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Ernie Freiden had been born to a Canadian
father and an Australian mother. Both had been vacationing through
the national parks of Utah and Colorado when they met in 1982.
Shirley had quickly abandoned the German tourist she'd been
traveling with, and taken up with Thomas, in Moab, near Arches
National Park. The German, Shirley later told Ernie, though through
into his adult life he heard different and increasingly unlikely
versions of the story, had flown back to Germany, almost
immediately, and years later had been crushed to death in a museum
accident by a part of the Berlin wall he was helping to put on
display after the reunification.

Thomas, Ernie's father, had quickly (though
not as quickly as the German's departure from U.S. soil) had his
name abbreviated to Tom, and complained little about that, after
all Shirley was as decisive a woman as Tom had ever encountered and
what was a slight adjustment to his name in comparison to her
company?

"Thomas," he'd said to her a few times, his
mother would relate to Ernie as he grew up. "And I would say,
'Tom', never calling him Thomas."

"Is that that why I'm not 'Earnest'?" Ernie
would ask.

His mother would laugh. "That was my mistake,
as you well know, but I could hardly call you 'Ern', now could
I?"

Ernie hadn't understood that until much
later, when it came to scattering her ashes, and holding the vessel
above the swiftly flowing Colorado, watching the dusty speckles of
her remains impact the surface without even a ripple. He had been
going to keep the urn, but ended up hurling it with shaking fingers
into the river, imagined it fouling a turbine at the Hoover Dam (on
the Arizona side of course, his mother hated Nevada), and
inadvertently dropping Kingman into darkness.

Ernie had never been quite clear on geography
west of the Mississippi, except for Mesa Verde National Park which
he'd studied intimately, and didn't realize, despite being a
teacher in high school by this time, that there were numerous dams
along the Colorado's length, that the Glen Canyon dam was between
the point where he'd hurled the urn and the Hoover dam. Kingman
remained lit, the urn probably lodged itself under a rock or log,
or, at worst, was caught by some dam's debris traps.

Back in 1982, Thomas - Tom - and Shirley had
been staring at the stars near the lodge at Mesa Verde where they
had a room when Shirley felt an instinctive twinge in her belly and
knew. What she knew, she wouldn't tell Tom, not right away, but
before first light she slipped silently from their room, without
even looking at him, took the car - his 1972 Camaro - and drove
into Cortez, finding herself a drugstore, and peeing on the test in
the alleyway behind.

Ernie would question this version of events
as he grew up. "Really, were pregnancy tests so good in 1982 that
within a few days of conception you could immediately find
out?"

"Yes," his mother would say. "And even so, by
then I was probably five weeks, not a few days." She was often late
anyway, her periods had been irregular since she was thirteen.

After the test came through, confirming that
Ernie was underway in her womb, Shirley sat in the Camaro for
several hours, watching the Colorado skies brighten, then darken
with the smoke of far away fires. It was after lunch when she drove
back up the long hill to the lodge, parking between two patrol
cars, amid a flurry of people.

Shirley had steeled herself tor telling Tom
about the impending birth, but what she wasn't steeled for was
finding that Tom had already died. The man, she found out, had
fallen from one of the cliffs into the rubble near a minor Anasazi
construction. An early morning hiker across the valley had seen him
fall and alerted the rangers.

"When did it happen?" Shirley had asked,
wondering what they meant by 'early morning'. Tom's demise, she
realized when they told her, had taken place less than a half hour
after she had left for Cortez - before she had even confirmed she
was pregnant. Tom, she decided, must have sleep-walked his way out
to the edge. He never rose that early, he was on an extended
holiday after all, and, several times, she had found him before,
outside the tent, or curled up in the corner of their motel room,
having unconsciously moved - walked - while asleep.

"Holiday?" the uniformed officer had asked
her.

"Vacation," Shirley told him. "Same thing,
just my accent."

The officer tried a smile, but quickly held
it. Shirley wouldn't have minded, she was trying to make a joke.
Things were changing very rapidly for her, and changing outside of
her usual decision-making process. Things were happening to her,
rather than because of her.

Still, now she had a new responsibility.
Certainly she grieved for Tom, though it was less of a sudden
grief, more like something she carried through her life, moments
when she would stop, eyes unfocused, breathing rate decreased and a
moment later recover, almost like some kind of narcoleptic
episode.

So Shirley raised the boy, marking Tom as the
father, so that the lucky Ernie had the choice of Canadian,
Australian or U.S. citizenship: Shirley intentionally remained in
the States until it was too late to fly, gave birth in Alabama,
which seemed like a fitting kind of state to her - not too
gregarious like California or New York or Florida, nor anywhere too
near any of the four corners states she'd accompanied the boy's
father through: certainly she would never have given birth in
Colorado, where Tom had died, nor Nevada, or even Utah (where Ernie
was conceived). Ernie was eight pounds exactly, born at Decatur
General on February 5th at 5.34am - the exact time his father had
died back in Mesa Verde.
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