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Albert’s Manuscript
Dear friends and family,
Following is the story Grandfather Albert told me over a five day period in the summer of 2006. His notes were a hodgepodge of pages scribbled over many years, and he needed time to organize his thoughts. When he was ready, I tape recorded his words as he spoke them, and later transcribed the manuscript that appears here.
We took frequent breaks. and during some of those breaks Grandfather continued to scribble more notes that I didn’t read until later. I’ve added those into the manuscript because I didn’t want to leave out the smallest flavor of his thoughts.
My thanks to Katie who helped me organize it all into what I hope is a readable and honest telling of the story that guided Grandfather’s life.
Sincerely,
Jilly
Day One
Morning Recording Session
“So we begin at last, Jilly.”
“Yes, Grandfather. I’m almost ready. Can you talk a little so I can get the levels right?”
“All right. My bones ache, this morning, my dear. When I was a young boy I used to look at my grandfather, and see his bones beneath his thin skin. I’d wonder how he managed to crawl out of bed each day and force those old bones to carry him around. Now, I have become him. I am old and need to tell this story before I cross over. I will begin now.
Outside the morning sun is bright and yellow over the land. At last, I take the time to get this story down. I have carried it so long it feels like a part of my bones. I wonder, when it is told will I become as light as air and drift off into the clouds?
My hands don’t work so well anymore so I am telling this story to my granddaughter Jilly, a pretty, twenty-three-year old college student home for summer break. It is slow work for her, sitting nearby as I sort a blizzard of paper scraps. My memories have come to me in bits and pieces and I scribbled them down on whatever was handy. Such an odd collection, words on the backs of napkins and placemats, stuffed into small notebooks bought at convenience stores for a buck. But Jilly is one of the new ones, they told me, the children that would walk out of the long storm and make a new world.
She winks at me, my girl, as I record these words. They are wise, these new children of earth. And it is for them that I write, so they can better understand who they are, and why they have come at this time. They are the seventh generation. Isn’t that right, Jilly?”
“What, Grandfather?”
“Nothing. You look like my secretary sitting there with your little recorder.”
“I just want to be sure I get it all. If I record it first and then transcribe it, I won’t miss anything. I can’t write as fast as you can speak. Besides,” she smiled at me. “I just want to listen. Do you want another cup of coffee?”
“Please. It will give me a minute to organize my thoughts.”
“Here you go, Grandfather. All the levels are set. You can begin.”
My grandfather lost his wife and baby at Wounded Knee, shot down dead in the snow. His name was Gerald and his wife’s name was Tilde. They say when he heard the news of Tilde and Sarah’s deaths, he went blind in one eye, as if he couldn’t stand to see but half the world after that terrible winter day. Grandfather lived to be seventy-four. I am seventy-two, nearly as old as he was when he died, but I can’t die yet, not until my story is written down.
After Wounded Knee, my remaining relatives stayed on Pine Ridge Reservation although Grandfather was Minneconjou. When he remarried, he married an Oglala Lakota woman named Kathryn. They had three sons and two daughters, but of the five only one made it into adult life—my father, Joseph. There was a lot of death in those days. There still is. My mother once told me this was because the souls of the living went in search of the dead. I believe what my mother said was true, about the living looking for the dead. I know I tried mighty hard to die.
Joseph married Clara in 1927 and together they had eight children. Four died before the age of ten. I was one who lived, the oldest boy.
When I was eighteen, my father was shot in the head. A hunting accident, they said, but death on Pine Ridge is never an accident. Mother said he was shot by history, that history holds a shotgun to all of our heads. I didn’t know what she meant at the time. Now, as I look back, it is clear.
By age twenty, I was already hardening into a drinking, fighting young man. Oh, I was angry, so angry. I felt staked to the ground by all I saw. I was the color of anger—I always figured that’s why they call the Indian a “red man.” How can I describe what it felt like? Living in that twenty-year-old body was like living in the center of a volcano. My anger was so hot and deep I was about to explode.
I lived with my Mamma and two sisters in a little cabin on the north edge of Pine Ridge Village. It was 1948. I would have been in the army except my father’s death relieved me of duty. My duty was to my mother—not that I was much good to her. She needed me to be the man of the family, but I was a hothead drunk and had been since my father was shot.
It was summer, near the fourth of July. There was going to be a big pow wow and feast celebrating the returning vets: those who came home wounded, those who came home in a box, and those who could still walk. My father’s death had even robbed me of what little status I may have gained serving in what nowadays people call “the last real war.” I wanted out of there, one way or another. The night before the pow wow two buddies and I started celebrating early with cheap whiskey, and the booze stirred the volcano cooking in my middle.
The next morning I stumbled home still drunk . Mamma met me on the stoop. Just the sight of her standing there on that beat up porch in her bathrobe threw me over the edge. She’d been crying.
“I need you Albert,” she said. “I need you to be a man now. Your father is gone, and I can’t do this alone.” Mamma spoke Lakota so I grew up hearing English and Lakota mixed up in my head like word soup. She took a step toward me. “He isn’t coming back, Albert.”
In almost two years she’d hardly spoken of my father. Why she chose that moment to start isn’t clear, but when she said I had to be the man now, something in my alcohol-soaked brain erupted. I held my breath, trying to get my head to stop spinning. “Don’t, Mamma.”
“Albert.”
She said my name like it meant something. It didn’t mean anything. Albert was no more—he’d disappeared the day my father was shot.
“He’s dead, Albert. Gone.”
A fierce heat rose up from somewhere deep in my belly, and I yelled at her. “You think he’s gone? He is not gone. He can’t be gone. I’ll get him back, Mamma. I swear I will.” I stomped past her and went into the cabin.
She followed close behind, crying aloud now, and murmuring my name. I grabbed a duffle bag and started stuffing things into the bag—a canteen, a can of beans, some crackers. I was a crazy man, not even clear what I was doing, hollering about how I was going to go find him and bring him back. My two sisters, Shawna and Sylvie, came out of the one bedroom still in their cotton nightgowns looking sleepy and disturbed. “Go back to bed,” I yelled at them.
“Where are you going, Albert?” Shawna asked.
“None of your business.”
Mamma tried to hold my arm, but I gave it a rough shake. She backed up and stood in front of my sisters as if afraid for them. There was fear in her eyes. I hated seeing that fear more than anything. I had to get out of there. I turned and ran out the door propelled by hot anger and an even hotter fear. I needed to get out of there before I covered them all with the soot and fire of my anger.
She followed me out. I set the duffle down, went to the shed, and took down the saddle. I flung it over the back of poor George, our old, sway-back horse. My hands shook, and I turned to her and growled, “I’ll bring him back to you, Mamma. I swear.”
She screamed at me. “You can’t, Albert. Don’t you see? He’s dead, and you can’t reach him anymore.”
Oh, I was arrogant, and drunk, and angry enough to eat nails. “I damn well can. I’ll go to the ancestors and tell them to give me back my father.”
I climbed on George’s back and rode off. When I looked back, Mamma was on the ground curled into herself, weeping and moaning, “Oh, my boy, my baby, don’t go, please don’t go.”
I had only one goal as I charged off. I was going to bring my father back—or die trying. I rode like a pack of sick, hungry hounds were chasing me. I was insane with anger, drunk now on determination.
It was July, and the sun, although it was still only mid-morning, was already scorching, riding above me on its own race to hell. Within minutes I was sweating, my horse was sweating, the whole world was sweating. I wanted a cold beer, but in my twisted mood I figured the ancestors wouldn’t like it if I showed up with beer on my breath. Looking back now, I think I’d gone plumb crazy. My mind flickered with images of all that I’d seen and done, all that had been done to my father, all that had been done to us. It felt like history was a dark tunnel, and I was riding like the wind through that damned tunnel, time flying by me, out of control. The images killed me again and again.
I saw death, so much death: my younger brother broken to bits in a car wreck, my dad with his brains splashed over the prairie, my uncle hanging by his neck in a shed, the same shed I burned down one night when I couldn’t stand to look at it any longer. Suddenly, I felt like it was raining blood down on me, a steady torrent of blood. It was getting in my eyes, blurring my vision—so red, smelling of iron and rust and death. One eye went blind like my grandfather’s, and then the other eye went blind, and I saw nothing but blackness. It scared me. I hung on to the reins, clutching the leather as I raced forward in the dark, dark world.
Old George must have sensed he had a blind, crazy, man on his back. He slowed his pace, went to a trot and then, as if that horse knew what was about to happen, he sought the only shade for miles and miles. He clopped over to a small grove of trees and bushes and stopped just as I slid out of the saddle, collapsed on the ground, and passed out.
Later, I figured that I was passed out beneath that grove for almost two full days. I have spent the fifty plus years since putting together all that I learned while unconscious those two days. After reading similar reports, I suspect that I did die but was led back to life by those same ancestors I had sought in such a mad frenzy. I was led back so I could tell this story to the best of my ability. They made me a Watcher during that time. And in seventy-two years, I’ve only met a few other Watchers.
The place my spirit woke up to while my blind and broken body lay beneath the grove of trees was not a place I had ever even imagined. I don’t know if place is the right word to describe it—more like presence. In this presence everything around me was clearly created as energy and not form. The images and structures were shifting and changing like the northern lights. It was like standing inside of Aurora Borealis but with the light able to fashion and refashion itself within seconds. In a moment, cities, landscapes, whole worlds formed and dissolved again only to be replaced by other cities and worlds. The changing scenes fascinated me, like the first time I ever saw a motion picture when I was a boy. I checked out my hands, my legs, my trunk and all seemed there, and yet I was aware of them more as points of being rather than a whole, solid body.
My first real focused thought was that I had done it. I had made it into the realm of the ancestors. And the second thought was that I must, then, be dead, but this thought only filled me with sadness and shame. I’d left my mother and sisters when they most needed me. With this shame, a curtain dropped and all the wonderful, changing worlds blinked out like a candle. Now I was surrounded in gray, like fog, only more dense and dreary than any fog I’d known in life. It was a dim, cheerless place, and I thought surely the priests and nuns had lied. Hell was not fire and brimstone, flames forever, but this—a dim curtain of gray, the absence of light.
And then, through the gray fog a single figure emerged and came to stand beside me. The sight stunned me. I saw that the man carried all the beautiful worlds with him. He was my grandfather.
“Jilly, honey, can we take a short break? A cup of coffee, maybe?”
Albert’s Notes
Jilly has gone into the kitchen to fix me a cup of coffee. I hear the gas flame pop beneath the pot, a cupboard door open and close, and the water running. I need a moment to collect myself. Even though her little machine continues to record, I write these words while she is gone.
Oh, what a joy it was to see my grandfather again. In truth, the image of my grandfather overwhelmed me then, and overwhelms me now these many decades later. I’d thought him lost to me forever, but there he was, standing in front of me with worlds flickering in his hands, and the truth in his eyes. I thought that if I could see him again, then all the others lost to me in death must be nearby as well—unless, of course, I had joined them in that place of death.
Jilly returns with my coffee. I take the hot cup and palm it in both hands. But now to proceed with my story, to record the events of that unusual two-day journey, a journey which has guided the rest of my days, including this one.
“Thank you, Jilly. Are you ready to continue?”
Yes, Grandfather, if you are.”
As soon as Grandfather came near me, the gray fog lifted and I was, once again, in a flashing, brilliant place of shifting worlds and mountain ranges and vivid blue seas. Grandfather wrapped his arms around me and kissed my cheek. “It’s good to see you, grandson.”
He stared into my eyes, and I saw that his blindness was gone. So was mine. I had nearly forgotten the bloody, blinding rain. “Grandfather, what has happened? Where are we? Have I died then?” The gray curtain began to drop like a heavy fishing net as I thought again of my mamma and my sisters. Grandfather flicked his hand quick as though swatting a fly, and the gray net flew off again.
“No, Grandson. You are not dead, but you can only stay here for a very short while. There is much I need to tell you and not much time. If you stay too long you will not find your way back. Come now, we must hurry.”
Grandfather turned and began walking quickly. I grew dizzy and nearly passed out again. When my vision cleared, a woman was standing beside Grandfather. She said, “Gerald, give the poor boy a moment to find his feet. Can’t you see he is confused?” Like Grandfather, she’d just appeared from nowhere. I stared at her, and knew I’d never seen her before, and yet I felt I knew her. She was so beautiful, a long braid swinging down her back like a thick dark vine, and when she spied me gaping at her, she chuckled. “I’m Tilde. Unci to you.”
My jaw must have dropped. I knew that Unci meant Grandmother in Lakota.
Grandfather laughed and said, “Tilde, my first wife. Isn’t she a beauty?”
I understood suddenly why my grandfather would shutter one eye when such a pretty wife died in the snow. But they were not dead, not blind, not bleeding on a frosty ground at Wounded Knee. They looked more alive than all the folks I knew who were still wandering their days in life.
Unci palmed my face as if I were three. I felt three. “I know I’m not your blood grandmother. Kathryn was, but what I lost, she gained, and so we are connected. What a precious boy. What an unhappy boy. Come on, your grandfather has much to explain.” Then, to my shock, he reached over and grabbed my Grandmother like a lusty young man and kissed her silver. It was odd, that these particle bodies could rearrange themselves in a split second. Suddenly Grandfather was a young man with his bride, and when he kissed her again, golden glitter flew off Tilde’s body like moon dust.
I started laughing so hard I had to hold my sides and glitter flew from my body, too. My mind was spinning. I figured I really had gone crazy on that old horse with that big anger riding my back and never would find the real world again. I squeezed my eyes shut. When I opened them, Grandfather was an old man again and Unci had shed her glittering youth and grown old with him. She was still beautiful. “Holy cow,” I muttered. “Where the hell am I?”
Unci shook her head and grinned. “Watch your mouth, boy. Show some respect for the dead.”
Grandfather caught the glint of laughter in her eyes and chuckled. “Hush, Tilde. He doesn’t understand any of this.” To me he said, “Nothing is solid, son. That is the first lesson I am to give you. There is only the appearance of a solid world, and only for one moment in many, many moments.”
He talked in riddles. I was confused clear down to my toes and, when I looked down at my own body, it was no longer that of a young man but a boy, maybe seven years old. Suddenly I remembered the way my grandfather had carved a small whistle for me out of a reed and taught me to play it. The whistle was long gone, but I could still hear the hollow, whispery sound of it, like wind whistling through trees. My throat thickened and I felt like bawling.
Grandfather watched me. “See, son. It is all a whisper, like the sound of that whistle. Here for a moment, then changed. Come on. We best get started,” and then he took Tilde’s hand. They walked toward a shimmering range of mountains, and as they stepped on this shifting land, a path of blue appeared before them. It looked as if it were made of satin or water. I couldn’t be sure. I followed them . . . .
“Ah, Jilly, I have always wanted to paint that path. I tried to learn several times to learn how to paint just to see if I could lay down an image of that place. But I was bad at it—worse than bad, actually. Maybe your artist friend, what is her name, June? Maybe she could grab those pictures out of my head and paint them.”
“I think she could, Grandpa. I really think she could paint them.” Jilly dropped her head and I saw tears flowing down her face.
“What is it, my girl? Why these tears?”
“It’s June, Grandfather. I just found out she may be dying. She has cancer and is at the Mayo Clinic for treatment, but they say the cancer is running through her like a fire.” A sob caught in her throat. “I may never see her again.”
“Shut your little machine off, dear. That is enough for now. Why don’t you take that old dog for a quick run?”
Albert’s Notes
When Jilly cried, I put my hand on her head but said nothing. Even with it all, I cannot offer comfort to those who feel that gray net of grief and guilt. There is no removing it with words. Each person has to find their own flick of a hand, their own understanding of why death, why loss? How do you tell these hearts that love so deeply, that feel so deeply, that nothing is lost? It’s like my desire to paint the images; they cannot be truly captured, not with color, not with words, only with the spirit. All I can do is tell this story to the best of my ability, and let people do with it what they will.
I leaned over and kissed the top of Jilly’s head and told her, “June will see those images, my dear. And when she sees that shimmering land, brushes will appear like magic in her hand and she will paint, and paint, and paint.”
I tell her we are through for now and send her off into the bright sunshine to walk Hound Dog. He’s not really a hound dog but he likes the name. He’s really a mutt that showed up here two years ago to share my old age and keep me company.
Outside, I watch Jilly and Hound Dog run down the drive. She tosses the gray net into the winds, up to the sunshine, down to the earth to take her sorrow away—another indicator that she is one of them. She understands from which direction true healing comes—from the earth, only from the earth.
She is spending a week with me to help me sort my notes and get what I can on paper. She is young and the world swirls around her like a circus. It is summer outside my door, and autumn inside my soul. The prairie outside my window is golden, my favorite color in all of creation. It is the only gold that matters.
Jilly doesn’t realize that I scribble these present moment thoughts while she is off walking or fixing me coffee or ham sandwiches. She thinks I am organizing my scraps for the next session. She uses a small recorder as I speak of those two days so long ago. And at night, she intends to sit at the kitchen table and transcribe my words with earphones clamped on her head so I won’t have to hear my own old voice drifting down the hall to my bedroom.
I see so much. The Watcher. But my eyes grow tired. Soon I can rest. Unci will still be young and beautiful, and I will be a boy with his pony and his father beside him in a shimmering world.
She comes again, my precious girl. I lay aside the cheap green notebook and wait until the hound and the girl come in freshened by light and wind.
Day One
Afternoon Recording Session
“Are you feeling better then, Jilly.”
“Yes, Grandfather. Thanks.”
“Then push your magic buttons there. My story continues.”
I followed Tilde and Grandfather down the blue satin path, my body shifting from boy to man to boy again. I was all ages and I was ageless. One time my spine curled like an old oak branch, and I walked bent like an old man. Above me the sky was a violet cloudbank like no color I have ever seen in life. It vibrated with light—the way clouds grab particles in a sandstorm and hold them, turning the light outward.
Where are we going? Where am I? My silent questions turned and twisted like branches down a flooded river. But I was not anxious or afraid, not until I began to wonder again if I was dead, if I had tumbled off my old horse and died there beneath the cottonwoods. Another drunk Indian bites the dust, I thought bitterly.
Mamma . . . .
The gray net began to fall around my shoulders, but I flicked my hand like I’d seen Grandfather do. The gray net flew off again. I was feeling rather proud of this small feat and looked up at Unci and Grandfather to see if they had noticed. They were ahead of me on the path and the color of Unci’s hair had shifted from dark to a vivid red. It was incredible. I blinked twice and looked again. My Unci a redhead? How crazy is that, I thought? I caught up to them and asked, “Grandfather, why is Unci’s hair red? She is an Indian.”
Grandfather snorted; he didn’t even bother turning around. He said, “Color is ever-changing here. Haven’t you noticed, boy? Tilde has no attachment to being Indian. It’s a cap we wear—and only for a moment, only for a moment. You’ll learn this when we meet with the Old Ones. Being Indian is only one small part of who you are.”
This made no sense to me. My whole life seemed entwined with being Indian. When he said these words, the air sucked out of my lungs as if I’d been shoved into a vacuum chamber. I was suddenly gasping, terrified, wondering if it was possible for a person to die when they were already in the realm of the dead.
Grandfather stopped and clapped me hard on the back between the shoulder blades as if I were choking on a hot dog. “Breathe boy. It’s only a spasm. It happens every time we must face our illusions of identity.”
I looked at my Grandmother and the red had flown out of her hair like cardinals taking flight. It was a dark braided rope again. “What is he saying, Unci? We are Indian.”
“Yes, dear, of course. And so much more, so much more. Never mind now. The Wind will explain. Look, we are here.”
My breathing eased and I looked up. The blue satin path we’d been following shifted to silver gray, rose up before me like ground fog, and then transformed itself into a stormy-looking gray wall. I felt suddenly dizzy and lost my balance for a moment. Reality seemed a slippery, changing thing in this world I’d tumbled into.
When I regained my balance, the gray storm was now a solid gray wall that reminded me of a picture of a stone castle I’d seen once. An arched doorway was cut into the stone, and we entered into the room of the Wind where I was to take my first full lesson. The room was cavernous, and when I turned to say something to Grandfather, he and Unci had disappeared. I was alone.
I looked around. The walls rose around me like thunderclouds or smoke, yet they appeared solid as well. I stood for a long time looking for Grandfather and Unci but they were gone. Fear was at my heels again, and my breathing quickened. I closed my eyes to calm myself. When I opened them again, a small, bony, dark-haired man was standing in front of me. I couldn’t determine his age.
“Greetings,” he said, extending his hand.
I took the hand, and noticed its cool, leathery feeling. “Who are you?”
He smiled, showing a set of perfectly white teeth which appeared to glow against the dark lips and face. “I am First Man of the Wind. Come. Rest. We will talk.” He squatted to sit, and by the time his bottom met the ground, all around us had shifted again. Now it appeared that we were in a small forest clearing. A friendly fire crackled not twelve inches from First Man’s feet.
I smelled smoke. This constantly changing landscape was making me sick to my stomach. I squeezed my eyes shut almost fearful of opening them and having the scene shift once again, adding to my vertigo. The man waited until my dizziness had passed and I could again focus my eyes on him.
“How is it you have come to the realm of the ancestors?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I was angry, riding my horse like a maniac one moment and here the next. I don’t understand.”
First Man nodded. “People travel from your realm usually for one of two reasons. They seek someone—or they have a question.”
I smiled. “Can it be for both reasons?”
“Yes, it can. Tell me.”
I am not a talker. I especially was not a talker at that age. Normally I swallowed all my words and pain as if they were small stones until I had a belly full, and booze was all I knew that could make a belly full of stones livable. But there, before the blue flame of First Man’s fire, I talked. By my estimation in this strange realm, I talked for twenty hours, one hour for each year of my miserable life. It was like puking, this talk. I told First Man how my people suffer, a river of suffering. I told him the whole story—how the white man came and killed the buffalo and then killed us with disease, with guns, with starvation, with stealing land, with whiskey. “He still kills us,” I told First Man, “but now with commodities, with the courts and, sometimes, with kindness.”
Finally, I told him, the white man doesn’t need to kill us any longer because now we kill each other—or ourselves. I realized as the words spewed forth that my volcano had finally erupted, and the hot lava, steam, ash, and debris had flowed out all around me and left me empty in the center of a deep cold crater.
I was empty. And it was this emptiness I feared more than anything, even death. I looked at First Man and said, “If you take away my anger, I will have nothing left.”
He said nothing. I waited in the silence and the emptiness. The fire crackled: it had not changed in the long day of my talking even though no one added wood or tended it. I looked around actually expecting to see in the landscape around me a land burned and buried in the hot flow of lava. It had not changed either except in the far, far distance I could hear the low thrumming sound of a drum coming from deep within the forest. The sound made me want to weep. I could hear squirrels chattering, birds singing, and all seemed to sing to the drum. “What is that?” I asked First Man.
“It is not our concern. Not yet.”
His mysterious answer puzzled me, but I set my curiosity aside and sat up straighter. The emptiness was becoming familiar; not so fearful. Finally, I answered his question. “I come for both reasons. I want to ask why all of the killing . . . and I seek my father.”
“Yes, of course,” was all he said. He stared into the flame for a long, long time and then he began to talk.
First Man talked for twenty hours. I don’t know why I have these specific times in my mind. There was no sun rising and setting, no sense of thirst, hunger, or the need for rest. There were no clocks or watches, no morning birds or late night howl of coyote or wolf. Only the thrumming sound gathering around me and, yet, I must say he spoke for twenty hours.
It was during First Man’s twenty hours of talking that the empty crater of my being filled up with his story of The Wind of a Thousand Years.
Since that time, I have spent my life recalling all the details of what he told me, and now I recount it here as best I can. First Man of the Wind is the keeper of that story. He is also a Watcher.
“Ah, Jilly, dear. I am so tired. Can we begin again tomorrow?”
“Of course, Grandpa. We have all the time we need. You rest. I’ll go fix us some chicken and broccoli for supper.”
Albert’s Notes
I sit in my chair, my old favorite recliner—not the new one the grandchildren bought me last Christmas. Only Hound Dog and Fat Cat take turns sitting in that brand new chair. Pity. I keep telling them I don’t need anything, but they continue to bring gifts and try to make me more comfortable. They are dear to me—these grandchildren and great grandchildren.
I can hear Jilly in the kitchen frying the chicken. She is good to come and help me with this. She brings me food but never treats me like a child because I am old. Some people talk to old people as if they were blind, deaf, and stupid. There is not a damn thing wrong with me that death won’t take care of. But that has been the true test for me my whole life—when faced with fools—to remember the Wind and what it did, and why. But now, I run ahead of my story. This story, like no other, must be told in order.
Day Two
Morning Recording Session
Albert’s Notes
I slept last night without a wiggle. I thought the telling of my vision would bring the dreaming back, but it hasn’t, not yet. After my two-day journey I gave up the booze, but I like my morning coffee to kick a little. Jilly knows that and comes in, hot mugs in hand, looking like the morning star.
“What are you writing, Grandfather,” she asks?
“None of your business,” I tell her.
She laughs, and her laughter clears the morning air of night. She sips her coffee and waits for me to finish writing whatever it is that is none of her business. Jilly knows I bark, but I don’t bite—like Hound Dog. Before I speak, I want to remind my granddaughter and others that these are not my words. I am not wise, despite my great age, and I certainly wasn’t wise enough at age twenty to make up First Man’s story. I tell it as it was told to me. I have learned that when there is true wisdom in the world, it always comes from the other realms—and not from the minds of men or women. They have only heard it.
“Are we turned on, Jilly?”
“Yes, Grandfather. We’re turned on.”
“Good. I will now tell First Man’s story as he told it to me.”
First Man’s Story
My name is First Man of the Wind of a Thousand Years. I am from the realm of the ancestors. There are other worlds, other realms, and I don’t speak for them except to say that the Wind originated there. We, like those still in the land of the living, are subject to the power of this great wind.
I was a boy living in what you know as the southwest when first I felt the power of this mighty Wind. I lived a simple life with my parents, and my people. We existed much as we had lived from the first memories that came down to us from our ancestors in the stories that we kept. Evening was my favorite time of day, the time of hearing my parents and grandparents tell the stories of my people, stories of spiders weaving, and of my people climbing up through the realms to emerge on earth as First People. I listened carefully, as I was instructed to do, so that one day the stories could be passed down in a good way to my children and grandchildren. It was inconceivable that anything would happen to change that long, slow, unfolding history.
Until the Wind of a thousand years began.
With the first kiss of this mighty Wind came the drought. In just a few years, our lands were sucked dry of all moisture and food was scarce. Our people were suffering, and they began to break into small groups and travel out from our main village. The wind continued to blow until the hot sun baked the earth into crust. The people began to protect food instead of share it. The fear came first and then the anger. People began to build weapons with which to defend themselves. In time, the peaceful way we had lived for thousands of years was shattered.
One day another tribe came from the south and attacked my family’s village. Their storm was violent and quick. When the dust settled, my small body lay on the ground, broken and bloodied, sandwiched between the dead bodies of my parents and surrounded by my dead village. Death was all around. This event so shocked my young spirit that it left my body and fled to the high rock pinnacles surrounding the dead village and perched there, staring down at the horrible sight below. I sat, still and unmoving, watching as the carrion birds and the wild dogs below cleaned the bones of my relatives.
For decades the sun rose and fell and rose and fell until it had bleached the bones white. Still, I sat. I didn’t know enough to travel alone to the ancestors, and none came to claim me. It was not known to me until much later that this long period of stillness, perched and waiting, was my initiation into becoming a Watcher. I also didn’t know that in other parts of the world similar terrible events were unfolding and being witnessed by other Watchers across the earth.
Eventually, the rock on which I perched began to grow. It rose so high above the earth that soon I could see other nations of people living on other lands. I could see far south into wet jungle lands and torrid areas. I could see north to frozen, icy lands where bands of people in small clusters were moving across snow and ice in their fight to survive the harsh land. I could see east and west across great bodies of water to other lands, and everywhere I cast my eyes the people were moving—walking, walking out across the land. As my perch grew higher yet, my eyes could no longer see the bare bones of my parents but only the travelers which I later came to know as The Walkers.
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