out via the
high ridge at the back of the orchard. No problem, she said, we can
do anything if we just stick together, help each other and be
strong and brave. We were ready.

There was only a small pathway out of the
conundrum we were in. We were at the side door with just a few
things in hand that we might need for our survival out in the storm
if forced to make a break for it. It seemed we were just seconds
away from that reality when almost as suddenly as it started, the
rains began to diminish a bit and we all held our collective
breaths as we waited to see what was going to happen. Nobody said a
word for what seemed to be an hour, and it may have been. We were
standing still with our eyes affixed to the ceiling listening to
the rain as it bounced off the tin roof.

The rain continued to slow a bit and the
rising river gradually eased its aggressive attack. Hours went by
without a change, good or bad, and it felt like every muscle in my
body stood tense at attention. We were motionless with fear,
anxiety, and anticipation of what may come. One by one, we finally
lay down and dozed off from pure exhaustion and stress.

When we awoke in the living room, Mom was
still on guard standing at the doorway in the morning chill and I
could see utter fatigue on her face. The surrounding waters had
subsided a few inches and the rain had stopped completely. It
seemed it was only a matter of simply waiting it out and then
getting ready for a massive clean-up. We knew our Coyote Creek
would be dramatically changed when the waters decided to go back
home where they belonged. It took many weeks for the creek to get
back to some form of normalcy, and it was never quite the same as
new pools emerged and the entire landscape rearranged.

The aftermath of the flood was dramatic and
devastating. Debris scattered as far as the eye could see. Kitchen
appliances, an upside down car, and just plain junk of every type
were strewn about as though the place had been hit by a tornado.
The force of the waters had created a new large pool, maybe forty
feet in diameter, just outside our front door. The pool was filled
with giant mud suckers that had become trapped in the low lying
waters. Mud suckers are fish that suck up algae from the bottom of
the creek and the nutrients are absorbed into their body while the
excess mud is disposed of through their gills. Mud suckers are
really disgusting-looking black fish with huge lips. These
particular foot-long fish looked like something right out of a
horror movie adorned with what appeared to me to be eight-pound
pulsating lips.

Within a week the stench was unbearable as
“things” left behind by the diminishing waters slowly died and went
back to the dust from whence they came. Finally, the nauseating
stench of death receded as new growth peaked through the soil and
our Coyote Creek eventually returned to its pre-flood grandeur.
Life was good again.











 Chapter 3

The End of Innocence






What a thrilling moment one early spring day when we
saw Dad driving up the long dusty road in his old misty-blue
Mercury. Shiny chrome pieces sparkled liked jewels as he got
closer. We hadn’t seen Dad in a very long time. Mom kept us
informed on how much he loved and missed us and wanted to be with
us, but couldn’t because he had to work so much. By this time, I
was seven years old and was looking forward to finally being able
to spend time with my dad. It was a little weird not to have a dad
around. Everyone I knew had a dad and I really wanted to have a dad
too. I yearned for some time with him, even if it was just to get
to know him better; or to know him at all for that matter.

We were playing in the yard, when Dad pulled
up and parked near the house. After the dust had settled a bit, he
got out of the car and walked into the house before we could run to
greet him. I guess he didn’t hear our excited calls. By the time we
got to the front door Mom was standing at the screen door and told
us that she and Dad needed to talk. She sent us over to Randy and
Crystal’s to play until she came and got us. We told her that we
wanted to see Dad. She assured us that we could as soon as we got
back from the Meeks’ house. We sure did spend an awful lot of time
over there when Dad came home. It kind of felt like our second
home, and Doris was like our second mom.

David, Sharon and I started down the road to
the Meeks’ when I glanced to my right and saw what appeared to be a
huge turtle crawling from the far bank of the creek into one of the
pools near our house. Wow! A huge yellow-green turtle. It must have
been the size of a cat. We never saw one of those at the creek
before and we were excited at the thought of catching it and
keeping it as a pet.

The three of us raced down to the creek with
visions of our new pet in mind when all of a sudden we heard loud
yelling and screaming coming from up near the house. We immediately
left the creek and ran back toward the house to see what in the
world was going on. As we scrambled up the side of the bank and
onto the dirt driveway, we saw Dad walking quickly toward the
car.

He was wearing different clothes now and Mom
was running behind him begging, “Don’t go, don’t go, we need food,
please, don’t leave us. For God’s sake these are your children!”
She was screaming at the top of her lungs.

Dad just kept on walking and with one hand,
he pushed Mom down to the dirt. She continued to wail as Dad opened
the door to his car, got in the driver’s seat and started to drive
away.

Mom picked herself up out of the dirt and
ran along side the car. She was begging as tears streamed down her
cheeks to get us some food. With her left hand, Mom managed to open
the driver’s side door. “Stop the car!” she yelled while running
along side, hanging onto the open driver’s door.

But he just drove faster until Mom could
hardly keep up. Then my dad reached out for the door handle and
deliberately pulled the door shut... with Mom’s head still
inside!

I didn’t know what was happening. I felt as
though my heart was being ripped out. I immediately felt like
throwing up. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing! Mom’s head was
in the door as Dad, knowingly, slammed it shut. Mom dropped face
down in the dirt and the back tire of the car barely missed running
over her head. Her entire body went limp as she landed face down on
the gravely dirt road.

I felt my heart breaking as Dad calmly
reached out again, grabbed the inside door handle and shut the
door. He then sped off leaving a billow of dust behind.

Everything went silent, completely silent,
as we watched Dad’s car disappear into the orchard, the swirling
dust the only indication that he had been there.

We quickly turned our attention to Mom. She
was lying face down in the dirt, motionless, as if she were sound
asleep. Blood was running out of her head and then the utter
silence turned to unbelievably deafening chaos. The three of us
started screaming, crying and yelling for her to show signs of
life. Her stillness scared us like nothing ever had before. It
seemed that our screams got louder as we tried to get a response,
but Mom just laid there as if she were dead. No one could hear us.
No one could help us.

I remember feeling confused, overwhelmed,
frightened and devastated all at the same time. We were all yelling
over each other, “Mommy, wake up! What do we do? Oh God, what do we
do now?”

Luckily, Sharon gained control first and
ordered Dave and me to help carry Mom into the house. Each of us
grabbed an arm or a leg and dragged her, the best we could, along
the dirt driveway and up the two wooden steps and into her bedroom.
We struggled with all our might and finally got Mom up on the bed.
Sharon ran to the bathroom to get a towel for the blood seeping
from Mom’s head. Sharon had Dave hold the towel on Mom’s head while
she went and got another towel, soaked it in water, and then rubbed
it all over Mom trying to wake her up.

I was just standing there feeling helpless,
as if I wasn’t even there. Mom’s eye’s slowly opened as we
continued to shake and cry. Seconds turned into hours as Mom, ever
so slowly, came back to life and started to speak softly in a kind
and comforting, strangely angelic voice, “Everything will be just
fine kids,” she said. “Everything is going to be just fine. If we
stay together and love each other and help each other we’ll be just
fine. There’s nothing to worry about, I’ll take care of you, we’re
going to be just fine.”

Not many words were spoken by any of us
after Mom’s confrontation with Dad in the driveway. Mom was in no
shape to have a sit down serious talk after the brutal incident
with the car and without a serious talk, what do you say? But
somehow we just knew. We really didn’t know exactly, but we knew
all right—we had witnessed hell firsthand.

I’m sure the stress of what we saw put us
all into a deep sleep when night finally arrived. It seemed like
only moments later, when I heard Mom’s voice, “Wake up, honey, wake
up, Jeffy.”

It took some time after hearing my name, but
I slowly opened my eyes as Mom stood over me gently shaking me and
whispering my name. I must have been having some really bad dreams
again. My vision was blurry, but she kept saying, “Wake up, honey,
wake up.”

“Am I dreaming again, Mom? What’s going on,
Mom?”

She continued to just say, “Wake up, Jeff,
wake up.”

In our dimly lit bedroom I could see that
Dave had gotten out of bed and was walking toward the bathroom. I
could see that Sharon was fully dressed and quickly moving around
the living room carrying something in her arms.

“Get up and get dressed, Jeff. I have
clothes here I want you to put on. Do you need to go the bathroom?”
she asked.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “What’s
happening? What are we doing, Mom?”

“Just hurry, Jeff, hurry and get
dressed.”

Was all of this a dream? Did I dream Mom got
hurt? Am I dreaming again now? I couldn’t distinguish between what
was real and what wasn’t.

Mom knew that Dad was going to come back
that night and kill her, probably in the early morning hours after
the bars closed. It had been building for quite some time. The
abuse only escalated throughout the years but up to this point us
three kids had been shielded from it. Mom made sure of that. But
the brutal incident in the driveway, with the car door, was the
last straw. Although Mom didn’t drive, it was now or never, it was
live or die.

“Get ready to go,” Mom said.

“Where are we going at night?” I asked.

By then I was seven, my brother was nine,
and my sister was almost twelve.

“We’re going to see Granddad and Grandma
Bradford,” Mom said, “Now hurry and get ready. Please hurry kids we
have to go now!”

With that, our world became a blur. We all
moved fast. Mom pre-packed paper bags with our clothes and few toys
and toiletries.

“Everyone pick up as many bags as you can
carry and follow me quickly now,” she said.

We all picked up a couple bags and followed
Mom out the side door and into the darkness of the orchard. Mom had
a flashlight, but she never turned it on. It would have been scary,
if it wasn’t so bizarre. We followed the back of the orchard north
just past the Meeks’ house. I don’t know how long it took to get
there, but once we did, we found hidden in a small cluster of trees
down near the creek a big four-door white car that I had never seen
before. Mom unlocked the doors and told us to get in.

Without question or even uttering a word, we
put the bags in the car and then climbed in and shut the doors.
Sharon was in the passenger seat while Dave and I climbed into the
back. Mom got behind the wheel and started up the car, turned on
the headlights and we took off out of there like a bullet, narrowly
missing a couple of prune trees. With dust flying everywhere, we
came sliding out onto Highway 101 heading south toward Morgan Hill.
Only a few words were spoken on that ten mile ride to our
grandparent’s house. Mostly Mom continued to reassure us that
everything was going to be fine. We were dumbfounded and in shock.
It was hard to rationalize what was happening as Mom had completely
shielded us from Dad’s abusive behavior over the years. We had no
idea that we weren’t living the typical family life. We knew Dad
was away a lot but we never suspected that Mom’s bruises and
scrapes and bumps were caused by anything other than the Coyote
Creek adventures that she shared with us.

Mom concentrated on driving since this was a
newly-acquired skill, all the while trying to calm us mentally for
our transition to a new life. Through my mental fog sitting in the
back seat, I listened to Mom tell us that everything was going to
be fine. Things were going to be different from now on. Things were
going to be better. Things were going to work out as they’re
supposed to, she kept repeating. “It’s time for a change. Never be
afraid of change, it’s what makes life better. We’ll stay together
and make it good. It’s going to be great.” To tell the truth, I’m
surprised we all made it out in one piece.

My paternal grandparents, Roy and Aileen
Bradford, owned a large chicken ranch three miles east on Dunne
Avenue in Morgan Hill. As we turned into their driveway, I could
see all the lights in the house were on and saw Granddad and
Grandma standing out on the front porch, they were awaiting our
arrival. As the car came to a stop, they dashed from the porch and
gave us big hugs and helped us carry the bags of clothing from the
car. Granddad then moved the big white car to a spot on the
property where it could not be seen from the road. They had laid
out blankets and pillows for us in the living room and we quickly
got into our temporary beds on the floor. It was still the middle
of the night but no one got back to sleep. We simply laid there in
the darkness wondering what had happened and what was going to
happen. We were out of our element. What about Dad? What about the
rest of our stuff? What about school in the morning? What about
Randy and Crystal? And what would become of our magnificent life on
Coyote Creek? It was the end of innocence.

The chicken ranch sat in a remote area and
you could hear a car coming from miles away. It would first sound
like a light hum that got a little louder and louder until it
swished by as though it were only a few feet from our heads. The
instant flash of the lights and the roar of the motor gave the
effects of a spaceship zooming by the window. The speeding car
would then slowly fade into the stillness of the night, once again
leaving us in total silence. There was no crying, talking or
chatter among us. On the contrary, all was calm-muted shock.
Mentally, my mind raced with loud thoughts; like atoms
uncontrollably smashing into each other and exploding in a
supercollider. I thought I’d never find rest again.

Sharon, David and I weren’t aware of the
plan that Mom had previously put in place six months earlier. Mom
had talked with Doris to place a call to our Uncle Joe on her
behalf. Joe was apparently aware of the situation that we were in
as he was married to Joyce Bradford, my father’s sister. Even
though we were isolated and rarely saw relatives, it’s hard to keep
a secret like that from getting out. Joe simply didn’t know the
extent of the physical and mental abuse being perpetrated on my
mother by my father and the dire straights that he left his three
children in. Likewise, Sharon, Dave, and I were completely unaware
of it at the time as well.

All those months before, while we were
visiting Randy and Crystal over at the Meeks’ house, Mom secretly
met with Joe to plan her “getaway.” Doris kept us occupied on many
occasions while Joe taught Mom how to drive in the orchards using
his own car. They had to be very vigilant with regards to Dad’s
whereabouts. He would have certainly accused them of having an
affair. After all, my dad didn’t have two jobs that kept him away
for so long. In fact, he was lucky to keep one job, and that wasn’t
always the case either. Over and over again Mom, Doris and Joe
would coordinate time for the driving lessons in the orchards of
Coyote while we were distracted by play.

Of course Uncle Joe had been very clear and
discussed what he was doing. Joe and Joyce were in daily contact
with Granddad and Grandma Bradford. Dad’s parents were in complete
agreement and offered full support of the action taken by Mom and
Joe. They understood the danger that their son had created for Mom
and us kids. They couldn’t stand the thought of possibly losing
their grandkids forever. They needed and wanted to help us out of
what had become an urgent, life-threatening situation.

Although our grandparents never made a visit
to Coyote Creek in the four years that we lived there, even though
it was only ten miles away from their chicken ranch, they did,
however, end up playing a considerable role in obtaining our safety
and freedom. I later wondered if they, too, were caught up in the
denial of my father’s mental state.

Joe had purchased the old four-door, white
Buick for Mom and kept it at his house in Morgan Hill until the
time was right. Mom wasn’t sure when she was going to make her
break and wanted to delay it as long as possible since learning to
drive in an orchard is much different than driving on a public
road. She needed to learn how to drive not only for her getaway,
but also for our new life. But when Dad slammed her head in the car
door she knew, at that point, that his violence was escalating and
he would likely come back to finish the job sooner rather than
later. Since we had no phone, Mom had walked over to Doris’ house.
Doris called Joe who called our grandparents informing them it was
going to happen that night. Then Joe left the car in the orchard.
Our grandparents prepared their house as a sanctuary and anxiously
awaited our arrival. That must have really taken some soul
searching on their part to make the decision to go against their
own son, but thank God they chose to do the right thing.

Breakfast that first morning at the chicken
ranch couldn’t have arrived soon enough. We were all famished; in
fact, I’m not really sure when we all had last eaten. Scrambled
eggs, bacon, toast with a glass of milk was just what we needed.
Then Grandma Bradford made us each a cup of hot orange juice. She
said we really needed the extra vitamins more than ever right now.
As it turned out, we were being prepared for another unpredictable
and life-changing day.

Granddad ran the chicken ranch and Grandma
worked at Robert’s Department Store in downtown Morgan Hill, about
three miles away. That day we kids had to stay in the house since
the adults anticipated that Dad would come around once he realized
that we had left him and Coyote for good. It wasn’t but a couple
hours after we ate our breakfast that the old misty-blue Mercury
came tearing up the driveway and came to an abrupt stop near the
front door. Granddad and Grandma went outside and shut the door.
Mom locked it from the inside. We heard the muffled conversation
and even some shouting, which went on for some time. Then we heard
Dad’s car start up and leave the driveway, his tires screeching as
he sped away on Dunne Avenue heading west toward Morgan Hill. The
initial confrontation had passed while we waited in the safe
confines of the house.

Grandma apparently had taken some days off
work through this trying time. There were a lot of preparations to
make. That afternoon, Grandma, Mom, Sharon, David and I got into my
grandparent's car and drove to Morgan Hill Elementary School to
visit the school that we would later be attending and to register
ahead of time. Mom wanted us to be familiar with the school but we
would wait until we were settled in our own home to actually
attend.

It was located on the corner of Highway 101
and Dunne Avenue in downtown Morgan Hill. That was a little scary
because it was bigger than Encinal School in Coyote, but all of
this happened so fast there wasn’t much time to really ponder it.
It just happened.

While we were visiting my new classroom, I
met who would later be my new teacher. Since it was recess time, I
was directed out to the playground to meet some of the kids. I was
just standing there in the playground and I heard someone call my
name. I was so surprised and overjoyed to see Phil Guierra come
running up to me with a big smile on his face. Phil and I were in
Ms. Linger’s kindergarten class in Coyote, but his family had moved
away. I never thought I would see him again, but now we’d be in the
same class. I can’t tell you how happy that made me to see a
familiar face, and someone really happy to see me as well. While we
were standing there talking he introduced me to two of his friends
who seemed like guys I would like too. It was all set. I could
hardly wait for us to get settled in our own home and start
attending my new school.

Grandma then took us to buy some new clothes
and shoes for our first day of school at Robert’s Department Store
where she worked. As we entered Robert’s Department Store I vividly
remember the entire store reeked of a scent I had never smelled
before. Grandma simply stated that it was Mr. Robert’s cigar. It
was the first time I had ever smelled a cigar, and it’s one of
those smells I’ll never forget.

We had never been shopping for brand-new
clothes before and, boy, it felt great! They made me feel really
good just to be walking around in them; except for the new shoes,
they hurt a little bit as I had never had new shoes before, just
somebody’s broken-in hand me downs. So, I clumsily walked around
until I got used to them.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/114205
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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