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“It was easy to get into it and harder still to put it down...wanting to read just a few more pages to see what was coming next.
“I loved the different animal stories and couldn’t help think of all my own experiences with pets and animals.
“This book is one of those books that young children should read, to get them started off on the right foot.
“Hollywood should make a movie out of it too.” —RU
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“Thank you Jon, for taking us on a journey that makes us reflect on our own childhood and how we as individuals coped with the awkwardness of growing up. However, the book shows how the author’s unique ability to tune in on other creatures (an ability we may all possess to some degree if explored) added an interesting twist to the journey.
“I thoroughly enjoyed the stories. They will make you laugh and cry and question other dimensions of this life. We may have more friends watching then we realize.
“Get the book; you’ll enjoy it!” —CP
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“I have now completed reading this book! The author’s telepathy and rapport with the animal kingdom from a very young age is incredible.
“But don’t think this is all the book is about. It may describe the author’s life from the standpoint of animals he has known, but it is also very moving in so far as Jon did not seem have an easy start in life, and yet by good fortune and people he encountered, he turned his life around to make an incredible success at it.
“The book is very uplifting and teaches some interesting lessons - like showing what it takes to win in life, one example being with a High School Olympic coach, who conducted his swimming team like a finely tuned military machine, with each team player knowing exactly what was their part to bring off ultimate success.
“I feel spiritually enriched by reading this book and look forward to further books by this author.” —MG
...
“True Tails is wonderful, riveting and mesmerizing. It is one of those very, very rare books which gives you an intimate, first-hand view into a special world most only dream of, or relegate to fairytales - the universe of interpersonal, human-animal communication. This memoir may seem impossible, a mere stretch of the imagination to some. But to others, like myself, the book is a never-before-glimpsed affirmation of some of my oldest hopes and dreams. I couldn’t put it down.
“Through a gift he discovered when he was only two years old, and which has remained with him throughout his adulthood, Jon Soeder realized he could “hear” the voices - thoughts - of many of the animals he came into contact with. He could speak back to them mentally - and they would “hear” him and respond. Told first in the simple speech of a child, then that of an adolescent, and finally as an adult, Jon weaves his true stories of brief and longer encounters with birds, dogs, horses, dolphins, and other living creatures with the events and turning points of his own life, both low and high. For a very long time, understandably, Jon kept his ability a secret so as not to appear too odd, or be entirely unreal to others.
“I found many of these stories profoundly moving, for I came to understand, and was amazed to find out that living creatures could think, communicate, and share so many values in common with human beings. Some of the stories, particularly toward the end, are mind-blowing - the stuff of legends. I feel incredibly privileged that someone like Jon has seen to share his story with us and so beautifully heighten our understanding of the living beings with whom we inhabit our world. This book had a powerful impact on me, and made some of my own dreams come true - to know, finally, that we can communicate with animals, and they will communicate back. If you love animals, you will love this book.”—DLM
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PREFACE
What would you do if you heard a voice in your mind and, when you turned around to answer, it wasn’t a human face that looked back at you? What if that voice came from a lizard, or a bird, or anything that did not walk upright or wear clothes and look just like you? What would you do if you realized not everyone around you heard those voices?
What would you do if you then realized over time that there was something different about yourself?
At a very early age I was confronted with these ideas. I will say that it planted the seeds of adventure throughout my life. A journey that had pleasant and unpleasant moments. Yet with each experience my awareness deepened, causing me to look for answers I could not find in any book. An awareness in which I realized those in my company could not hear what I was hearing. And yet those persons were able to see and experience the result of those communications.
These stories are of my life and the many, what I call “friends” in my journey. I consider myself no “whisperer” as promoted on television “reality” shows. In fact, I have never sought to deepen or exploit those abilities, rather simply accept them as those adventures brought me through troublesome times in my life. Moments making me know that I am never alone - we are never alone.
You may find yourself entertained by the stories I will share with you. You might even remember a favorite and dear moment of your own. A moment where you felt you understood the feelings and desires of a small furry or feathery, scaly or winged creature. A creature that looked at you as curiously as you looked at it. You may have even, once or twice, spoken to that creature believing that it heard you and understood you.
And you knew what its thoughts were and that it understood you!
At the beginning of my life there were no answers but experiences. Moments of joy which led to questions. Questions that burned into the depths of my own awareness. Questions constantly fanning the glowing coals of personal self discovery. Questions which opened the possibility that the world was not all that I had been told it was.
So this is my story. May you enjoy the moments and learn from them as I have.
Awakening
It all began in 1953, when I was two years old. My world was full of the blissful innocence of childhood, filled with Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny and the Tooth Fairy, to name a few.
I lived with my mom, dad and two sisters, in a small, two-bedroom house in Duarte, California.
During the war, mom trained as a nurse. But then she met my dad. He was a spit-polished handsome graduate from Kings Point and within a few weeks they were married.
My dad achieved the status of Lt. Commander in the Merchant Marine. Completing his tour of duty, he knew a family was in his future. Entering civilian life he became a General Contractor with several construction licenses to his name.
My two sisters were born four and five years ahead of me. Sandra was the oldest and pretty much the head of her little gang - my other sister Teri. Much of the time, growing up was a battlefield, with the odds being two against one. There were not many chances I had as a two year old against older and far more clever sisters.
Thankfully, mom was a stay-at-home mom who spent most of her time taking care her husband, my sisters and I, cooking great meals and mouth- watering desserts. She helped with the household expenses by making extra money doing ironing for well-to-do neighbors. All the while, Dad put in eighteen to twenty hours a day on the job, making sure we were taken care of to the best of his ability.
But even with having to put up with my sisters, and not seeing my dad as much as I would have liked, life was bright, shiny and wonderful.
I did things without care or concern. My world was a place of constant discovery. Each day was an adventure. Finding a small snail, I put it on my hand trying to understand it. Gliding along the surface of my palm, I touched one of its little eyes. To my surprise, one eye would completely retreat into its head and then come back out again! Picking up a small red garden salamander and holding it my hand, we just looked at each other.
“Mommy, look what I found!” as I presented the small salamander for her to see in her spotless kitchen.
“My, that’s wonderful! But he belongs outside where you found him. You certainly don’t want him to miss his family, do you?”
I realized that I hadn’t thought about this. I wondered how come moms are able to think about these things.
“Why don’t you go put him back and wash your hands? I have a cookie for you!”
Her logic seemed impeccable to me. Yet trained by experience, she was already two steps ahead of me. Especially when her logic was tied to the end with a cookie!
My sisters played with their dolls and dressed up in Mom’s clothes. There were times I wanted to join them and was excluded.
“Mom, Jon’s bothering us!”
Always I was the little brother, hoping to be included in their games and conversations but knowing that somehow I was “different”. It was not that I was a boy and my sisters were girls. It is that I heard things other people didn’t hear. Things I knew to be true.
My very first experience began on a sunny Saturday morning in spring. Colors were vivid and intense. Reflections of light were everywhere and hard on my eyes. It was so bright this particular day that it was difficult to look out beyond the grassy lawn and watch my sisters playing on the new wooden slide.
Looking from my bedroom window, I felt cool but knew that in a little while it would get uncomfortably warm in the room. There was no air conditioning, so my dad had taken off the window screen. He told me that he had removed it so the air would circulate better and it would not be so stuffy.
I could sense the heat overtaking the coolness that was still in my room. I decided I didn’t need my small T-shirt. I had already gone outside earlier. I felt a bit sweaty now that I was back inside my room. I took off my T-shirt and ran around in my white underwear. Since I had been up for a few hours, I was already a bit dirty from crawling around in my mom’s flower garden, catching ladybugs and whatever else I could find.
This particular day it was very noisy outside my bedroom window. Sparrows were already in the bushes right outside, making lots of chirping noises, over and over again. Far off in the distance I could hear my sisters, laughing all the while, sliding down the wooden slide that my father had just built for all of us.
I ran outside, hoping to be included in the fun of the slide. Both of my sisters were giggling so much that I really wanted to be part of whatever fun they might be having. Teri was sitting on the ground, just below the end of the slide, with a sheet of wax paper covering her entire head. Sandra was leaning over the top of the slide and laughing at whatever had just happened. She said “Watch me!” Carefully she placed a large sheet of wax paper under her. Grabbing each side of the sheet of wax paper, she slightly pulled herself over the edge of the slide with both feet. At first her speed was a little slow, but in less than a moment she was speeding down the slide. By the time it was over, she had flown off the slide and then on top of my other sister, both tumbling over onto the ground.
They were laughing and poking each other as I ran up to the slide. They were too busy having fun to notice me climbing up the tall wooden stairs behind the slide.
The slide looked huge to me. I could smell the fragrance of freshly cut pine wood. It was no more than a day old. Climbing up the slide was like climbing a tall mountain. Each step made me feel more and more powerful. I felt as if I was climbing to the top of the world!
As I got closer to the top, I found another piece of wax paper wedged between the steps and handrail and thought I would try it too! Sitting down on the paper, I tried to remember exactly what I had seen my sister do.
It was so steep looking down! Suddenly both my sisters stopped their laughing. They looked up at me, chiding me that I could not go down by myself. They started yelling at me and told me I was too little. Then came the threat that they were going to tell mom.
But what was even worse is that Sandra stated with authority that one of them would have to accompany me down the slide. What was doubly worse is that neither of them wanted to go down the slide with me.
This was not my idea of fun. And I didn’t want to have to go down the slide holding on to someone else, especially my stupid sisters! Grudgingly, I turned around, held onto the wood railing and carefully climbed back down the ladder.
Once again I felt left out of something really fun because I was “too little.”
I felt a small tear growing in the corner of my eye but I didn’t want to cry. I knew if I started I would be called a “baby” by both of my sisters. That phrase I always hated, simply because I was a boy and not a baby. Sisters, any sibling for that matter, can be cruel without understanding or caring when they feel they are very right. Or they just don’t want to be bothered with you.
I quietly retreated to the large hibiscus bush underneath my bedroom window to lick my wounded pride. Silently I watched my sisters play on the slide. So much did I want to be a part of the fun. And yet I felt I was just in the way.
A soft, light wind cut through the leaves, touching my face. It distracted me from what I had been doing. It was a cool wind with a slight scent of dampness.
Hearing some fluttering above my head, I saw small sparrows dancing all around. I had never seen birds so close.
Three small hatchlings had just flown into the bush. Small tufts of down protruded from their tiny bodies. Soft yellow tissue rimmed the edges of the backs of their tiny beaks. What I thought was dancing was actually the mother jumping around from branch to branch. She was trying to feed each of her children. I felt that they had just done something pretty good and were being rewarded.
The mother then left her babies in the branches above me. They sat there happily chirping away. One of the hatchlings turned around and looked directly at me. I heard a voice in my mind ask me why I was sad. I just knew that the little voice belonged to the little bird. It didn’t occur to me to doubt or question what was happening. And so, using my mind just as the little bird had done, I answered, “I’m sad and all alone. My sisters don’t want to play with me.”
The small bird turned and chirped to his brothers. The three of them turned around to face me and began to chirp in unison, filling me with happiness to the core of my soul.
“I’ll be your friend. I am a baby just like you!” said the little bird.
Cautiously I put my slightly soiled finger up to the branch where the little bird sat. No sooner than I had my finger within one inch of his tiny feet that he jumped onto my finger! He continued to chirp away. I could feel him gently balancing himself on my finger, while still looking at me. He was a lot lighter than I expected!
Carefully and slowly I pulled my hand within inches of my face. Gazing at my new friend, we both eyed each other in wonder. The thoughts I began to hear were not really words, but concepts.
“Where do you live?” he asked. “I live in a house.”
“Is that like a nest?”
“No, it’s a lot bigger. Come on, I’ll show you.
Just stay on my finger and you’ll be safe.”
With that I carefully came out from behind the bush and walked to the front steps of my house. I had just begun walking and had it down pretty good. But now and then I would make a mistake and fall. Since the distance was not far, I thought I would safely make it.
Nearing the front porch with my new friend on my finger, my sisters ran to the front steps and said accusingly, “Hey, that’s a wild bird. Where did you get him?”
“He’s my friend and I am showing him where
I live,” I stated proudly.
They both looked at each other, speechless. Well, that was one for me, I thought!
I opened the screen door and walked into the living room, with the bird sitting on my little finger, now and then chirping away.
My mom, cooking lunch in the kitchen, came out in her apron. The smell of cookies filled my nose as the large kitchen door opened and swung close with a very soft creak. It smelled sooooo good. I wondered if my little friend liked cookies, too?
She took one look at me and said, “Jon, what are you doing with a wild bird on your finger?” Because I was told that I wasn’t ever supposed to lie, I told her the truth. “He’s my friend and I am showing him where I live.” And because the bird never moved from my finger, I hoped she could see I wasn’t lying! My mother looked at me and then looked at the bird. “Well, Jon, it’s a wild bird and even if it is your friend, wild birds live outside. Could you please take him back out and let him go? He’ll actually be safer outside. You know our cats might eat him, if you’re not careful.”
I suddenly realized what my mom had said. I was now very self-conscious that I might have just done something bad for my little friend. I looked around to see if any of our cats were around. But I didn’t see any. They were probably sleeping back in one of the other rooms of our house.
I felt a lot better when I didn’t see any of them.
My sisters were now in the dining room, standing some distance behind me. Throughout the entire time they both watched in awe, not believing that a wild bird would sit on my finger.
“OK, I’ll take him back outside.”
With a slightly smug look on my face as I passed them both, I pushed open the screen door and walked outside.
As the door swung closed, I looked at the little friend on my finger. The little bird chirped a couple more times and said “I have to go now, my mom’s calling!” With that he flew off my finger and up into the large oak tree next to our yard. I never saw him again, but I knew I had gained a friend. This was my awakening. No one ever told me that animals couldn’t talk or communicate. Of course, until now, I never really told anyone that I could hear them and talk back to them. They weren’t exactly conversations as much as they were thoughts I heard that were not mine. And friendly or not, I’d hear a voice. Sure enough right there in front of me was something feathery, leathery, spiny or scaly looking right at me waiting for a response. It was simply natural for me to answer back.
Sometimes the animals were surprised, crooking their heads at me because I heard and answered them. In later years I realized that most people don’t hear the animals because they just don’t listen.
But I realized that I could hear things not everyone else could hear. From time to time my sisters looked at me oddly. They never asked me about what I saw or heard, but they became a bit more distant from me. It didn’t really bother me because I began to find new friends all about me. Everywhere I turned I felt that someone, something, was just waiting for me to know that they could hear me and I could hear them. And that we could communicate with each other.
Mister Lizard
About a month later I had another encounter but with a different friend.
I had finished eating my cereal and was now playing with my toys in the front living room of our house. My sisters were playing with their dolls in our bedroom. I had tried to play with them but since I didn’t have a doll I couldn’t participate. One sister had already run into the kitchen where my Mom was cooking and told her that I was bothering them. So once again I was alone.
Mom came out of the kitchen and walked over to the front of the small hallway where she could say something to me and my sisters at the same time. Their bedroom was at the corner of the hallway and their door was open.
“Come out and see the big, beautiful blue- belly lizard sitting on top of the woodpile in our back yard!”
This particular lizard was known as a “blue- bellied lizard” because the underside of its throat reflected a brilliant electric blue in the sunlight. It was called a fence lizard because one would normally find these lizards sitting on wooden fences. They are not easy to spot because their rough scaly backs are deep brown and the color of the bark from a tree.
Quickly I got up and ran to the back door. “Careful Jon, you might scare him. Your sisters might not get to see him because lizards are very fast.”
Cautiously I stretched my head out to see this large lizard sitting atop our woodpile. It was a bright cloudless day. I had never seen such a blue sky!
My sisters came running up behind me. Mom raised her hand, looking at the both of them to slow down. Two more heads stretched out from behind her apron.
There, past the cement steps leading into the back yard, was a large woodpile, next to a couple of small fruit trees.
“Look at the very top of the pile” said my mom pointing. “There, right there!”
Then we saw the lizard. He was uncommonly large. He was bigger than any lizard I had ever seen. He was quite fat and seemed to be the “king of the hill” on our woodpile. He just sat majestically at the very top of all the wood. It made me think he was like a king looking over his domain.
We never saw such a creature just sitting there, without any fear, just looking back at us.
Standing there beside us, my mother said, “Why don’t you see if he wants some lettuce, Jon? He looks pretty hungry.”
I looked over at the lizard and said out loud, “Mr. Lizard do you want some lettuce?”
A voice came to me, quite masculine and quite disappointed in the offer.
“I don’t eat lettuce, kid, I eat bugs!”
I turned back to her and said, “Mr. Lizard told me he doesn’t eat lettuce. He eats bugs!”
Mom slightly opened her mouth as if she were going to say something. Then she focused on me and not my sisters.
“Well, I see,” she said. She pondered a moment eyeing me curiously. She glanced back at the lizard. He hadn’t moved from his spot and seemed even more determined in just sitting there. ”I guess we won’t give him any lettuce, and we don’t keep any bugs in the house, so he will have to be on his own.” The comment seemed to make sense to me. I just looked at him and said out loud, “My Mom says you are on your own.”
Immediately the oversized lizard darted back into the woodpile. Apparently I had been corrected by both sides. Now that this had been done, both sides were now content to go about their own business.
Now and then I would see him, darting about, eating large ants or a butterfly if he could catch them. But that little woodpile was his domain, his kingdom.
The day came when I overheard my Dad talking to my Mom, while I sat on the floor of our kitchen.
“Honey, I am going to take all that old wood to the dump. I am going to make your vegetable garden bigger. We’ll start tomorrow and probably have it all done by next weekend.”
Mom seemed thrilled at the prospect of a larger vegetable garden.
“Oh, Al, that’s great! I can plant some tomatoes and try a few new things, maybe even some lettuce and herbs!”
“What about Mr. Lizard?” I thought to myself. It seemed to me though, that Mr. Lizard would not have much to say about the matter. I knew that when dad decided something, well, you wouldn’t challenge him. You just said, “Yes, Daddy,” and you did it!
So with that in mind I ran out later that afternoon to the backyard. There was Mr. Lizard, sitting atop the wood pile.
“Mr. Lizard you have to go!” I said in my mind. I was very anxious and worried and I knew he could feel my emotions.
He crocked his head sharply at me. It was quickly turned and tilted as if to really eye me.
“Where do I have to go?”
“My daddy is planning to take your house away tomorrow. He is going to take it away to someplace called a “dump”. I don’t know what he means, but I do know all this wood is going away.” “Going away?” He now tilted his head the other way. A fly had come close to him and it had caught his attention.
“Yes. You have to believe me. He might hurt you.”
“No. I am very fast. Nothing has caught me, ever. I am too smart!”
“Well, Mr. Lizard, you may be smart, but all your home will be taken. You will have nowhere to hide!” at me.
“That is a different matter.” He looked back
“Is there somewhere else to go?”
“There is another place. It is not as big, but is safe from the four legs.”
I got a picture of cats in my mind. “Then you must go. Today!”
“Why do you tell me this? Anyone like you always tried to catch me. The four legs try to eat me, but I am too smart!”
“Because we are friends. You are handsome and pretty.”
He shifted in the sunlight, seeming to bask in my thoughts.
“It is true I am pretty and handsome. But you seem like a friend because you have never tried to catch me. You have let me be here and only watched me. I have also seen you throw a bug or two into the wood for me.”
“Yes, that is true,” I said.
“So I will believe you. I will leave this place. You will see me no more.”
With that Mr. Lizard darted back into the pile. I never got a “thank you” but I suppose lizards are not taught manners. However, I did feel he believed me and accepted my words as he immediately responded to my thoughts. Somehow that seemed thanks enough.
The following day dad started clearing out the wood pile. Later in the afternoon, he came into the kitchen to have some lemonade Mom had fixed for him. He was a bit sweaty from the hot sun outside. His T-shirt was stained with water from his chest and arms.
“Jeannie, you know that big lizard is nowhere to be seen. I know he has been there for some time. He is just gone.”
I didn’t say anything at first and then I blurted out, “I told him to go.”
Dad looked at me kind of funny. Mom looked at me, then looked at him, turning her head slightly and raising her eyebrows. He looked back at me for a few moments and then sort of smiled at me in an amused way.
“Well, I hope he is safe. He lost his home today.”
I felt a little embarrassed because it was not usual to blurt out my thoughts in the middle of my parents’ discussion. I just didn’t say any more. But I knew my friend had listened to me.
More and more I would experience and hear things about me, things I discovered others wouldn’t hear.
Some children have their “invisible playmates.” Well, mine weren’t. These playmates were real and they responded to my thoughts. But realizing this phenomenon at first was mere observation. Knowing that a creature in front of you is answering you and the surprised look of those people around you, plants a little red flag in your universe. That red flag is something unanswered and, in my case, went unanswered throughout my early life. It was experience compounded on experience built on its own consciousness to the point that I needed answers, answers not necessarily found in any book.
A Butterfly’s Kiss
One day I saw beautiful white butterflies. They were sitting on a bush covered in small white flowers out in my mom’s garden. I smelled light fragrant scents all around me. Bees were also flying about but were quite oblivious of me, as they were busy collecting pollen. Some of the bees’ rear legs looked like little yellow balls, while the rest of their bodies were covered in pollen dust.
I walked up to the butterflies, getting so close
I could touch them. They darted about me on my left and on my right and then settled back down on the flowers in front of me. I didn’t get the idea that they were afraid of me. I felt that they were playing. As soon as I had that idea, several butterflies instantly flew in circles about me, close and then far away. So close in fact, that I could feel their wings beating on my cheeks. I couldn’t help but giggle.
Their soft wings against my face tickled, reminding me of the “butterfly kisses” mom gave me. She did this by putting her face very close to mine and batting her eyelashes quickly. My cheek would begin to tickle as I felt her eyelashes touching my skin. Sometimes the tickling sensation was so great that all I could do was laugh. It made me happy and seemed to make her happy, too.
But here in the garden, I would never try to catch the butterflies that surrounded me. At that moment I realized that there was always a “safe distance” where I could watch them. Besides, they were too dainty and pretty.
I guess it was that realization and simple satisfaction that I was allowed to be there and sit with them, where some would, at times, suddenly take to the air and fly about me. I would just smile and in some case just laugh out loud. I knew I had more friends.
Now and then a playful swallowtail butterfly would land on my hand while I sat in the middle of my mom’s garden. It would just sit there with its wings closed. Its huge wings were colored in yellows, blacks, blues and reds. It was called a swallowtail because at the bottom of its lower wing was a long slender tail and part of the wing itself.
For a moment we would just sit there and look at each other. Now and then the butterfly would open its beautiful wings and close them slowly. Its long curled straw-like mouth stretched out on to the palm of my hand and then returned to its tiny head.
Without any forewarning, the butterfly took off, spinning around me once or twice and flew away. The swallowtail moving away from me, its movements like musical notes playing in a song. With its rhythmic rising and falling in the air, I could hear a happiness in its flight as it disappeared from my sight, over the fence and into the next yard.
Moments like these were magical, yet very real and natural to me throughout my life. Just yesterday I was out walking in the park next to our house when a butterfly flew past me in the light afternoon wind. The butterfly looked like it was brand new, just out of its cocoon and enjoying the freedom of flight. At that same instant I had a happy thought. Instead of moving past me, the butterfly circled me once and continued on its way.
I chuckled to myself, watching it move up and down in the air. For a brief moment, I was the wide-eyed child mesmerized by its beauty and gracefulness. In my heart I felt a beautiful song of freedom carving its way to its own adventure.
And it is an adventure.
Having pets, or friends as I clarify it, provides unexpected experiences for anyone, much like life. As a child those moments, as small as they may seem, do impact one’s life and are carried throughout one’s lifetime.
The Cycle of Life
Being ten years old, life around me began changing. It’s probably because my world was expanding. My sisters, now in their early teens, were beginning to enjoy their older friends and found their lives more outside of our house. This particular summer, both were away at our church camp. My parents felt I was a little too young for the experience, promising me that the following year I would be old enough to participate in our church’s outing.
But what that meant for me was, again, being by myself.
One early summer afternoon, I sat in my room, playing with my Erector set. I was bored. None of my friends were around and there was no one in my neighborhood to play with.
It’s one of those days when you have to try to make the best of things. Yes, it was summer and school was out. Yes, I could stay up a little bit later and watch some television. But during the day, Mom did not like me being a couch potato. She wanted me active, outside or worse, doing chores.
My refuge was my room.
It was where I could build castles, spaceships and armies. Where maidens were saved and brutes destroyed. And yet that day, I couldn’t decide what I was going to do!
I fumbled with my Erector set. Not being good at putting things away, several important parts were missing. Parts which I knew were somewhere but just not where I thought I had left them.
It’s then when you become inventive. You learn that a piece of wire or string, although attaching two metal pieces together, is not firm in their hold.
I had built a long metal arm, with a claw at the end. My goal was to build a long arm which could grasp small toys, lifting them off my shelf to the floor. Unfortunately for me, several nuts and bolts that were now missing had been replaced by found wire and string. As I tried to lift the long sinewy metallic arm, it swayed and bent, all in the wrong direction, one I had not intended.
I could neither be the savior or the hero in the game I was playing. Frustrated, I sat looking at the silly contraption I had just made.
At that same moment dad walked into my room.
“Jon, I am going over to a friend of mine’s house. He has a son just about your age.
“He likes animals, just like you, but they are a little different than what you are used to.”
What did he mean by that? And yet he had laid the trap, skillfully.
I was caught. Usually a trip with dad meant doing chores somewhere else. It was usually hard and sweaty work and boring. But this somehow, seemed different.
I quickly got my shoes on.
“Make sure you wear your jeans” he said. Jeans. That means two things. Either it’s to play outside or to go and do work later with him at the houses he was building.
Raking more yards, collecting large rocks and then having to move large rocks and oversized gravel by wheelbarrow several hundred yards away. Getting sweaty - hands getting sore from grasping the large wooden handles.
Not my idea of fun. Reluctantly I got into the car. I sat there quietly, hoping not to hear the words “extra money,” or “have to stop by the housing tract for a few minutes.”
The city roads passed into a more rural area. There were more trees now on small hills, surrounded here and there by bushes. The road ahead of us began to wind through these hills. The car engine slightly labored as it followed the road up, down and around small valleys. Sometimes I could see a dry creek bed where a stream once had flowed. Houses were more sparse, the roads more dusty and unkempt.
We arrived at a small, wooden two story house. A man, dressed in blue jeans and slightly soiled T-shirt, came out from the garage. Slightly tanned, but muscular and thin, he walked up to my dad as we stood by our car.
“Hello, Al. Good to see you.” They shook hands and smiled at each other.
“Did you bring the paperwork?” “Yes, I’ve got the plans.”
They seemed to become preoccupied with their work. Suddenly the man turned to me.
“Oh, I am sorry. I am Mr. Jameson.”
His large hand engulfed mine. It was warm and friendly.
“Nice to meet you, sir.” Dad stood there, smiling. “You probably heard about my son, Bobby.
Well, he’s out back. He just let go some baby quail that were now big enough to go out on their own. We found them as eggs next to the remains of their dead mother. Must’ve been a coyote.”
He looked around into the foothills surrounding the small house. “You hear them at night. We have to keep the dogs in. We’ve lost two already.”
I winced at the thought of my own dogs being eaten by coyotes. It was a gruesome picture in my mind. A picture I didn’t like.
“Really?”
“Yes. But coyotes are wild animals. And because they are wild animals they have to be respected - they eat other animals. So if you have a pet that you don’t care for, well, they care for it, in another way you might say.”
His green eyes seemed to pierce me, digging out moments I had forgotten. Times I didn’t always take care of feeding the dogs, or making sure my hamster had enough water or food.
Dad said nothing. There was a slight twinkle in his eye. It was like he knew something was being said to me that made me think. It didn’t make me wrong, it just made me think.
“But that is enough about that. Run around the back side of the garage. You’ll see a dry creek bed. Follow it up about fifty yards and you’ll see a large wooden cage. Bobby is there.”
“What about the coyotes?” I didn’t want to be the next meal. Mom was making her great spaghetti tonight. I didn’t want to miss it. Besides, I was being allowed to run up a creek where I had never been. And by myself!
Mr. Jameson laughed in a very nice way. “Jon, don’t worry. Coyotes stay far away from here during the day. But you’d better help Bobby. He may be done already.”
He wouldn’t tell me what his son was doing. I looked at him and then at my Dad.
“It’s O. K. Jon. If Mr. Jameson says you will be fine, then you’ll be fine.”
An adventure! I tried to contain myself as I started to hurry around the corner of the garage. As I turned the corner I started to run. I heard Dad and his friend laughing as I tripped over a hose stretched over the rocky path next to the garage.
There was what seemed to be a garden of vegetables laid out neatly on the side of the gently sloping hill. The path led past it and what looked to be a wooden clothesline. Bushes sprung out of the ground here and there.
I came down to the creek bed. The creek was dry but filled with smooth grey rocks along its sides. White sand filled the spaces between the small polished rocks. Small hills rose on either side. A couple of lizards sat on some rocks, gathering warmth from the sun. As I scampered up the dry creek bed, each lizard took off, worried that they might be my next meal.
I felt like I was an explorer, moving up and through the old creek bed. There seemed to be what looked like a footpath alongside it, however it was more fun for me to climb up and through the rocks. But then the path bent up to my right, while the creek turned left.
I wasn’t sure which way to go. I remembered his son’s name. “Bobby?” I yelled out.
“Up here, follow the path,” came a voice echoing in the air through the low canyon walls.
I scrambled up the path. It was slightly steep and seemed to go up forever.
Reaching the top, there were two large wooden structures covered in what looked like chicken wire. As I came closer I could hear what sounded like pigeons in one, while the other structure was silent.
Both small buildings seemed well built. Wooden beams held with heavy bolts. Strong wooden sidings, making me think that these building were like little houses. The front of the little houses were not of chicken wire, but very sturdy wire mesh. The kind of wire mesh you would see in a bird aviary at a zoo. “Over here,” said the voice. Following the sound I came to the first house. I could see a door, slightly ajar.
“Come in, but close the door behind you.” The door was quite well built and had two large latches, each with strong metal hasps. Large metal key locks hung open.
I opened the door and quickly closed it behind me. The space erupted around me with the sounds of many wings flapping and sounds of birds.
“I’m Bobby,” said a sandy-haired boy. He seemed about my age, maybe a year or two older. He wore a soiled T-shirt like his father. His tennis shoes were really dirty and looked like they had been in far more adventures than I ever had.
He had a few freckles and was tanned. Looking around I saw hundreds of pigeons!
Not just ordinary pigeons. They had feathered feet, feathered crowns. Some were all white, some speckled brown. Others were kinds I saw in books in the pet store. Some even looked like small peacocks!
“All these are yours?”
“Yes. My Dad and I raise them. People like to have them as pets. Some are even good eating. Some pigeons are even used in racing!”
As Bobby spoke to me I could hear the birds fluttering around me. Flying from roost to roost. The inside of the open house was lined with wooden boxes. Twigs and branches stuck out here and there. I realized that not only did they have pigeons, but the pigeons had nests and babies, too.
“They have been inside for a couple of days, since it rained. I have to let them out to fly. You wanna watch? It’s pretty cool.”
I could feel excitement building inside the cage. All the birds knew he was about to let them out. In my mind I heard “freedom, freedom!” as he made his way to the front screen. I could see now that it was two large screen doors with hinges.
Carefully he unlocked the hinged doors. By now the pigeons were in a frenzy behind him and all about me. Their cooing became louder and louder, like an orchestra rising to a great crescendo.
Suddenly the doors swung open.
“Watch yourself,” said Bobby, “They are not usually used to someone else in the cage. Just stand still and let them fly.”
Birds left and right swirled around as they frantically moved past me. Wings hit me from all sides. Flapping wings everywhere. Pandemonium!
As suddenly as the confusion began, it then ended. Looking around, I could see small feathers hanging in the air everywhere. But the inside of the large cage was now empty, save for a few mothers still sitting on their nests.
I ran out and looked at the sky. More than three hundred birds had taken flight. Like a large swarm of locusts they moved like a blurred mass of feathers in flight.
“Watch the tumblers!” Bobby said.
Looking up, several pigeons flew up higher than the others. Then, as they suddenly began to descend, their light bodies began doing somersaults in the air. These birds would then follow the moving mass once again, only to repeat the somersaults, again and again.
“Why do they do that?”
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