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“Do what you can,

with what you have,

where you are.”

~ Popularly used by President Theodore Roosevelt,

but penned by Bill Widener of Widener’s Valley, Virginia
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“Life can only be understood backwards,

but it must be lived forwards.”

~ Soren Kierkegaard,

Danish Philosopher and Father of Existentialism
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“In the world you will have

tribulation, but be of good cheer,

I have overcome the world.”

~Jesus Christ
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From Hunter to You
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All names, characters, and events in A Tenderer Trail of Tears are products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons—living or dead—is entirely coincidental, or used with permission. Hunter Mac intentionally avoids overly specific character descriptors in his writings. Readers are encouraged to visualize individuals by any actions they perform or whatever they might represent in the story. Most likely, they are comparable to others the reader has known, seen, or imagined in one way or another.

Purely fictional, this story is for the reader’s enjoyment only. Please do not resell or give it to others without paying for additional copies. If you're reading this book but did not buy it, or it was not bought for you, please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting this unique creation by Hunter. He shares decades of notable experiences in his writings.

Things are seldom as they seem, regardless of how realistic they may appear. This valuable message, which has been shared by many philosophers and other thinkers for no one knows how long, has likely been told since humans have been telling. Appearing to be genuinely ‘faithful’, many ‘believers’ even misuse the Holy Bible and its messages of faith to falsely support their own ‘unfaithfulness’. This is more common than those who ‘believe’ care to or will ever admit. This story illustrates how developing a genuine balance of spirit, mind, and body can overcome any evil.

As a valuable note, two special characters from the I Am the Conqueror book series are presented in this story. Michael Thunderhawk, a protagonist who becomes the Conqueror—a godly superhero—and his longtime best friend, Leon Davis, are introduced in some detail. If the exciting Conqueror books aren’t currently available for your enjoyment, they are coming. Hunter sincerely hopes the reader enjoys this story, and all those that follow.

Every Hunter Mac creation is written with non-extremist, first-fruit, heartfelt devotion to God and in special memory of his parents, Barbara and J.B. This book, A Tenderer Trail of Tears, is dedicated to my longtime friend Kevin. It was inspired by, and written in memory of another friend, Chuck—an enthusiast of the great outdoors. Respectfully adoring nature, he greatly appreciated being present in God’s Creation. Currently, he’s relishing Heaven’s amazing splendors.
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Am I Dead?
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Am I dead?

Am I in Hell?

Please God—don’t let me be in Hell.

~~~
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What is that?

Is an angel licking me?

If it’s an angel comforting me,

I can’t be in Hell.

A demon’s tongue would be fiery hot.

~~~
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Surely, I’m not in Hell.

Overwhelming pain says I am.

Maybe Dad was right; I am nothing but a sissy.

~~~
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What is licking my face?

Am I crazy?

Who or what is out there?

Are those boys back?

What are they doing to me now?

Frightened to the core,

I’m much too scared to check.

Can I even open my eyes?

~~~
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What is licking me!

Only an ounce of courage within,

but I must know what’s wetting my face.

Is it blood?

Am I dead?

I must know.

I have to know!

~~~
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Burdened, bloody, and bludgeoned—all of me!

Even my soul senses it!

Should I open my eyes?

I don’t want to—the pain is too intense!

Can curiosity encourage courage?

I wonder.

~~~
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Thank God!

It’s just a dog!

~~~
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Lovably licking me, this dog actually appears to be smiling. Have I lost my mind? Somehow—slimy saliva is strangely soothing. Feels like I’m being baptized—again—or is it for the first time? Why does this feel more real? I’m being lick-tized by a dog, not baptized by some holy person. Hmm?

Baptized by a dog? Am I crazy? Wait! Dog is God spelled backwards, right? Listen to me—I guess I am crazy.

“Scout—come on now, boy. Leave thuh fella be. Yuh okay, young feller? Looks like yuh had uh ruff go at it. Take uh bad fall er somethin’? Can yuh open yer eyes?”

Cautiously opening my eyes wider, I barely clear my blurry vision enough to see who’s speaking to me. It’s an elderly man. Some dark-skinned dude is towering above me. Bending down closer to my face, but he’s still not as near as the beautiful brown and white dog beside him. Oddly, the sun shows somewhat of a halo-like glow around the man’s head. His wonderfully welcoming eyes are beaming brightly, too. At least that’s what my still somewhat fuzzy vision reveals.

Surprisingly, this visual somehow uplifts my aching spirit a bit. The man is smiling in what I believe to be a sincere manner—so he must be an okay dude. His dog really does seem to be smiling, too. And that’s no joke! Or—am I hallucinating, dreaming, or actually dead?

“Are yuh some kind uh angel er somethin’, mister? Am I dead? Where am I? Am I in Heaven—or is this Hell?”

Instantly returning me to reality, several sloppy, wet-tongue kisses slather my face and lips with dense doggy slobber. Did I lick some of it? Might have—so what!—my mouth is cotton ball dry. Certain that I’m badly bruised and dyed in dried blood—I must be, after the beating I took! Feeling numbed nothingness and persistent, pulsating pain, I’m hurting horribly bad from those horrific hits.

Attempting to heal me with his licking affection, the friendly dog overflows with unlimited kindness. From what I can tell through my foggy view, it’s a border collie or an Australian shepherd. Presently patiently panting next to this massacred body of mine, the caring canine seems to be awaiting some positive attention. Regrettably, my hands are too pained for petting. I’m very sorry, dog.

The man's laughing slightly: “Nah, boy—yuh ain’t in no Heaven er Hell, an’ I ain’t no where’s near tuh bein’ no good angel. Jess uh ol’ man yuh got here. Yuh look like yuh took uh bad fall er somethin’, young feller. Did yuh fall down thuh hill? Are yuh hurtin’ rill bad? Yer lookin’ mighty bad hurt.”

Answering—painfully so—I barely mutter: “Some jerks beat me up. Only had twenty bucks on me, but they stoled it all, an’ give me uh bad whuppin’. They jess kept kickin’ an’ hittin’ me over an’ over an’ over again when I’s down. Couldn’t roll over er nuthin. I hurt real bad. Can’t hardlee move. Guess they kicked muh face, too. Feels like it anyways. Must uh passed out. Hurts real bad tuh tawk.”

Trying to check my face for bleeding or cuts, but my fingers have very little feeling in them. Hoping the bump I’m touching is actually my nose—if so, it doesn’t feel broken. The dog shares a few more loving licks, which give me a reason to smile. But I can’t sense if I am actually smiling at this moment. Unable to move much of anything; unbearable agony painfully resides in every part of my body that I can actually feel. A blob of blood and bruises is how I must appear. Why would God allow this? Am I actually as bad as my parents said I was?

“Let me give yuh uh heppin’ hand up there young feller. How ‘bout some rill good-tastin’, fresh an’ cool sprang water an’ somethin’ tuh eat?” I attempt to say no, but he’s too quick for me.

Easily one-arm lifting me up to my two unsteady feet, he quickly and effortlessly guides this pain-riddled body in the direction of a nearby, large, flat, smooth boulder. A perfect sitting height, but full-blown pain fully ravages me with every move I make. He must be almost carrying me.

Likely only a few feet a way, but with each strenuous step it feels like I’m running a marathon, while carrying a herd of huge elephants on my back, and sensing sharp-toothed sharks slicing into every part of my body.

~~~
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Minimal movement mauls me miserably! Having never felt this level of misery in my entire life, I’m still not sure I’m in the land of the living.

~~~
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It’s easy to tell that this man is extremely physically fit. Desperately grasping onto him as he helps me move, I promptly notice the well-defined mass of hard muscles on his back, shoulders, and arms. Large and firm to the touch, they’re like hardened steel. A slight sense of feeling is finally returning to my hands now.

Seemingly plopping down brutally hard on the immovable stone, with what feels like a thundering thud, my entire body’s paralyzed with pain. If a bruise can be bruised, I’m the poster child.

Everything around me still remains a bit fuzzy. In my mind, a frightful image of my face in a mirror is monstrous. Am I vain or self-deprecating? Good thing there’s not a mirror around. My body odor isn’t too appealing to this man at this moment either, I’m sure. I’m not sure why that’s important, but it comes to mind. Maybe I’m just thinking about how my parents would find ways to ridicule me.

Oh, wait! He brings me back to reality with more amazing physical assistance. And yes, the pounding pain persists!

“Some cold water souns real good, mister. Man, muh face hurts suh bad. Hope it don’t look bad as it feels. Dem boys beat thuh livin’ life out uh me. Muh throat’s dryer ‘an uh desert. Dunno how long I been here. Was almost dark when they jumped me. Must uh been knockt out all night.”

Generously handing me his canteen, he tells me with a gentle voice: “Here yuh go, yungsta. Drink yer fill. Jess filt it with some rill good, cold sprang water uh short bit ago. Plenny more in muh jug—if yuh want.”

Seemingly unceasing shameful slurping sounds from some speedy swallowing might be insulting this man I hardly know. My parents would certainly be insulted. Despite my near full-blown facial numbness, I suddenly sense ice-cold water dribbling down my chin and dropping onto my assault-shredded shirt. At least, I’m hoping it’s water—and not more of my blood.

Whatever the truth may be, the cheerful man continues stabilizing my unsteady body on the large, hard rock that’s become my resting spot. I’m guessing it’s hard—my butt feels nothing but throbbing pain. They must have kicked me there, too.

Dizzy, dazed, and disoriented; hopefully, I won’t topple over—or pass out again. All at once, uncountable confusing thoughts crash through my mind. Who is this dude? Why is he helping me? Will he hurt me, too? How will he hurt me more? Is he a pervert? What’s he want from me? I don’t have anything left to steal! What a strong dude he is! Am I safe? What am I going to do if he does try to hurt me more?

In my current condition, I guess I have no choice but to trust him. Please God, let this man be good. I certainly trust his dog—who remains by my side. My vision is clearing a bit, so I can actually now see the man better, and how beautiful his dog is.

Despite being someone older than the grandfather I never knew, I’m impressed with this man’s apparent well-being. He must work out a lot or has some kind of job that keeps him very fit. Good thing he came along; if he hadn’t, death might have taken me.

My mind has always done more analyzing than my mouth has done talking, and it’s overactive at this moment. Is it fear, or am I simply determining what my next step should be? Running away is obviously not an option. I can’t even crawl at the moment.

Grotesquely gulping more of this most delicious, reviving water, I tell him as nicely as I can: “Thank yuh, mister. This is real good! I’s real thirsty.”

Maybe I’m just extra thirsty. All I know is, this water is quenching my thirst like some magical potion. It feels like it’s going straight into my arms, and legs, and the rest of my body, filling it with some kind of healing goodness. I’m sure that’s just some crazy notion in my mind, but that’s how it feels. Maybe my brain was rattled loose during the attack, too. Who knows. All of this is very strange to me.

“How long yuh been hikin’ up here, boy? Looks like yuh been out here fer uh mighty long while. Yer clothes is plum worn out.”

“Not sure. Maybe, couple uh days. What day is it, sir?”

“Thursdee.”

“Thursdee! Hmm? Guess I been here uh bit longer ‘an I thought. Leff home on Sundee after church an’ got beat up thuh next day.” I’m perplexed.

“Mondee! You’re one lucky feller, then, if you’s been knockt out that long. Surprisin’ no critters munched on yuh up here."

“Critters? What kind uh critters? Munched!?!”

Frightened to the core, and I’m sure my face shows it. However, my body’s much too riddled with pain and weakness to react. My mind is finally clearing, though, and so is my vision. Now seeing the man better, he definitely looks very fit and strong. He’s still showing a cheerful face, too.

“Oh, they’s lots uh stuff out here that could eat chuh, boy. Even thuh ants could almost carry yuh off if they’s hongry nuff. Yer uh lucky fella.”

"Lucky? Huh? Probly couldn’t feel it none no ways. Muh body’s too sore. Never thought I’d hurt more ‘an muh daddy’s beatins, but I sure do.”

“Beatins? Yer daddy whupped on yuh lots?”

“More ‘an lots. Almost ever day! That’s why I leff.”

“Runnin’ ‘way from home?”

“Kind uh. Muh folks perty much kicked me out first. Muh dad’s uh preacher an’ muh mom’s thuh music leader at their church, an’ they wanted me gone real quick like. Dint know where else tuh go but out here. Dint really have nuh place tuh go.”

“Yuh say they wanted yuh gone? Why’s that, feller?”

“They don’t like me.”

“Don’t like yuh? Why? Ain’t never heard uh no preacher not likin’ their own kid. Yuh seem like uh good fella tuh me. Did yuh do somethin’ rill bad?”

“Nossir. They jess ain’t never liked me. They said I’s their worstest nightmare. Muh folks don’t bleeve in uhborshun an’ they never wanted no kids. They told me I’s uh curse from thuh devil. They named me Devin, only ‘cause they couldn’t call me Devil.”

“Yer kiddin’. Surely, they didn’t never tell yuh that?” Exhibiting utter disbelief, his face doesn’t seem to show that he thinks I’m joking, but he doesn’t appear to be taking me seriously, either. I couldn’t be more serious!

“They did—lots ‘n lots uh times—fer muh whole life!”

“I’m sorry, young fella. Sounds like uh tuff place tuh be. How old er yuh?”

“Turnt 18 on Saturdee. That’s why muh folks could kick me out without gettin’ in no trouble with thuh law. Their church friends toll ‘em I should be gone, too. They all thought I’s bad ‘cause muh mom an’ dad always tellin’ lies ‘bout me doin’ bad stuff. They’s always tellin’ folks bad stuff I done. Ain’t never done none uh that stuff they say I done, though. The stuff I done weren’t bad like what they said, sir.”

“What kind uh bad stuff?”

“Too bad tuh talk ‘bout. Kordin tuh them, I’m thuh spawn uh Satan.”

“Yuh don’t have tuh tell me nuthin yuh don’t wanna, boy. Some thangs bess kep secret. Muh name’s Charles Coldburn, but everbody calls me Chuck. I’s called Charlie when I’s little, but I goes buh Chuck now. When I’s in junior high, though, some kids started callin’ me ‘Up-chuck’. Dint like that none at all. That was rill bad, but I got tuffer. Muh parents hepped me git tuffer.”

“Glad yer parents was there tuh hep yuh. Mine don’t do nuthin never tuh hep me.”

“Hate that fer yuh, boy. Wishin’ it was better fer yuh. Yessir, muh parents was uh rill big hep. I miss ‘em. After I’s grown up an’ married uh while, I had me uh good fren Joseph—Joseph Thunderhawk. His boy Michael taught me how tuh take care uh muhself rill good. He’s uh rill good pro fighter, an’ he taught me how tuh defend muhself. He’s uh rill strong, full-grown up man now.

“Never lost him uh single fight in thuh pro fightin’ rang. Don’t get tuh see ‘im much no more. Rill busy fella these days doin’ lots uh rill nice stuff fer lots uh folks needin’ hep ‘roun’ ‘is hometown uh Asburn. Yuh ever been tuh Asburn, boy? It’s not tuh far from here.”

“Never been, but I never did get out uh town much. Muh parents never hepped me do nuthin an’ hardly never took me nowhere. Dint want me tuh have no frens neether. Evertime I made some frens, they’d fine sumpin wrong with ‘em an’ wouldn’t let me hang ‘roun’ with ‘em no more.

“They said I’s bad fer everbody. Tried tuh get Mom an’ Dad tuh like some uh muh frens, but they made up all kinds uh lies ‘bout ‘em an’ wouldn’t let ‘em come ‘roun’ no more. Lots uh kids got in bad trouble fer hangin’ ‘roun’ me ‘cause muh parents made up stuff. Ain’t done nuthin wrong, but they still got in trouble. ‘Twas real bad an’ real sad. Sometimes, I couldn’t get nuh sleep ‘cause I’s suh worried ‘bout muh frens gettin’ in trouble fer no stankin’ reason.”

Smiling kindly, he reaches out and gently touches my aching right hand that’s resting on my right thigh. Now, he’s giving me a light pat on my endlessly-throbbing right shoulder blade with his left hand. Even this very careful, soft contact sends severe stinging sensations up my arm and neck, shockingly clanging the pain bells inside my head. My eyeballs practically abscond from their sockets during the brief but extremely agonizing persecution!

Somehow—however—his kind words, “Muh heart’s rill heavy fer yah, young fella. Sounds rill bad an’ rill sad,” instantly calm me.

The King of Agony rules this body’s kingdom with a heavy hand. Amazingly, though, something inside me reveals that I’m in the presence of the unconquerable Knight of God’s Goodness. At this very moment, positivity is more alive in me than I’ve ever experienced. Strangely, it even appears to be somewhat of an effective painkiller.

The only times I can remember my parents ever touching me were with a belt, switch, fist, push, grab, or kick. Sometimes, even a bristly-wire-exposed, skin-slashing extension cord was thrashed against me. It was always done in the name of God, according to them. Demons must be punished!

Right now, I feel like crying. Or as my parents called it, wussy-weeping, as this seemingly good man gifts me something unique and new in my life: unbridled kindness. Is it for real? Is he for real? Can I trust him? There’s no one else in my life right now, and I’m still too weak to flee, so I guess I will.

All at once noticing that Chuck is dark complected; I’m wondering if he’s Hispanic. He appears friendly, so I’ll chance it and ask. “Are yuh Meskin, mister?”

Hopefully, my questioning won’t get me into the same type of trouble regularly received from my parents and their supporters. Every time I questioned anything, a new war began.

“Nah, boy, ain’t no Mesicuhn. I’m Indian—full-blood Cherokee,” smiling as he tells me this. He doesn’t seem to be upset by my asking.

Him telling me this, and from somewhere in the memory of some past positive experiences, I find a unique feeling of excitement: “Yer Injun? That’s cool! Always loved Injuns when I’s uh little kid. Always was uh Injun when we played Cowboys an’ Injuns. Didn’t get tuh play it lots ‘cause muh parents wouldn’t let me have no frens over, but I’s always uh Injun! Do yuh live some where’s ‘round here? Is there uh Injun rezuhvayshun up here somewheres?”

“No, boy. Don’t rilly have nuh home nuh more—sep out here in nature. I hike ‘roun’ an’ camp these days. It’s jess muh time tuh be in this part uh Texas right now. Jess happent tuh come upon yuh on this here trail. Don’t never hike this way none. Jess happent today. Guessin’ God jess led me here.

“Try tuh be places where thuh weather’s nice. Been on most ever trail in most ever state in these here United States. Even hiked thuh Appalachian Trail uh couple years back. Ain’t never been tuh no Alaska er no Hawaii, though.”

“Yuh don’t have no job, Chuck?” asking him, I take another amazingly refreshing swig of cold water. It seems to decreasing the pain—thank God. Maybe I’m dehydrated. Since he’s Native American, maybe this is some kind of special healing water.

“Stopt workin’ some years back. Used tuh have me muh own food trailer I pult buhind muh motor home. Decided one day tuh sell all muh stuff an’ jess live out here with Mother Nature. It’s uh better life. Peace is hard tuh find with bizy city folk.”

“Yuh don’t have nuh famlee, sir?”

“Not nuh more.”

“What chuh do fer money? How do yuh live out here?”

“Have me uh debit card when I need it. Muh Social Security goes tuh muh bank, an’ I use muh debit card tuh buy stuff when I need tuh. Sold muh motor home an’ trailer, an’ most muh other stuff, an’ put all thuh money in muh bank that muh debit card goes tuh. Werkt rill hard fer lots uh years, so I git me uh perty good Social Security check. Don’t buy much stuff these days, though—jess what I need ever suh offen. I have way more money ‘an I need. God gives me most uh what I need out here.”

“Was yuh born ‘roun’ here?”

“Oklahoma, but came tuh Texas when I got married. Muh wife was uh school teacher in Asburn. She’s uh rill smart uhn, she was. That’s where muh friends that I told yuh ‘bout lived. Elsa was friends with Barbara Thunderhawk. She’s Joseph’s wife an’ Michael’s mama. Met Joseph an’ Michael when me an’ muh wife an’ muh little girl ate with ‘em one time. They’s rill good folk.

“Our daughter Lizbeth’s kilt some years ago in thuh same car crash that took muh wife. Drunk driver kilt ‘em both. Died on thuh spot an’ dint suffer none. Was uh rill bad crash, and they got kilt rill quick. Terrabull thing it was. Miss ‘em bad.”

“Sorry, Chuck. That’s sad. You okay?”

My heart is very heavy for this person I’ve only known for a short while. I can’t really call him my friend, because I’m not sure where we stand, or if I’ll ever see him again after today. I don’t even know where I’ll be tomorrow.

“Doin’ good now. Miss ‘em ever day, but I’m doin’ rill good. God takes good care uh me out here. I know they’s up in Heaven, an’ er rill happy up there. Ain’t nuh pain up in Heaven. Did yuh know that, young fella?” He sounds Godly, but my parents sounded Godly all the time, too. Can I trust him, or is he like them? Hopefully, he’s not fooling me.

Nodding yes, I say: “Yessir. Yuh look real good. How old er yuh?”

“Closin’ in on 77.”

“Wow! Yer in real great shape! Muh dad ain’t even forty, an’ he ain’t near as strong as you—‘cept maybe when he’s swingin’ uh belt er ‘is fists at me.”

“That’s rill bad, boy. Rill sorry tuh hear that. Wishin’ it weren’t so. I jess walk ‘roun’ lots an’ stay rill busy is all. Ain’t nuh time fer nuh lazy out here. Always somethin’ tuh do. Where yuh headin’, D? Okay if I call yuh that?”

“Better’n Devin. Don’t know where I’ll go er what I’ll do. All muh money an’ all muh stuff got stoled by dem boys. Don’t even know what’s leff. I’s uh U.C. Scout fer ‘bout three years, but don’t know if I learnt enuff tuh make it out here. Gonna try, though. Don’t have nuh choice. Ain’t nuh other place tuh go. Thought I’d be okay ‘til those boys got tuh me. What chuh find tuh eat out here, anyways, Chuck? Everthang I brung from home got stoled, too.”

“They’s lots uh stuff tuh eat. It’s uh differnt kind uh werld, though, boy. Can’t jess run tuh thuh store fer stuff. Plenny uh plants tuh eat—if yer knowin’ which ones ain’t poison. I git me uh rabbit, er uh squirrel, er some other kind uh animals fer meat. Do lots uh fishin’, too. Yuh have tuh know how tuh find good drankin’ water out here, boy. That’s thuh most ‘portant thang.

“Bad water’ll make yuh rill sick—might even kill yuh. Always try tuh find me uh good sprang ‘fore I camp somewheres. Nuthin tastes like sprang water. Lots uh sprangs ‘roun’; yuh jess got tuh know how tuh spot ‘em. Have me uh water testin’ kit, too, so’s I can check out rivers, an’creeks, an’ ponds an’ such. Got tuh have yerself plenty uh good drankin’ an’ cookin’ water, D. Some water’s rill mest up ‘cause folks throwin’ trash ‘bout. They’s pollutin’ rill good water with their badness.”

“Sounds kind uh hard.”

“Ain’t hard at all if’n yuh know what chur doin’. Yuh jess gotta learn thuh right way tuh do thangs, boy.”

“Yuh gotta gun fer killin’ stuff with?”

“Nah. Don’t like er need nuh guns. I trap, er snare, er catch most everthang I git. Use me uh slingshot some. Got me some rill fine fishin’ poles, too, that folds up rill nice in muh backpack.”

“What chuh do fer protection? There’s some real bad people out here. Those boys who beat on me was real mean an’ tuff.”

“Most folks yuh meet out here er rill good, D. Yuh jess ran crost some bad uhns. I can take care uh myself. Used tuh be uh boxer when I’s young, an’ muh fren that I toll yuh ‘bout, taught me lots uh good stuff, too. God’s angels er watchin’ over me, boy.”

“Tried boxin’ at uh gym wunst, but I weren’t there long. Muh daddy called me uh pansy ever time I got hit er was bleedin’. Toll me real men don’t sposed tuh ever git hit er bleed. Made me quit. Said I weren’t no good at no boxin’—er nuthin else. Thinkin’ he jess got real tired uh takin’ me an’ payin’ fer it all. The boxin’ folks was probly jess baby sittin’ when muh folks wanted tuh go do somethin’ fun without me.”

“I can show yuh some stuff better ‘n boxin’—if yuh want.”

“That’d be cool. Do yuh have time? I’m kind uh sore right now, though. Don’t thank I can do much. Probly can’t do it no good no ways. Ain’t no good at nuthin.”

“Plenny uh time out here, D. Ain’t no TV er other stuff tuh take up yer time. Come walk with me uh while, boy. I’ll show yuh some rill good thangs that’ll make yer life better.”

“That’d be real cool, sir. I jess don’t know how good I can even move right now. Walkin’ might be tuff. Muh body hurts everwhere—real bad.”

“Yuh don’t need tuh call me sir. Jess call me Chuck. I’ll make yuh uh walkin’ stick er two tonight that’ll help yuh git ‘roun’ better. Fer now, jess use mine. Here yuh go, D. I thank you’ll see walkin’ uh bit’ll loosen yer aches ‘n pains.”

Handing me his walking stick, I immediately notice how many detailed animal carvings are on it. The beautifully grained wooden stick also has some kind of intricate leather stripping attached and wrapped around the upper portion. It might be a bullwhip or something similar to that.

Using the sturdy stick helps me get just enough leverage to slide forward on the rock and up on my feet. Of course, Chuck does most of the lifting work, and he gives me greater balance and control. His impressive strength is even more evident now.

However—I hurt so horribly bad right now that I feel like I actually have died in a life-crushing accident. Maybe I’m a zombie. Do zombies feel pain?

“Okay, Chuck. Thanks. Thanks fer yer help. I might be real slow movin’, though. Let me give it uh try.”

Nodding yes, but he never releases his firm grip on me. This is actually a good thing. I’d probably fall flat on my face and never be able to return to my feet. It’s difficult for me to accept help from others, though. That’s probably because ever person who attempted to help me was scorned by one or both of my parents.

“Ain’t nuthin, D. You’ll be jess fine. Ain’t nuh hurry out here. Lessin there’s a big animal after us, they ain’t no rush.”

Hobbling a bit, but still mobile, I all at once become curious, and ask him: “So, yer last name’s Coldburn, huh? That don’t sound tuh much like no Injun name tuh me.”

“When I’s born, my atsi—that’s momma in Cherokee—was outside cookin’ in some rill bad, freezin’ cold weather by uh rill hot farr. It was thuh middle uh winter, an there was uh rill deep snow all ‘roun’ thuh camp. She couldn’t make it inside er nowheres else when I started tuh come rill fast like. I’s born right there—rill quick on thuh spot! She said it was blisterin’ hot on one side uh her, an’ freezin’ cold on thuh other. Called me Cold Burn ‘cause uh thuh hot an’ cold. Said I dint never cry, ‘cause I’s so happy an’ warm ‘tween her an’ thuh farr.”

“Hmm—sorry, Chuck, but that’s kind uh funny.”

He’s chuckling, too, thankfully, and says: “Good thang I weren’t born next tuh no hot ‘n messy, steamin’ pile uh cow paddies, huh?”

Even though it hurts me more than a little bit, I join in and laugh with him. Scout, who’s been obediently by my side, also seems to find humor in our laughter. His tail-wags increase in speed, and he seemingly smiles bigger. Scout’s remained close by me since my awakening.

Here’s the strangest thing of all, though: I’ve moved off the rock, onto my feet, and we’ve already covered quite a far distance without me noticing any pain. It’s amazing how certain things can distract us from most of our worries and woes. Our conversation must have been some sort of hypnotic distractor, as well. Was this his plan?

I also see that Chuck had somehow, without me noticing, gathered the remnants of my remaining property, and he is now carrying it all. I’m not sure how or when he did this, because I don’t recall him ever letting go of me or leaving my side. Did Scout bring it to him? I didn’t notice him leaving me, either. There doesn’t appear to be much. He has a smaller pack strapped on his chest, too. I guess this helps him counter the weight of the extremely large backpack he carries. That’s just a guess, though.

Something else that is now clearly obvious to me is how this man also has an amazing aura about him. Yes, I know that if my parents ever discovered I had learned anything about auras, they probably would have severely punished me. But, I believe God definitely gives some people more of His Special Light than others. Chuck appears to have that light. Remember when I thought I saw a halo around his head when I first saw him? Of course, I don’t know much about auras.

Being with Chuck even this short amount of time gives me the same kind of peace, joy, and love that I read about more times than I can count in my Bible. I’ve never experienced those incredible feelings until now. Too bad I didn’t have time to pack my Bible. Maybe I can remember most of my favorite scriptures.

I’m not sure where we’re going, but he’s setting a good pace for us. Even with his probable hefty backpack, and whatever extra stuff he’s toting of mine, he easily manages supporting his limping ward—me. If I’m a burden, I’ll probably never hear about it. Apparently, Chuck is no complainer. How very different this is from my former home.
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Wakin’ Up tuh Somethin’ Great
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“Mornin’, sir—I mean, Chuck. Somethin’ smellin’ really good out here woke me up with a big ol’ smile on muh face. Smells real good,” unaccustomed to cooked breakfast meals, I’m very excited. Hopefully, he doesn’t think I’m expecting anything, though it would be very nice to eat a tasty breakfast.

“Thought chuh might like some uh muh rill good hot biscuits this mornin’, D. Got me some sweet honey here I found up in some ol’ hollered-out tree uh ways back. Tastes rill good on muh biscuits. Honey never goes bad—did yuh know that, boy?”

“No, sir—I mean, no, Mr. Chuck, I didn’t know that. Some biscuits ‘n honey sounds real good tuh me. Muh belly feels real empty. That wild turkey jerky yuh give me lass night was real good an’ fillin’, though. I must uh been real hongry. It tasted like thuh best meat I ever ate.”

“Glad yuh liked it. Used some fine tastin’ salt I got from some salt flats up in Utah when I’s hikin’ up that way uh while back. Gives it uh rill good taste. Thankin’ you’ll like dese here biscuits uh lot, too. Got me uh rill fine recipe I used in muh food wagon. Used tuh make differnt kinds uh big biscuit san’wiches fer folks fer breakfast an’ lunch. Folks rilly liked ‘em. Sold lots! Here, D, give er uh taste. Careful—it’s still hot.”

“Mmm—smells good. Thanks, Chuck.” He’s right; it is delicious—and very hot!!!

~~~
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My mother never made biscuits for me. She’d make anything my dad wanted, but mostly just fed me whatever was cheap and on hand to get me through to lunch. Sometimes, I was even lucky enough to have lunch. Occasionally, Mom bought some cheap knockoff brand of toaster pastries on clearance at some dollar store to give me for breakfast. That wasn’t very often, though. If I was extra lucky, I even got to toast them.

She bought cereal sometimes, too, but she never allowed me to put milk on it. I had to use water or eat it dry. She said milk was too expensive to waste on me. I guess the cereal was on sale or given to her, too. Church ladies were always gifting her stuff. Mostly, I just ate plain untoasted white bread or crackers for breakfast.

If I got up very early, though, long before my parents awoke, I could sneak some orange juice or milk. Any dishes I dirtied had to be spotlessly cleaned, dried, and placed back in the exact spot I found them before my parents made an appearance, though. A few times I was caught doing this, and suffered terrible consequences.

One time, I had to go without breakfast for a month! Luckily, one of the lunch room ladies at my school could tell I was hungry and would give me something to eat. Fortunately, my parents never discovered this. That lady would have gotten into some big-time trouble from them. I may never understand what makes my parents so threatening to others. Surely, they didn’t beat on them like they beat on me.

There were plenty of times I went without food when Mom and Dad were mad at me. When I was younger, I was skinnier-than-scrawny. Thank God my bones were strong enough to keep my skin from falling to the ground! My parents told me that food had to be earned, and they made it practically impossible for me to earn it.

My P.E. teacher sent me to the school nurse and counselor several times because she thought I was malnourished. One day, the seriously concerned counselor at my elementary school was worried about my health and called my parents in for a meeting. My extremely irritated mother told her that I had a diagnosed eating disorder, and they were doing exactly what the doctor ordered. Asked to bring in medical documentation verifying this from my doctor, but they never did. The counselor must’ve grown weary asking for it. I didn’t even know what diagnosed meant back then. This was just another lie of my mom’s.

Seldom visiting any doctor’s office, even when I was very sick as a young child, I suffered many illnesses without aid. In spite of this, and plenty of other mistreatments, Mom and Dad were treasured in our community as being finer than the purest gold. That still confuses me. Maybe they should have been politicians instead of ministers. They were obviously incredible of convincing others of untruths. I hope all preachers aren’t like that.

An elderly widow living in the house next to ours would give me food at night when I went outside to put the garbage in our trashcans. She would watch for me out of her window about the same time every evening. It had to be eaten quickly, and our conversation brief, though. If my parents ever discovered this, they would have punished me and severely chastised her. This kind lady might have known what was going on inside my house, but she was likely too fearful to say or do anything. The closest thing I ever had to being a grandmother, she still has a special place in my heart.

~~~
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“Hope yer feelin’ better this mornin’, an’ yuh git yer fill uh food. Made uh good batch uh biscuits fer yuh. Set us some snares late last night when yuh was already snoozin’. Hopin’ tuh git some good meat fer later. Wanna fatten yuh up some, boy. Yer mighty skinny, D. Got tuh have some meat on dem bones out here tuh make some muscle. Yuh know how tuh clean rabbits an’ squirrels an’ thuh like fer cookin’ ‘n eatin’, boy?”

“Only uh little from what I learnt in UltimateChallengeScouts. Probly nuthin like what you know, though. Our leaders let go uh bunch uh chickens one time on uh survival campout that we had tuh chase down, an’ catch, an’ gut, an’ pluck, an’ cook. Ain’t never cleaned nuthin else, though. Think I done perty good. The chicken ate real good. I might uh jess been real hongry, though. At least I dint swaller no feet er beak er feathers.”

Rolling with laughter, he tells me: “Well, that’s good, boy. Cleanins uh perty easy thang. Jest uh few tricks in doin’ it right, ‘specially in takin’ out thuh innards so’s not tuh spoil thuh meat. Got me some extra knives I’ll sharpen up fer yuh when we git somethin’. I’ll show yuh how tuh make some rill good traps an’ snares, too, muh fren.”

Friend? I just met the guy yesterday.

“Had me uh real nice pocketknife once that uh kid give me, an’ I hid it real good from muh parents outside in uh box under uh tree buhind our house. It was jess gone one day when I went out tuh check. Guess muh parents found it when they’s doin’ lawn work er on accident. They never said nuthin, though, so it might uh jess got stoled. Maybe uh dog er uh squirrel runned off with it.

“Usually, I got me uh whuppin’ fer somethin’ like that. Had tuh hide everthang from ‘em real good. Dint never really have nuthin bad, though. Turned muh room upside down searchin’ fer dirty magazines an’ drugs an’ stuff all thuh time. Never found nuthin like that, but they kep on lookin’. Felt like I’s in uh prison ever day.”

“Souns rill bad, D. How’d yuh sleep last night?”

“Better ‘an I ever slep at home er jess ‘bout anywheres else. Must uh been real tired. Weren’t scared at all. Dint have no bad dreams neether. I’s always suh scared at home that muh dad uhd come in muh room an’ yell at me in thuh middle uh thuh night fer no reason. He weren’t never happy ‘bout nuthin never!

“Even when I made good grades in school, an’ did all muh chores, an’ didn’t say nuthin, he weren’t never happy. Muh mom said evil begets evil, an’ anythang that looked like good I did was still from thuh devil. She said I’s jess foolin’ folks that I’s actin’ right when I did somethin’ good. Said thuh devil does that all thuh time. He fools everbody everday, she’d say.”

“Don’t sound like no church folk tuh me. Must uh been rill unhappy with their own selfs, D.”

“Guess so. Don’t really know. They’s always actin’ real happy at church. That’s thuh only place they ever treated me uh little bit nice. Never talked much tuh me at home—sept fer yellin’ at me, an’ callin’ me names. They’s always callin’ me uh waste uh skin an’ uh crim’null.”

“Hmm—so, they never talkt tuh yuh ‘bout yer future er nuthin like that?”

“No, sir—I mean, Chuck, sir. They’s always tellin’ me I didn’t deserve no future ‘cause I’s from thuh dark uhn, Lucifer. That’s muh middle name, too, yuh know. Devin Lucifer Cathy’s what they screamed out real loud at me all thuh time. That’s when I knew they’s real mad.”

“Lucifer!?! Really? Hmm? Sorry yuh had tuh go through all that mess, kid. No kid should ever have tuh suffer that kind uh stuff from ‘is parents. Bein’ uh kid’s tuff nuff without all that mess. Sounds rill ruff.”

“Was real ruff—but I still love God. I think He loves me, too. Ain’t always sure, though. When those boys was uh beatin’ on me, I thought maybe God hated me, too.”
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