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"Lockbox 436 is a book that rises above
cultural boundaries. It teaches true principles that are universal
and essential to anyone who wants to succeed in life."

Grandmaster Henry Lo (Kong Han Shaolin Wuzu
Kungfu)-

 


"This is a great book for anyone who wants
to pass good values to their kids."

Lance Oliver-

 


"I was very impressed with how the authors
incorporated the core values of the military into this book. Every
serviceman and woman holds the values that are in this book close
to their heart."

Dale Hicks-

 


"Very strong, very powerful, an excellent
book. If this book doesn't make you think about life and
priorities, you don't have a pulse. John Graham Sr. and Todd Doyle
have written something here that can really make a difference in
the lives of the readers."

Othniel Penn-

 


"Lockbox 436, is a book that moves you. It
will get your brain thinking about life. When I started reading the
book, I couldn't put it down. It had me thinking about my own
relationship with my grandfather, the values and principles he
instilled in me. It took me back to the good memories we had
together. This book is a very moving and powerful book. A lot of
context for such an easy read. Anyone could pick this book up and
relate to it."

M. Barber-

 


"Just finished Lockbox 436 and am here to
tell you that those lessons about life are so gripping and so well
presented. While reading I was so engrossed with the interaction of
The Ole Man and Davy that I wasn't aware, at the time, of the
ultimate messages being taught. These men are geniuses (Graham and
Doyle). Whew! Exale! Got to have multiple copies for so many folk
in my life."

Bettie Perry-

 


"I got to the end of the book and was left
wanting more! This was a great read!"

Scott Jones-

 


"My son and I thoroughly enjoyed this gem of
a book. We were drawn into the Irving family as we explored the
core values introduced chapter by chapter. The characters kept our
interest and generated discussion as we explored the lessons
learned. I highly recommend it!"

Julie Kiene-
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Frank E. Brown.

 


For all the years of service to your country
and for all the young men and women that you assisted in their life
endeavors, and that includes me, Uncle Frank

 


~ John.

 


 



PROLOGUE

 


The cool air seemed to seep into his bones,
chilling him as Daniel followed the attendant into the depths of
the bank vault.

In each of these drawers
lay a treasure, he thought.
A treasure that is probably worthless to anyone
else. Then again, there must be some treasures that any thief would
die to gain.

The attendant led him around a corner to a
wall of hand-sized drawers. He stopped and produced a slip of
paper. "436, Sir — is that correct?"

Daniel withdrew the small lockbox key from
his pocket, the one that his half-brother, Steve, had given him
yesterday. The numbers read 436.

Daniel nodded, "Yes, that's right."

"Very good sir," the attendant leaned down
and with a pointing finger, indicated drawer 436.

Daniel knelt down, feeling his stomach
tightening in anticipation. The air seemed to get even colder. He
inserted the key into the lock; it turned. The attendant inserted
his key as well. It moved without resistance, and the drawer came
loose from its restraints.

"Allow me sir."

The attendant pulled the drawer out and
carried it into an adjoining room where Daniel could examine its
contents in private. He placed the drawer on a small table and
withdrew from the room, closing the door behind him.

Daniel stood there for a
moment, staring at the drawer, wondering about its contents.
What did he leave me?

His thoughts turned back to the previous
day.

 


* * *

 


He had been working on his car in the
garage, changing the oil, when he heard a car door slam, drawing
his attention away from the steady stream of oil pouring from the
belly of the vehicle. He slid out from under the car and saw a
young man with dark hair and a lanky frame walking toward him.

"Steve?" Daniel
said, “WHAT ARE YOU DOING
HERE!?"

Steve, his half-brother,
held up his hands in a pacifist motion, "WHOA! Older Bro! Don't get riled up!
I need to tell you something!"

Daniel stood up and wiped his hands on a
rag. “Is it about him?”

"Yeah," Steve paused, "it is."

"You want a beer?" Daniel offered.

"Sure," accepted Steve. He took the cold
beer that Daniel pulled free from an ice chest.

Daniel popped open his own beer and leaned
against the car door. After a couple of swallows, he said, "Well?
Let's have it."

"He's dead, Daniel."

Daniel froze.

"How?"

"Cancer."

Daniel felt something cold course through
his veins. "Was it bad?"

Steve's voice hesitated, almost choking,
before he said, "Yeah, it was."

"Well…" Daniel finished his beer and crushed
it in his hand, "I'd say it was about time! I really didn't know
the man. So why should I care?"

Steve winced, but he said nothing.

Daniel turned his eye on his younger
brother, the favored son, as far as he was concerned. "In fact, I
hope…"

Steve pulled something out of his pocket,
interrupting Daniel, "He wanted me to give this to you. It's yours.
It's at the 1st National Bank downtown."

Daniel stopped, looking at what his
half-brother held.

It was a key.

 


* * *

 


Daniel's thoughts brought him back to the
present as he gingerly reached out, lifting the lid of the drawer.
Inside, lay what looked like documents.

Finally! He gave me deeds! Certificates of
stocks! Money! That's what this is!

As he took the documents in his hands, he
realized that they were all sealed in envelopes. Nine total.

He opened the first. Unfolding the papers,
he saw that it was a letter. Nothing more.

Ok, maybe the next one.

He threw the first letter down and then
noticed that each letter and envelope was numbered. He opened the
next.

Another letter.

Number three envelope.

Another letter.

What?

He tore through the remaining envelopes,
only to see that they each contained one letter.

No stock certificates. No deeds of land. No
money.

Just letters.

Daniel threw them across the room, shouting
in frustration.

"He did it to me again! All my life I got
nothing from him! Now I just got these letters!"

Tears began to form in his eyes as he sank
down into the chair.

Just a bunch of words! That's all he left me
with!

Daniel wiped his eyes with his hands and
began to stand up, ready to walk out of the room.

His eyes fell upon the first letter.

My Dear Son,

Something about those words pulled at
him.

My Dear Son,

He slowly sank back down
into the chair, pulled the first letter toward him, and began to
read– wondering, Will this disappoint me
too?


 


 


 


LETTER 1

Who Am I?

 


My Dear Son,

You are probably wondering
about this letter that you hold in your hand. I'm sure you are
asking yourself, "Why now?"
Why now, after a lifetime of silence, do I reach
out to you? I could be cliché about this and say, "It's because I
love you." But my Grandpa Irving (we called him the “Old Man”)
taught me that people don't pay attention to what you say as much
as by what you do. So I thought about this long and hard. When I
say long and hard, you have to understand that this is a relative
period of time for me. I'm dying. A long time can last a day, a
week, or a month, depending on your perspective. It took me all of
a week to decide to start writing to you. I knew that your mother
would never allow you to see these letters if I mailed them to you.
That's why I had your half-brother, Steve, deliver the key to this
safe-deposit box to you upon the event of my passing. I don't have
much time left; the cancer is working quickly. Time is short. But,
God willing, I will have enough time to pass onto you a gift that
was given to me a long time ago by the Old Man. This box of letters
contains within them all kinds of secrets to success, happiness,
and wealth. Each one of them was hard learned and earned at either
the school of hard knocks or in the Old Man's fishing boat where he
would teach me the secrets that he learned from life.

So understand that these
letters are, in my way, a means of not just telling you that I love you — they
are a means of showing you that I love you. Every word is well thought out and
strategically placed. Every story is mined from a rich history that
I wish I could squeeze into the little time I have left, but I have
to work with what I'm given. That's just how things are. We are
given, you see, just enough material to work with. It's up to us as
to whether we will turn that material, those pennies, those scraps
of iron, those trees — into gold, tools, and mansions. Each of us
has just enough to last us the day, and then we wake up to either
more the next day, or less, depending on your performance. But I'm
getting ahead of myself. This is another lesson for another
letter.

Who am I? That is a question that is not
uncommon, nor over-asked. Every man worth his salt has asked that
question of himself. It is a question that the Old Man asked me
when I was only five years old. I thought it was a simple answer
then; now, I'm not so sure. I’ve had a lifetime of pain, rejection,
and illness that defines who I am — but not totally. Sure, negative
things can define us, but also can the positive things! I learned
that from the Old Man.

I am David Irving. My father was mean man
who beat me whenever he saw an opportunity to do so. My mother was
a cold-hearted witch who could turn a smile into a frown faster
than a heartbeat. I had no brothers or sisters. I think that, in
all honesty, they never wanted any more kids because they didn't
like the first one they had, which was me — I was a single
child.

My mother had three
brothers, Justin (Dingy), Ralph (Yapper), and Mike (Grunt). These
are not nicknames that I gave them. The Old Man did. He chuckled
every time he talked about them. They were like The Three Stooges.

The Old Man would say, "If your three uncles
were trapped in a wet paper bag, Dingy would be too stupid to
figure out how to get out, Yapper would talk his behind off about
doing it, and Grunt would sit in that wet paper bag and not do a
darn thing." I thought it was funny when he said it the first time.
It wasn't until years later that I realized the depth of what the
Old Man was saying.

Who was the Old Man? He was my Grandfather,
Augustus Irving, the best welder on the Mississippi Gulf Coast.
People would come from all over the coast for his welding work.
"Best do a thing right the first time," he would tell me, "so you
aren't apologizing with your hat in your hand the next day." Old
Man Irving had a welding shop in the small town of Picayune,
Mississippi. He owned the land and building and surrounding acres.
He leased out part of the building to an auto mechanic, named
George Finney. Fernwood Motors was the name of the shop. Those two
men together taught me the lessons I am now passing onto you.

Now the Old Man had it in his head that his
children would never go without. So when he bought the land, he
bought enough to put five or six houses all together on it. It was
like a compound. The Irving Clan, the townsfolk called us. Behind
the shop, lived the Irving Clan in their houses.

Now somehow, I don't rightly understand
this, unless God is just merciful to everyone, my uncles found
wives, and my mother found a husband. As negative as they all were,
somehow, they attracted spouses, other people who found it
acceptable to live like they lived. That would be okay, I guess, if
it wasn't for the fact that my uncles had kids. I had playmates, of
a sort. But again, that's for another letter.

So the picture I'm trying to paint for you
here, Son, is that I grew up in a very uniquely Southern and, for
the most part, very difficult world. I was surrounded by hatred,
anger and bigotry. I grew up with negative people. But something
saved me. It was the love of the Old Man. He loved me with the
purest kind of love that, if you could see it, it would be a
diamond that was as big as your heart. There was nothing that
sullied that diamond or marred its surface. The Old Man loved me,
and that love, in return, saved me. His love saved me from the fate
of my uncles and cousins. I hope my love can save you too.

 


"Davy," he would call me, "what do you know
about people?"

I shrugged my shoulders. I was only five and
we were in his fishing boat with cane poles fishing for brim. "I
dunno, Grandpa. People are people I guess."

"Well," he stretched his legs as he adjusted
his grip on his pole, one eye not leaving the motionless cork
resting on the water's greenish-brown surface, "There’s right,
Davy, and there’s not right. You see, boy, there are two kinds of
people in this world. I want you to learn this, and learn it
tight!"

He held up two fingers to emphasize his
point, "Two kinds! One kind is bigger and more numerous than the
other. You can find this kind everywhere. You can even find them
under rocks and bridges and in trash heaps. This kind of person is
what I call a Sapper."

"A Sapper?" I asked, not really
understanding the word.

"Yep," the Old Man winked at me, "Sappers!
They SAP the life outta ya! They drain you, Davy! They suck the
blood from your bones!"

I shivered at that
thought. He's talking about vampires!
Vampires are scary! "You mean that they
are vampires, Grandpa?"

The Old Man leaned over
and looked at me with the clearest of ice-blue eyes twinkling in
the sunlight, "They are real, Davy, vampires that suck the
life out of ya! They don't even have to bite ya!"

"They don't?" I shivered.

"Nope!" He reached down into a cooler and
brought out a beer, popped it open, and took a gulp. "These Sappers
are vampires that suck the life out of ya by just talking to
ya!"

"How do they do that?" I asked.

"They live off your misery, Davy! They
thrive and grow in the midst of your pain! They suck the very air
outta your lungs by their very speech!"

"What do they say?"

The Old Man took another swig, "Anything
that will bring another man or woman down! You see, Davy, they are
a cold people."

I shivered. Images of my mother came to mind
and the way she ignored me.

"They are a hateful people."

I winced, looking down at the bruises on my
legs where my Daddy had taken a leather strap to me that very
morning.

"They despise anything good! They want to
crush anything good and replace it with misery! They want to live
in Hell and be its rulers!"

"What's Hell?" I asked.

The Old Man stopped, as if
to consider his next words carefully. Then he leaned over and
whispered, "It's a place where there is no Hope and no Love, Davy.
But worst of all…it's forever."

I hoped that I would never go to this place
called Hell. I wondered if my Mom and Dad had been there.

"Grandpa? What about the other kind of
person?"

His eyes lit up. "Ah! I was gettin' to
them!" He took another swig of beer and then stuck the empty can in
the water, filling it to the point at which it sank to the lake
floor. He straightened up as he opened another beer, "The other
kind of person is what I call a Candle!"

The image of a lone white candle with a
solitary flickering flame filled my mind.

"A Candle is a person full of Hope and Love!
A Candle brings light into the darkness! A Candle brings warmth to
the freezing ones. A Candle is someone who shows the whole wide
world a better way to be! To live! To love!"

Just the thought of a Candle warmed me in
such a way that the chill of the thoughts of the Sappers
disappeared. "Which am I?" I asked.

The Old Man looked down at me, put down his
beer, and leaned over. "Now listen to me very carefully Davy! What
I'm about to say deserves careful thought! Okay?"

I nodded, breathlessly anticipating his next
words.

He took his index finger and tapped the
middle of my forehead with each word. "You are who you choose to
be."

 


You are who you choose to be.

I thought about that the rest of the day and
into the night. I've thought about it, Son, nearly every day since
then. I will continue to think about it until I draw my last
breath.

You are who you choose to be.

My question to you, Son, is this: Who do you
choose to be? A Sapper or a Candle!?

Now, I want you to think about that
carefully as you read each of these letters. Who do I choose to
be?

You may be asking yourself, "Does my choice
really have such an influence on who I am?"

I hope to tell, no…show you, that in the
end…everything begins with choice.

Everything.

I hope you choose to read the next
letter.

Your loving father,

David Irving


 


 


 


LETTER 2

Core Values

 


My Dear Son,

In writing these letters, I’ve tried to
determine what are the most valuable lessons I learned while
growing up at the knee of the Old Man. What is it that he would
want me to pass on to you, his legacy? After all, that is what you
are. You are my legacy. You are my future. I want these letters to
keep me alive in your mind and in your heart. It is through these
letters, that I hope to not only atone for my absence in your life,
but also redeem myself by giving you my most valuable treasure.
Wisdom.

Reflecting back, I would say that the second
lesson that you should learn from me is one that the Old Man taught
me when I was about eight years old. You see, back then, we didn't
have television; "the idiot box" he would call it, and we would
listen to the radio broadcasts on Saturday nights. But there was
something else that we, as a family, would do together, besides
eat.

We played poker.

Well, the grown-ups did. My cousins and I
were not allowed to interrupt our parents while they played, but
there was one time, when the Old Man changed the rules…

 


"But Daddy," my mother protested, "they
can't play! They're just boys!"

We stood in the hallway, my cousins and I,
Ricky, Sully, Joey, and Frankie, awaiting the confirmation of what
we had just taken to be an invitation into the parlor room, where
our parents and the Old Man would gather on Saturday nights for
poker. We had all heard it, clear as a bell, the Old Man yelling
for us to get our butts in the parlor. Our parents looked shocked,
and perhaps mad. I was only eight, and I didn't understand why. Now
that I'm older, I think I do.

My Grandfather licked the end of his
newly-lit cigar, and sucked in, before blowing out a billowing
cloud of smoke that filled the parlor. He eyed my mother with a
dead-level gaze and pronounced, "I'm saying that they can come,
Sissy! They are old enough, as far as I'm concerned! They need to
learn these things, among others." The Old Man glanced in my
direction at those last two words, and I knew that he was speaking
directly to me.

"Get your selfs in here!" he bellowed.

As we rushed in, Uncle Ralph, the one I knew
as Yapper, complained, "But Daddy! Where they gonna sit?"

"Check your laps!" the Old Man barked
back.

I didn’t want to do that. The expression on
Mother’s face told me that she didn't want me even touching her.
Luckily, Father was working the late shift at the train yard. I
hesitated, seeing the look on mother's face, but then, Grandpa said
to me in a gruff voice, "Get your scrawny butt up here, Davy!" He
leaned back in his chair, indicating that he wanted me to sit in
his lap. I climbed up, feeling grateful to be loved.

So there we were, at the dining table in the
parlor room in my Grandpa's house. Grandpa and I sat at the head of
the table. To our left, sat Mother. Then Uncle Ralph with Ricky,
Uncle Justin with Sully, his wife Blanche, Uncle Mike with Joey,
and his wife Madeline with Frankie. Grandma refused to play poker.
Instead she sat on the couch and knitted. But don't ever think that
she missed what went on during those games. She was just as sharp
as Grandpa, even more sometimes I believe.

The room was lit by twin light bulbs
overhead and a lamp off in the corner behind the Old Man — put
there so he could best see his cards. Now the parlor wasn't just
filled with the smell of cigar, but my mother and uncles also
smoked. So imagine that you're sitting in at the head of a table
that is covered with a white lace tablecloth, with ashtrays spread
all around the table. Cigarettes are being lit and burning out like
fireflies. But, there were sounds that stayed with me most. Two
sounds: the Old Man sucking on his cigar, and the sound of the
cards as he shuffled the deck.

Once we were situated, the Old Man clamped
down on his stogie and barked, "Seven card Stud!"

"Any wilds?" asked Uncle Ralph.

The Old Man scrunched up his face, mimicking
Uncle Ralph's voice, which was nasal and whiney. "No, Yapper!
You're always wantin' to get a free ride! Well, when I'm dealin'
there ain't no free rides! You get what you get! You play what you
got! And that’s it!!"

Uncle Ralph looked down, "Yes sir."

The Old Man leaned down and I smelled the
whiskey on his breath, mingled with tobacco. He whispered, "Pay
attention Davy!"

"Yes Sir," I murmured.

Grandpa began to shuffle the cards, and I
was mystified by how he handled the deck, the thrumming of the
cards was hypnotizing. He began to deal the cards, first to the
right, then around the table. He tossed the cards perfectly, each
landing precisely in front of each player.

Finishing, he looked at his hand, while
everyone else looked at their cards. He leaned down and whispered
to me, "Look at their faces, Davy."

I did and saw how my mother and uncles and
aunts each wore a different expression. My mother's face was frozen
in a blank stare. It was not an uncommon expression. I had seen
that expression all the time. She wore it when she did her hair in
the mirror, cooked dinner, or cleaned house. Looking at it made me
sad.

Uncle Ralph was grinning from ear-to-ear.
Ricky was doing the same, just like a monkey. Uncle Mike looked
bored. Uncle Justin had a confused look on his face. Aunt Blanche
had a stern look on her face, and Aunt Madeline looked
confident.



I looked up at the Old Man, and he looked
down at me, winking.

"What are you doing, Dad?" asked Uncle
Justin.

"I'm teachin' Davy here how life is!"

"Huh?" Uncle Justin replied.

The Old Man bellowed, "How many times have I
told you all that life is like poker! You don't believe me? I'll
prove it! Davy!"

"Yes, Sir?" I said timidly.

"What do you think of your Aunts and Uncles?
What's in their heads?"

I shrugged my shoulders, "I dunno, Grandpa.
I can't read their minds."

The Old Man puffed a furious cloud of smoke
into the air, pointing to each person with his gnarled and broken
index finger as he made an analysis.

"Your Uncle Ralph there is
famous for not keepin' a secret! He's got a good hand! But the man
just don't know how to keep his mouth shut and his face still! You
see, Davy, he's the kinda man that can't stop talkin' about what
he's gonna do! He don't know how to plan and execute! He just sits
there with a Cheshire grin on his face, thinkin' he's got the world
by the cajones! He can't carry out anything his mouth says! So
he may have a
good hand, but he can't make it work for him! Why? Cause he writes
checks with his mouth that his butt can't cash! He doesn't plan and
execute!"

Uncle Ralph looked down, his grin gone.

"Uncle Mike," Grandpa pointed to his next
lesson exemplar, "He just looks bored, doesn't he?"

I nodded.

"That's because Mikey don't do anything with
the hand he's got! He wouldn't know how to use a good hand if he
had one, and even if he had a fairy sittin' on his shoulder tellin'
him how to play the cards, he'd still screw it up! Do you know why,
Davy?"

I shook my head.

"Cause Mikey just sits in his own little
world and lets his life pass him by! He doesn't aspire to achieve
anything! That's why Mikey never wins a single poker game! Ever!
Davy, he doesn't do productive things with his time!"

The Old Man's finger centered on Aunt
Blanche. "Blanche there! You know what she's doin' in this poker
game? She's too busy paying attention to everyone else to play her
own cards! She too busy critiquing and criticizing to consider that
she might have a winning hand herself!"

Aunt Blanche looked offended, but that was a
small change from her stern appearance.

"Justin!"

Uncle Justin jumped, his shoulders hunched
as if he could have hidden himself behind his cards.

"Uncle Justin is just
plain confused because he never took the time to learn how to play
the game in the first place! He doesn't apply himself! He's always
playin' catch up! He could
be a player that wins, but he doesn't think
things through! Thinking things through…Davy, is one of the secrets
to success."

The Old Man's eye found Aunt Madeline, who
sat coolly in her chair, and expression of confidence on her face.
For the first time, the Old Man smiled, puffed out another cloud of
smoke, and pointed at her with his fat cigar.

"Ah…Madeline. You are a
cool customer. You know how to play the game. Look at that
expression on her face, Davy. She radiates, and I mean
glows with confidence!
She knows how to play the game! She knows how to read the cards!
She knows her opponents! You watch her tonight, Davy! I guarantee
you she will walk away with some money tonight! She is a lady who
is in control of herself! You see, Davy, she knows how to play the
game of life!"

Aunt Madeline's head nodded ever so slightly
toward the Old Man. I realized now that she was thanking him.

"What about me, Daddy?"

My mother's voice was cold and it chilled me
to hear it.

Grandpa swiveled his gaze to her and stuck
his cigar back in his mouth. He sucked on it for a moment, silent.
Mother returned his penetrating gaze with the same blank mask of a
face.

"Sissy," he finally spoke, and his voice had
dropped an octave, but it was the weightiest of all the
pronouncements that I had heard that night. "Sissy, you're just
angry. You're too angry to laugh. You're too angry to love. But
worst of all…it just seems you're too angry to really live life.
Davy, control your emotions, don't let your emotions control you.
Emotions are what makes us different from animals. They can be our
friend or foe. What we have to do is acknowledge them, accept that
we have them, but never let them control how we make our
decisions."

"Whatever you say, Daddy," she replied, her
face unchanging. "Now, that you've finished berating all of us, do
you want to play poker? Or do you have more to say?"

"Don't you sass me, girly!" he breathed, and
I could smell the anger mixed with whiskey and tobacco. "This is MY
house! You are at MY table! This is MY poker game, Dadgummit! I'll
say whatever I want to say to my family!" He paused, and then
looked down at me, "Davy, the way I just said that…is that
controlling my emotions…or is it my emotions controlling me. I want
you to think about this…" The Old Man winked at me and smiled a
little knowing smile, "God ain't finished with me either…"

My mother's expression didn't change. "Very
well, Daddy. You've made your point. Now can we play cards?"

"We'll play cards when I'm through with the
lesson! I'm getting me a twofer! " he said. "Davy! I want you to
learn this, and learn it good! Each person at this table has
something that motivates them, causes them to do what they do! This
something is called values! Core values! Core values answer
questions about life!"

"What kind of questions?" asked Cousin
Ricky.

"Good! We have someone who's listenin'!"
exclaimed the Old Man, "Good! Good! I hope that everyone around
this table picks a little sumpthin' up tonight! Each and every one
of you are a part of me…the best of me and the worst of me. It's
like lookin' into a mirror of myself…and sometimes…that's a hard
thing to do. And other times…Well…it's like being wrapped in a
blanket that you left in front of the fireplace on a cold winter
night."

"Kids! Listen to what I'm sayin'! There are
some questions about life that show you, like the face of a poker
card, what kind of hand a person's holdin'. Number one! Where do
you come from?"

"Where do you come from?" I asked, "Why is
that important, Grandpa?"

"Because, Davy, if you don't know where you
come from, where your roots are, you can't grow. You need to know
where you come from if you want to know who you are. That's a
choice of identity, Davy."

"What's another question?" asked Cousin
Sully.

"Purpose!" answered Grandpa.

"Purpose?" echoed Sully.

"Aye!" said the Old Man, sucking on his
cigar, "the question of purpose is a huge one! What's my purpose?
What's my meaning in life? That's what purpose is about! Justin
there," he pointed a finger at Uncle Justin, still having a
confused look on his face, "he doesn't know what his purpose in
life is. He hasn't pulled his head out of the sand long enough to
figure it out! He just thinks that life will just work out somehow!
So he goes along with it, like a turd in a punch bowl!"

All of us children laughed at that image. We
had never heard that before.

Frankie spoke up, "Grandpa, what's another
question?"

"Destiny!" he barked back, "What's your
destiny? Where are you going to end up in this game of life? Where
do you want to be when you reach my age? What's your goals,
boys?"

The table was silent. I could see that
everyone was reflecting on what he was saying. I guess the twofer
meant that I wasn't the only one he was trying to teach that night.
Were we getting it? Were we learning the lessons he was teaching
us?

The Old Man looked at his cigar, which had
burned down to the nub. He crushed it in the ashtray and produced
another from his shirt pocket. He licked it, bit off the end, and
spit it into an empty paint can. Then, with his thick knobby
fingers, he struck a wooden match and lit the end.

The room was still.

Fresh smoke filled our lungs.

"Morality," he declared to us as we watched
this ritual.

"What's that?" I asked.

"Morality, son, is what you determine is
right and wrong. You see, Davy, everything hinges on morality. It
determines whether you choose to be a good, loving, kind person…"
he paused, looking around the room, finally stopping with a hard
stare at my mother.

My mother's right eyebrow rose.

"Your morality, boys, is what informs your
decisions. What makes a thing right and another thing wrong? That's
what morality tells you."

"How will we know what is right?" asked
Ricky.

Grandpa zeroed in on the boy's face, "That's
an excellent question, Ricky! I'll tell you the answer! You know
you're doing the right thing, if you are motivated by pure love!
Pure love is something that only God in heaven can show you! If you
can understand that…well, then…boys…I guess ya'll turn out okay."
He clamped down on his cigar, puffing furiously.

The table was silent.

After what seemed like a long time, but
perhaps it was only a moment or two, the Old Man grumbled, "Let's
play some poker! I want to teach these boys a thing or two!"

 


Now there is something that you need to
understand, Daniel. The Old Man had, at times, a very
confrontational way about him. He wouldn't pull any punches and
tell you just what he thought of you, be it good or bad. Why he did
this, how effective it was that particular night, I'll let you
decide. You see, sometimes, in the passion of getting your point
across, you can hit a grand-slam or strike-out completely in your
presentation and communication. He was a loving man, don't get me
wrong, but even the most loving people can mess up what they are
trying to say from time to time. Not to mention that I'm sure the
whiskey he was drinking was also a factor in how he came across
that night.

What motivates me to write these letters to
you, Daniel? Perhaps you now know. I want you to be able to answer
those questions. I'm trying to show you your “Origin,” so you can
grow. Help you find your Purpose, so you can have a meaningful
life. Encourage you to find your Destiny. But most importantly,
Daniel, you need to know that your Core Values MUST be rooted in a
Morality that is formed by Love.

As I think back, I remember a good example
of both loving what you do and Core Values. One afternoon, I
watched the Old Man spend one hour on welding something that
usually took less than thirty minutes. He was welding a trailer
hitch. He did a fine job on the top of the hitch, best that I had,
at that point, come to understand as quality work. But then, to my
surprise, he then spent twice as long on the underside of the
trailer hitch. I wondered about this, and as perceptive as the Old
Man was, I'm sure, after he finished, he read the expression on my
face.

He told me to get on the ground under the
hitch and look at what he had done.

I did and found that he had welded an even
better seal on the hitch than he did on the top.

He explained his actions to me, "Davy,
everyone sees the top of the hitch. They see how good a job I've
done. But the truth of the matter is…if I don't do an even better
job on the bottom, then that hitch will fail and my work won't be
worth spit! You see, Davy, it's what you do when no one sees it,
that's important. Sometimes, what you do in public completely
depends on what you do in private. You have to have integrity, son.
You have to have your Principles of Integrity and Love for what you
do, if you want to succeed in life. If you don't, eventually, your
work will fail you…and it could hurt others. Do you
understand?"

I did understand.

I hope you understand.

The sooner you do, the sooner your life will
change.

I guarantee it.

Your loving father,

David Irving


 


LETTER 3

Courage and
Principle

 


My Dear Son,

There is one lesson that the Old Man taught
me that is painful to recall, even now, because I witnessed it
firsthand. You see, Daniel, it was a different world back then, in
the fifties, than it is today. Back then, in the deep Delta, hatred
and bigotry ran deep and wide throughout the land. Back then, there
were two classes of society. Coloreds and Whitefolk.

 


I was very conscious of this from an early
age. I naturally thought what I was taught to think about Coloreds.
I was a product of my upbringing. Until the day that I met Colored
Joe.

I was no more than nine, sitting in the Old
Man's welding shop, watching him work. He had deemed it safe enough
for me to sit in the shop with him and begin learning his trade. It
was a Friday afternoon, late as I remember, and the air was sticky
that day.

I heard a car horn blare out two short
bursts behind me, and turned to see a long Ford Fairlane pull into
the drive. Sitting in the driver's seat was a black man. His skin
was coal dark. When he looked at me, he grinned from ear-to-ear,
and I could see that he was missing two top teeth on the left side.
His cheek bulged from what I naturally assumed was a plug of
chewing tobacco. When he smiled, I could see his teeth were stained
yellow, most likely from the tobacco.

I turned back toward Grandpa, and he hadn't
heard the car horn, his helmet still down, blue fire reflecting off
the visor. The black man opened his car door and walked to the
trunk and opened it. I walked over to Grandpa and tapped him on the
shoulder.

The Old Man stopped his work and lifted his
visor, "Yeah Davy? What?"

I pointed silently to the black man who now
was carrying what looked to be a load of white sheets and a laundry
basket. The man's grin hadn't changed a bit.

"Joe!" exclaimed the Old Man, "How are ya
this fine afternoon?"

Before Joe could answer, Grandma appeared,
"Joe! You got ma sheets for me?"

Joe's head bobbed toward Grandma, "Yessum,
Ah's got yo sheets right here! The Missus an' I done a fine job
wit' dem! Dey's fresh and clean, Ma'am!"

Grandma took the laundry from Joe and
examined it. "Well, Joe, looks like you've done a fine job this
week!" she praised.

Joe's head bobbed again, "Ah, thankya
Ma'am!"

"Margaret!" snapped Grandpa, "Joe's always
done fine work by us! I expect no less from that war hero!"

Joe's grin broadened, somehow, "Thankya
Boss! But I ain't no…"

"Nonesense!" interrupted Grandpa, "You did
what I couldn't! Don't you ever let anyone take that away from you,
Joe!"

Joe's head nodded gently, "Yessir Boss."

Grandma lifted the laundry basket and turned
toward Grandpa, "I 'spose ya'll goin' fishing?"

I looked from her to him, and saw a light in
Grandpa's eyes, "Well, woman! I reckon' we can go down to the creek
for a spell! Whatya say, Joe? I got the cane poles right over
there!"

Joe's expression was of pure delight, "Well,
Boss, seein' as how ah ain't got no more deliveries on this Friday,
ah think ah got plenty o' time for catchin' a fish or two!"

"That's what I want ta hear!" laughed the
Old Man.

Then his eye fell on me.

"Davy!"

I jumped up from where I had been sitting.
"Yes sir?"

"You're comin' with us today! I want you to
meet Joe!"

I turned toward the black man named Joe, and
looking up at him, saw he was taller than Grandpa. I nodded to him,
"Nice to meet ya…Joe."

Joe leaned down and stuck out his hand for
me to grasp, "Nice to meet you, Boss!"

I looked to Grandpa, and he had a look on
his face that told me to shake the man's hand. I did. It was a huge
hand that swallowed mine. I noticed that his palms were a light
tan, almost beige white. His eyes, up close were dark, but the
whites of his eyes were streaked with thin lines of brown. His
breath smelled of tobacco, and after he shook my hand, he turned
his head, and spit through the missing teeth into the dust. He
straightened and looked at Grandpa.

"Davy!" Grandpa barked, pulling me out of my
reverie, "Grab three cane poles from the corner over there!"

I jumped to it.

Minutes later, the three of us were walking
down the dirt road toward the Creek. I tried to keep stride with
Grandpa and Joe, but their long legs carried them ahead of me.
Still, I kept up with just a couple of paces behind.

For a while, all the sounds I heard were the
crunch of our steps on the dusty road. Well, it was barely a road,
but it had smooth gravel that kept the thick mud at bay during the
heavy rains. In the summertime, each step brought with it a plume
of dust trailing behind you.

After about five minutes of silence,
however, Grandpa spoke up, "Hey Joe!"

Joe cast a glance at the Old Man, "Yeah
Boss?"

"Davy here don't know nuthin' about the war.
Do you Davy?"

War? What war?
"What war?" I replied.

"See what I mean?" answered the Old Man,
"Why don't you, being a war hero and all, educate my Grandson about
your bravery at Normandy?"

Joe turned his head and spit a wad of juice
through his teeth, wiped his mouth, and glanced back at Grandpa,
"Boss…" he paused, "I can't do that."

"What!" exclaimed Grandpa, "Why not!? Davy
here needs an education!"

Joe nodded in agreement, "I reckon' he do,
Boss, but I'm not no teacher."

"Joe…" said Grandpa slyly,
"you are the best dadgum teacher about what a hero is! I don't want
my boy learnin' about anything from a book that he can't get from a
bonafide hero! That's what you are, Joe! BONAFIDE!"

"Ayeah," agreed Joe, "I reckon you might be
right, Boss, but them's times is hard on a man."

"Why is that?" I asked.

Joe glanced back at me, and I saw something
in his eyes that spoke clearer than anything that could come out of
any man's mouth, "Boss, you don't wanna know the pain I've been
through. It's hard on the heart."

"What happened?" I asked, genuinely curious,
but at the same time, not wanting to offend Joe.

"Tell you what Joe!" said Grandpa, "If you
consent to educate young Davy here about your exploits of bravery,
there's a Saturday night cigar in it for ya!"

Joe's head swiveled back to the front, and
he spit again, "Well, Boss, seein' as how I likes yo Saturday night
cigars, I'd sez we has a deal!" He looked back at Grandpa and
grinned from ear-to-ear, his yellow-stained tobacco teeth standing
out from his bright pink gums.

"Done and done!" declared Grandpa as he
fished into his shirt pocket and pulled out one of his prized
cigars, handing it to Joe, who took it like it was pure gold. His
face shone with delight.

By that time, we had reached the creek, and
we walked down the embankment to the water's edge. Grandpa produced
a large fishing knife and used it to dig up some fresh worms for
the bait. Within minutes, the three of us were standing on the
creek shore, eyeing our corks and bobbers closely. Grandpa and Joe
were about ten paces from each other, and I stood between them.

After a few moments of silence, the Old Man
nudged Joe to begin his story. Joe spit out of the side of his
mouth and glanced at me.

I smiled back, hoping that my smile would
encourage him to tell his story.

Joe returned the smile and said, "Well,
Boss, the story I gots to tell is not a pretty one. No indeed. It
twernt pretty at all. I was in a Negro company, that stormed the
beach at Normandy, over the pond, as they says it."

"Where was Normandy?" I asked.

"France!" barked the Old Man, "Now hush up
and let Joe tell his story!"

"Yes sir," I replied quickly.

"Youse gots ta understand, Boss, that over
there, you can die like a mosquito gettin' swatted! The landing
door opened on our boat, and the fella next ta me, Forest, his name
was, fell over dead with a bullet in his head! He didn't get his
helmet on his head in time. We spilled outta that boat like guts
outta a fat trout sliced up proper! The water was colder than a
witch's tit in the winter and it made my jimmies draw up inta my
guts! Hooah that was some cold water!"

"Why did you do it?" I asked.

"Cause!" interrupted
Grandpa, "Joe is a hero! He's Bon-a-fide! BON-A-FIDE!"

Joe almost seemed to blush at that
declaration, "I did it because…"

"Hey! Colored Joe! What's you doin' out
there?" a harsh voice interrupted.

We turned to see three men standing over the
embankment at the edge of the dirt road. Two younger men, perhaps
in their early twenties, and an older man, who seemed familiar to
me somehow, looked down at Joe, with a frightening cast to his
eye.

"Nothing, Boss!" replied Joe, "We's
jus…"

"We? WE!? What in Tarnation you mean WE,
Colored Joe?" blurted the older man. He glanced at Grandpa and me.
"Don't tell me you're fishin' with a Colored, Augustus Irving? Are
you fishin' with a Colored?"

"Now Samuel Townsend!" barked Grandpa, "It's
none of your fool business where I fish or who I choose to fish
with!"

The now-identified Mr. Townsend, who was
chewing his own plug of tobacco, spit to the side and eyed Grandpa
with a threatening gaze. "I 'spose you don't mind being a
Colored-lover, now do ya, Augustus? I might have ta take my weldin'
business somewheres else if I find you're a Colored-lover!"

Grandpa put down his cane pole and drew
himself up, "Well, if you're gonna be so inclined to do so, then by
all means, it's a free country last I checked!"

Townsend smirked, "This is the South,
Augustus, you know we do things different round here!"

"That may be," answered Grandpa, "but I
don't cotton to no one insultin' friends of mine and then
threatenin' my livelihood!"

"Then why don't you come up here," beckoned
Townsend, "so we can discuss this proper like?"

"Townsend…" Grandpa started up the
embankment, "you are cruisin' for a bruisin'!" He clenched his
large gnarled fists, and I heard the joints popping.

I felt ice water in my belly; the fear made
my lips tremble.

I lost my voice.

I lost my strength.

I watched, helpless, as my Grandpa reached
the top of the embankment and Townsend swung down on him. There was
a meaty thud, and I saw Grandpa take the first blow on the cheek.
But he stood his ground. His ham-sized fists pummeled into
Townsend's face and stomach. As Townsend bent over, Grandpa reared
back to deliver another punishing blow. Suddenly, the two younger
men tackled him from behind.

The three men fell into a heap after some
scrambling; one of them grabbed Grandpa from behind, pulled his
arms back and had him pinned. The other young man was landing blow
after blow into Grandpa's belly. A moment later, Townsend was
there, smiling between busted lips. The younger man stopped, and
Grandpa was hunched over, gasping for breath.

Townsend smiled a wicked smile, one that I
will never forget to this day, and said, "You're gonna pay for
that, Colored-lover. Then your family is gonna pay too — I'll
settle for you first."

Townsend drew back his fist, and I could
already hear the crunch of bones in my head. I tried to look away,
but I couldn't. They were gonna kill my Grandpa, here and now.

And there was nothing I could do.

Townsend launched his fist at my Grandpa's
head.

And then, without warning or preamble, a
huge black hand caught the white man's fist in mid-punch. A second
black hand, in the shape of a massive hammer of a fist, slammed
into the side of Townsend's face. The white man went flying several
feet, landing in a pile of dust.

I suddenly found my feet again and scrambled
up the embankment.

Townsend's face was cut and bleeding, his
hand covering his jaw. The expression on his face was one of both
outrage and repulsion. I looked to Joe, and saw him unleash his
anger on the one young man who was standing to the side. I saw
something I hadn't ever seen before in a man's face.

Pure rage.

The young white man tried to block Joe's
punches, but Joe was too quick. His massive hands thudded into
man's torso and jaw, and I heard several loud crunches that I took
for broken bones. It was just a handful of swings, and the man went
down, cradling his face and ribs.

Joe spun around and glared at the last man
standing, who had released Grandpa, now on his knees, looking up at
Joe. There was an expression on Grandpa's face that I'll never
forget. It was part awe…part gratefulness…part worship. Of that,
I'm certain.

The white man standing charged Joe, trying
to tackle him.

Joe had none of it.

He stepped to the side and brought his elbow
squarely down on the man's neck and head. He followed it with a
huge smashing punch to the middle of the man's back, sending him
sprawling, facedown, in the dirt. Joe didn't stop there. He turned
his gaze back toward Townsend, who was on his haunches, hand to his
smashed cheek, blood soaking his white shirt. As Joe started toward
him, Townsend's eyes grew to the size of half-dollars.

I looked to Joe, and saw that each step was
filled with an earth-shaking rage. His fists quivered and his cheek
twitched. His nostrils flared, like an enraged Spanish bull.

It would be just a few steps to reach
Townsend…

And then…

"Joe!" cried out Grandpa.

Joe stopped.

"Joe!" Grandpa cried again.

Joe turned to look at him.

"Help me up, Joe," said Grandpa, on his
knees now.

I looked back at Joe, and saw something in
his face change.

It softened.

In the blink of an eye, the rage was
gone.

In its place was the face and expression of
the grinning man that I had met only an hour or so before.

Joe was back.

Joe helped my Grandpa to his feet, and the
Old Man looked at me with concern in his eye.

"You okay, Davy?"

I nodded, not really knowing what to
say.

"Fetch our cane poles, willya? I think it's
time we headed back to the house."

"Ayeah," agreed Joe, "I thinks that's a
grand idea, Boss."

I scrambled back down the embankment and
gathered up the cane poles. The two old friends waited for me, and
the three of us walked slowly back to the house. The sun was
setting, and the shadows grew long over the gravel road.

No one said anything for a long time.

Finally, I could no longer hold my
peace.

"Joe," I said, looking up at this hero, "I
think I know why you did it."

"Ya do?" he asked.

"Yeah, Joe. I think so."

"Well do tell, Davy," ordered Grandpa.

"As terrible as it was over there," I
started, staring at the road, "you did it to protect us over
here."

I looked up at Joe.

"Didn't you?"

Joe grinned widely, "Ayeah, I reckon so. I
reckon so."

"THAT, Davy," declared the Old Man,
"is why Joe is a hero. You can't judge a man by his skin. You can't
judge a man by his speech. You can only judge a man by what is in
his heart. The heart, Davy, is what directs the hand. Consequently,
what a man does reveals his heart. Do you understand
boy?"

"Yes sir."

"Good…good…" the Old Man tousled my hair,
and I felt in those gnarled fingers, pride and love.

 


Daniel, my son, I want you to know that some
fifteen years later, Joe died of a heart attack. I went to his
funeral given at the VFW building. They talked about Joe's
exploits, the purple-heart medal that he had been awarded, and the
lives he saved. Several of the townsfolk showed up for Joe's
funeral, including Grandpa, of course. But I also noticed, at the
back of the room, for the briefest of moments, one Samuel Townsend
flanked by who I later learned were his two boys. The man had a
look on his face that showed me that something had changed.

Maybe the world is getting better.

I told you this story to show you what true
courage is, Daniel. My Grandpa showed true courage simply by
breaking with society's rules and befriending a man that society
saw as inferior. Grandpa showed true courage by calling Joe by his
name, not Colored Joe. He called him by his name because he
respected him. Why? Because Daniel, he had principles.

I leave you with this.

Be courageous.

Live by your principles.

Take a whuppin' if you have to, but take it
like a man on his feet.

Never back down on your principles, son.

Daniel, you need to understand that in life
there are three dimensions to the challenges we all face. There is
the Material and Physical dimension; the Emotional dimension; and
the Spiritual dimension. Each of these dimensions can be seen in
nearly every challenge that you face.

Remember that your great-grandfather walked
into three challenges that day. Physically, he faced a beatin' with
his head held high and his fists swingin'. Emotionally, he chose to
stand up for a friend. Spiritually, he chose to stand against the
wickedness of hatred and bigotry.

He did it because of his principles. He did
it because it was the right thing to do.

Be someone's hero, Daniel.

Your loving father,

David Irving


 


LETTER 4

Patience and
Persistence

 


My Dear Son,

I come to this next lesson in a bit of a
quandary. You see, I want to talk to you about the value of time as
it is seen in patience and persistence. But, I have little time
left myself. I wonder, with each letter that I write, if I'm not
counting down my last days. How long I have left, the doctors don't
know. All they tell me is that the cancer has metastasized and is
spreading quickly. Sometimes, in the early morning, or late at
night, in the stillness, I think I can actually feel it spreading
through my lungs.

So it is, with great irony, in haste that I
write to you today about patience and persistence. The lesson that
the Old Man taught me about this was another memory that imprinted
on my young mind, I think I was about ten at the time.

 


It was my first road trip with Grandpa.
Early one summer Friday morning, Grandpa rousted me outta my bed,
told me to fetch my best clothes, which consisted of a white
button-down long sleeve dress shirt, tan pants, Sunday School
loafers, and a clip-on black tie. I started to pack these things in
my satchel, but Grandpa told me to wear them instead. He had me
pack my regular clothes in the satchel.

"Where we goin'?" I asked.

"N'awleans!" he answered with a gleam in his
eye.

My eyes grew big at the thought of visiting
the big city. "What's there?" I asked.

"I've got some materials I gotta pick up in
Slidell. I figure that we make an overnight trip outta it, and I'll
show you something you've never even seen before!" The Old Man
winked at me, and I felt electric with excitement.

The trip down to Slidell in his red Ford
pickup was uneventful. I gazed out the truck with the window down
and the wind in my hair. I watched the cows and horses and farms
zip by, wondering what life would be like if I were working on a
farm. In my lap lay a black writing tablet that the Old Man had
given me. I had begun to discover the power and beauty of words,
and Grandpa seized upon this, commanding me to begin writing at
least once a day. What I wrote, it didn't matter. But I had to do
it once a day, and he would read it at dinnertime.

After seeing so many farms and animals, my
attention turned inward, and I sat there, pencil in hand, waiting
for the words to come. Sure enough, I was learning, if I waited for
it, the words would come. Grandpa leaned back in his seat, smoked a
Saturday night cigar, and watched me out of the corner of his
eye.

I was so absorbed in my thoughts that the
time flew past, and before I knew it, Grandpa pulled up at the shop
in Slidell where he needed to get his materials. He told me to stay
in the truck, which I would've done anyway, because I was so lost
in my head. I barely gave the place any notice. It seemed like only
a few moments had passed before Grandpa was opening his door and
situating himself back into his seat. I glanced out the back window
and saw that the bed of the truck was laden with welding materials,
covered up with a green canvas tarp.

"Well! That's what I came for! Now we go to
N'awleans!" he announced, and I could smell the excitement on
him.

"Is there any place special that we're goin'
to?" I asked.

"Ayep!" he grinned as he turned the ignition
and the red Ford rumbled to life. "I'm takin' ya to the French
Quarter!"

The French Quarter.

I remember writing that down in my tablet.
It had such a mysterious and alluring sound to it. What was it
about a place like that, which held my Grandpa's attention and
excitement? I could only wonder at this point.

The trip into the city of New Orleans proper
was a short one. Grandpa navigated through the streets though, like
he had lived there all his life. The buildings were taller than I
had ever seen — ten, twelve, even fifteen stories. The houses, as
we made our way through the Garden District, were beautiful and as
grand as the massive oak trees that overhung the streets with their
boughs. The trolley cars were packed on this busy Friday, people
bustling from one place to another. In fact, I realized that this
was the most people I had ever seen in one place, ever. This was my
first trip to any big city, and my tiny eyes drank it all in like I
was dying of thirst.

All the while, Grandpa watched me out of the
corner of his eye.

Eventually, he found a parking place and
announced that we had arrived.

I started to leave my tablet and pencil on
the truck seat, but he told me to hold onto it. "Don't want to
regret not having it when the muse sings her song," he said.

"What's a muse?" I asked.

"Well," he explained as we started walking
up the broad street of Canal, "Davy, a muse is something that the
universe gives to special people."

"It's a she?"

"Or it can be a he. Depends really on the
artist."

I nodded my head, starting to understand.
"So that's what I am? An artist?"

Grandpa stopped, looked me in the eye, and
said, "I think that's what your soul is turning into, boy. I see
the way you take words and make them into something that makes me
want to cry. Or sing. Or dance. Or shout."

I was stunned. I never thought that I could
have that impact on people, especially the Old Man.

"That's why we are here today, Davy. This is
where you will learn about yourself."

"How?" I asked, thoroughly confused.

"Follow me," he ordered, and I did.

We turned down a street and passed various
shops of all sorts. I wanted to stop in each one, but Grandpa kept
us moving. Finally, we reached a block where there appeared to be a
small park in the middle of the Quarter. At the center of the park
was a statue of a very noble-looking man. Directly behind the park
was a grand Cathedral of a church. The noon bells rang out as mass
concluded.
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