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Have you ever had a dream that was so good you didn’t want to wake up?  Maybe it was flying over snow covered mountains and lush green valleys, or breathing under water while swimming with the dolphins, or you were with the person you most wanted to be with, because in real life you would never have a chance with them. But everyone knows that you eventually lose focus and forget that you were conscious of yourself a second ago. Then the someone you are looking at, turns into an animal or morphs into another person with big teeth that wants to eat you, as the open sky turns into a maze of rooms with no way out. Or sometimes when it’s really getting good, you just wake up. You try to get back in, and sometimes you do, but it always goes the same way as before.

Well, this story is about to blow your mind, because I’m about to tell you how very, very wrong I was about dreams. I had no idea how my view of the world would change dramatically. I’m telling this story to the best of my knowledge, and although parts of the story were told to me by others, I’m one hundred percent, absolutely sure it all really happened. You see, it all started with a trip to the Grand Canyon that my brother and me, along with our best friend Ryan took with our fathers the summer before our Senior year of high school.
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CHAPTER ONE

BROTHERS
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My name is James Cole. I know the story I’m going to tell you will be hard to believe, but stay with me to the end and you won’t be disappointed. As I was saying. It all began near the end of our last summer together before our final year of high school. This would be the last summer we spent together in our relative innocence, before the understanding finally came to me that the world makes demands of us and how our choices, or lack of acting, shape the future. My twin brother John and our best friend Ryan Dillon and I were at the edge of a vastness we would find difficult to comprehend. Although John and I were a lot alike, we would take different paths toward finally understanding that. 

My brother John was a bit taller than me with dark brown hair and dark hazel eyes that favored our mother. I got the pale blue eyes and light sandy hair of my father. John often bragged that he was older than me which was true, but only by a few minutes. We didn’t look much alike but we often knew what each other was thinking. We were also told that it was hard to tell which one was talking on the phone. 

Ryan was a few inches shorter than me. He looked more like his blond-haired mother, nothing like his dark-haired father Bill. He and I had the same pale blue eyes and people often said that Ryan looked more like my brother than John did. We were always together and as far as we were concerned, he was our brother.  But enough about us. Let me get on with the story.

Three years ago, my mother and Ryan’s mother divorced our dads and ran off together. Our families were so close because our dads grew up together and had a construction business fixing old houses. They spent long hours and sometimes were away for weeks working out of town. They were good at carpentry, plumbing, electrical, air-conditioning and had learned enough of all the trades through trial and error, to fix almost anything. What they weren’t very good at, unfortunately was making money, because they would always do extra work and not charge more for it. Our mothers had been close friends since their freshman year of high school, and we were like a combined family growing up together since we were babies. 

I struggled coming to grips with why our mothers abandoned us, but Ryan took it way harder than John and me. Our mothers left one bright sunny Saturday morning after making us all breakfast. They were going to have girl time, as they often said and left. We didn’t hear from them for about two weeks and they ended up in California. We lived in south west Florida and I knew we would not be seeing them much, if at all. The only reason we knew where they went, came from a post card that my mother sent us a week after they left. The colorful four by six-inch card had a picture of the Golden Gate Bridge, and a quickly scribbled note that said, “Wish you were here.” That was the first and last time we heard from them. Our dads continued to work a lot. They didn’t have much time to spend with us, but they did a pretty good job of being dads, and we were old enough to take care of ourselves, enjoying the freedom to do pretty much whatever we wanted to. 

To celebrate our Senior year, our fathers decided to take us on a trip to the Grand Canyon where we planned to camp for a few days. I always wanted to go there and looked forward to spending time with my father, but our best friend Ryan was insane with excitement and talked about the trip incessantly. He always dreamt of exploring the canyon and riding mules. He must have read hundreds of books about how the Colorado River formed the canyon, lost treasure, ancient civilizations and local lore.

Ryan was a nice kid, but he got picked on a lot because he always saw things a little different than most, so John and I have always looked out for him. He’s really smart, but that might be some of the problem. Most kids don’t understand the kinds of things he likes to talk about and he doesn’t seem to see that they aren’t interested. But he was like our brother, and if you mess with him, you mess with the Cole brothers, and that’s just the way it’s always been. 

The morning of the trip to the Grand Canyon, John and I sat on a pile of luggage we made in the driveway, packed and ready, waiting outside our house. My dad’s cell phone rang in my pocket. He and Ryan’s dad had one each that they needed for their business but he couldn’t afford cell phones for all of us, so he gave me his to keep in touch. It was Ryan calling to tell us that our fathers would be there in a few minutes. They had gone to gas up the truck and get drinks and snacks for the drive. We knew they would have the usual trip junk food which always included; beef jerky, Cheetos, and Cokes. Ryan, full of excitement, told me he was coming over to wait at my house. He could not wait to get started. After a few minutes John and I heard the sound of metal clanging in a steady rhythm like a one-man band. Ryan burst out around the corner asking if we were ready for this trip, grinning like a Cheshire Cat. He was loaded down with a back pack with various items hanging off of him, looking like some kind of Boy Scout but without the tidiness of the uniform.  

John jokingly asked, “Did you bring the kitchen sink?”

Ryan, wobbling over to us did not register this was a joke and said, “No, but I did bring a canteen and water purification filter.”

I asked if he had a shovel, seeing plainly that he had one strapped across his pack. 

With a big smile he said, “Yeah James, it’s a mini folding shovel with serrated edge and has a compass in the handle. It can also be converted into a hoe.”

Joining in, John asked him what he planned to do with it.

He said, “I’m bringing it because we might need it if we find something. I also plan to take samples of the soil and test it with my kit. I read that certain sediments carry trace elements that typically accompany the presence of gold and other precious metals.”

John and I laughed as we knew he would say something like that.  He looked at us with his intensely pale blue eyes and I told him I was sure we would be glad he brought it before the trip was over. We hopped off our luggage and walked over to see what else he had tied to his back pack.  John walked around Ryan in a circle and started calling off the things he saw on his pack,

“Let’s see here, rope, flashlight, canteen, mini folding shovel, Swiss army knife, cup and Playboy Magazine.”

Ryan scrunched up his face, his cheeks turning red, and said, “What? That’s the latest copy of Popular Mechanics. You guys only have one thing on your mind.”

John just chuckled and said, “Well Ryan, it looks like you’ve got everything we need except for the copy of Playboy.” 

Ryan puffed up proudly grinning ear to ear. His eyes grew wide, and he said that he could hear our dad’s old beat-up Ford crew cab truck coming, and tore off running for the street, looking and sounding like a honeymoon car dragging a string of cans.

My brother shook his head and said, “Sometimes I’m not so sure about that boy.”

I told my brother he was fine, and that he was just excited about the trip. The truth was, Ryan didn’t get out much. He always had his head in a book or was playing video games. John and I were the only friends he had, so this trip was a really big deal for him.

My father pulled into the drive way, cranked the handle lowering the driver’s side window and yelled, “Load up boys, lets hit the road!”

Ryan’s father Bill who sat in the shotgun seat chimed in, “Hey Ryan, did you forget the copy of Playboy I gave you last week?”

Ryan just ignored his father’s weathered and grinning face, and we quickly put our bags in the back of the truck with all the camping gear and got on the road. It was a tight fit in the back seat, but we were used to it. When we were younger our dads had to stop the truck a few times to make us stop fighting. Ryan used to complain that John and me were touching him, but he got over it.  We did all the things you can do to try and make a trip shorter. We played word games, took short naps, and I’m embarrassed to say that we even sang songs we learned when we were very young, acting them out with sock puppets. 

Seeing that we were really bored the second day of driving, Ryan’s dad Bill asked if we remembered that Christmas when we all got brand new bicycles. He said that they didn’t have two nickels to rub together but he and my dad went to Sears and bought the best bikes in the place.

I remembered it well because it was probably the best Christmas ever. It was a magical time before our mothers left, and before we found out there was no Santa Claus.  We were so excited Christmas eve that Ryan stayed over and the three of us slept in front of the live Christmas tree. The tree was a blue spruce, though I didn’t know that name at the time since we were only five. 

Bill said that the tree had been leaning against the Wynn Dixie storefront next to the entry doors on Christmas eve.  They saw the store was closed and the tree was quickly placed in the back of the truck, free for the taking. I remember when they brought it in, singing Christmas carols and saying Ho, Ho, Ho as they covered it in large ancient yellow, blue, red and green lights. We decorated it ourselves with homemade ornaments made from toothpicks, glitter and lots of Elmers glue. Ryan was especially happy as he and his mother strung popcorn and cranberries on thread and made chains out of colored paper and tape. We added the finishing touches next, with lace like snowflakes and stars cut from white paper like rows of paper dolls holding hands. We also made colored drawings of Santa and his reindeer that we hung on the chains and in between the lights.

Ryan piped up, “Yeah, I remember the bikes were so cool. They were silver with tassels on the handles, had banana seats and training wheels. That was a really great day, Dad!”

Bill smiled and continued with a small chuckle, “After you all got the hang of it, we took the training wheels off and showed you how to put clothes pins and playing cards to make them sound like a motorcycle.”

John chimed in, a mischievous grin on his face, “I bet you didn’t know that isn’t all we did on our bikes. When you got us the larger ones about five years later, your son here convinced James and me that we should build a ramp and do some jumps.”

Bill turned in the front seat facing Ryan and said, “Ryan you have always been so smart and a true trail blazer. How did that experiment go?’

Ryan looked sheepishly up at the truck’s sagging headliner and said, “I didn’t have much to work with you know. There was an old sheet of plywood laying around and some concrete blocks from the house that was under construction down the street. I got James and John to set it up on the road next to the stop sign.  I figured that we needed something soft to land on so we aimed it into that patch of pond fronds on the corner next to the stop sign.” 

“Yeah Ryan, you were a real inventor extraordinaire,” I laughed, “Only the saw edges of the fronds were not so soft. We made a pact that we would clean the scratches up and not tell how we got them. So now you both know the truth.”

Our dads just grinned and my dad said that he and Bill did worse. I asked what that was and he quickly changed the subject. 

Speaking of getting in trouble,” my dad said,” Is there anything else you left out of the story about that Chinese kid you hung out with for a while in Junior High? What ever happened to him? I thought you were good friends?”

“Well Dad,” I said,” Chang and Ryan were good friends in the ninth grade when he was new to school, but he eventually figured we weren’t cool enough to hang out with, but that’s ok. He went to a different high school the next year and we did not see him again.  It was funny though when Ryan was showing him around school and Butch Sweeny, who was at least a foot taller than Ryan and had facial hair, came up to the two and called Ryan’s new friend a Jap.”

What’s funny about that Bill asked?

“John and I saw it all happen,” I said, “Ryan just looks at the guy and says in a matter-of-fact way that his friend is not Japanese but Chinese, and that Butch could not know because he was not an anthropologist. Then Butch who probably didn’t know the meaning of the word anthropologist, punched Ryan in the face. Ryan just stood there after he was hit and continued to stare at the boy. John and I moved in and each took one of Butch’s arms, pulled them behind his back and told Ryan that it was his turn and that it was only fair. But Ryan who was unphased by the punch said that he didn’t believe in violence and that we should let him go.”

Our dads nodded and Bill said, “That’s the way I remember you telling the story but what part of the story did you not tell us?”

“Well, I said stroking my chin, “the next day Butch was standing at the rear fence during recess telling his friends how we were Jap lovers.  John and I just walked over to him and said he should say that to our face. He said we were probably communists too and that’s when I showed him some new moves that John and I were trying out while John held the others back. I took him to the ground and twisted his foot until he cried like a baby and I stopped. We told him that if he ever touches Ryan or the new kid, we would tell the principal how he hit Ryan for no reason, and show him some better moves after school. He never went near either of them again.

Ryan then looked thoughtful as he remembered and said, “That explains why Butch spared me from the rat tail towel snaps in the showers after recess.”

“Yeah “I said,’ I sure don’t miss that shit show. Coach McClendon was a nice guy but he let the assholes get away with it. I was skipping showers a while but one time after three weeks of not washing my gym shorts and tee shirt it got so bad coach wouldn’t let me wear them. I had to put on some loaner shorts and shirt that were too big. I finally cleaned out the locker and Mom washed them after she threatened to burn them first.”

“They were really rank James, “John said scrunching up his nose, “If it was not for Ryan taking my gym clothes home for his mom to wash, I would probably have done the same.

“Well John” I said, “If it was not for Ryan helping you with your homework you probably would also still be in Junior high.” 

We all had a good laugh and finally stopped when we noticed a really tall cool looking stack of rocks. Boulders and smaller stones spilled out at the base with bundles of rock columns with flat tops making it look like a ship on a sea of sand, gravel and scraggily bushes. Ryan’s face was practically plastered to the side window which was rolled up because it was really hot out there. 

I wondered what Ryan was thinking about and asked if he remembered that time, we escaped from Fruitville Elementary.  “As I recall it,” I said, “It was your idea, and you talked me and John into it.”

Ryan considered a bit then closed his eyes and said in an even voice,” We were just talking at the lunch table. Some kid made a joke and when I laughed milk sprayed out of my nose. Everyone started to laugh and there was such a roar that our entire table was told they were too loud and would be punished. The next day instead of green and pink hot dogs and milk, we were told to go to the lunch counter to pick up our bread and water. We were also told that this is what prisoners eat and we were to have bread and water only for three days to pay for our crimes. I decided that if this was a prison then the only thing to do was to escape.” 

“Yeah, John said joining in, “We made a pact at recess and made our way to the back fence during free time and jumped over into the next yard. There was a rusty old skeleton of a pick-up truck about ten feet behind the fence so we decided to hide there until we figured out what to do next. Of course, with about thirty or so kids having free time we were spotted and led back to the principal’s office where we sat outside waiting.” 

I remembered that well because I thought we were going to be in really big trouble. Principal Heckinbok was feared by all the kids, and known for his unique way of settling fights. One day we all gathered around as two fifth graders duked it out with boxing gloves while Mr. Heckinbok watched. There was also a song that all the kids knew that you sang to the tune of ‘when the caissons go rolling along’. “Over land, over sea, over Mr. Hechinbok’s knee, there’s a paddle, a-waiting for me.”

Hey Ryan,” You never told us what happened when you went in the principal’s office after we were captured.” John said.

Ryan grinned and said, “Nothing happened. I was told that surely, I knew what I did was wrong and that I would never do it again. After that there was no more bread and water. I guess we were unsung heroes because nothing was ever said about it again by anyone. Hey Mr. Cole. We told you what happened after we got off the bus. Did you ever say anything to Mr. Hechinbock?”

Dad pulled one corner of his mouth up in a tilted grin which we saw in the rear-view mirror. “You know,” he said,” I figured that you took care of the situation when you told me that there was no more bread and water after that. I was very proud of you all for standing up for yourselves.  And Ryan here was a hero, even though it didn’t seem like it at the time because I couldn’t tell you then that it was ok to leave school. I heard that Principal Heckinbok was fired after you graduated and went to McIntosh Junior High the next year. The rumor was that he kicked a black kid in the ass and went to work at the state pen after that.”

Ryan said, “It seems like Mr. Heckinbok got punished but it could have been his dream job, unless he was the janitor. Hey Dad, since we are telling stories about what actually happened, would you tell me why I found the sunflower I gave to Mom in the trash can by the curb when I was seven? I was looking for one of my missing army men when I saw it in there under some banana peels. Why didn’t Mom like the flower?

Bill turned from the passenger seat to face Ryan who had a troubled, painful look on his face, and said, “Son, your mother was a sad person and I don’t think she meant to hurt you. That’s why she hid it. She thought you would not miss it since you usually lose interest in something once there is a new problem to solve. She knew you picked it from our neighbor’s garden and worried about what they would think if they found out. I remember how you were so proud of it, holding it up, roots dangling and dirt falling on the floor. You held it out and said that the seed pattern is a Fibonacci sequence and that pattern was the most efficient for holding the most seeds. She did put it in a vase until you left the room, but hoped you would not miss it. I’m sorry, she didn’t understand that you were seeing something beautiful that she could not relate to.

Ryan nodded and didn’t say anything so we just stared out the windows for hours. A world we had never seen before passed by like a long freight train that you thought would never end, until we finally pulled into the parking lot where our much-anticipated mule trip was starting from.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE GRAND CANYON
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We all got out of the rusty red truck and Dad and Bill went to find our guide. John, Ryan and I ran over to the edge of the graveled parking lot which was also the rim of the canyon.  I had never seen anything like it before. There were smaller canyons we passed on the way that looked huge to me, but this was nothing like the pictures and videos we watched before the trip.

Now, I’m not afraid of heights. My brother and I loved to climb trees, and used to throw sweet gum seeds at each other as we swayed in the breeze from the very top. We jumped off of the house roof, the quarry and old man Johnson’s oak tree into the pond, our favorite hangout, but this was completely different. I was so awestruck, standing at the edge of that great vastness that I involuntarily fell back to the ground and away from the edge.

I looked back over my shoulder and saw that we were all struck by the view. Regaining my balance and feet, I just stood there in silence staring. John came up beside me, looked down at his feet and found a rock on the ground. When he picked it up, I knew he was wondering how far he could throw it. So, knowing what my brother was thinking, I told him he’d better not, because he might hit somebody at the bottom. Ryan, who stood further back behind us, added that he read a significant portion of deaths at the Grand Canyon were due to men who intended to pee off the edge, though it often included the consumption of alcohol.

John turned around and smiling at me, casually dropped the rock to his feet where it mixed back into the graveled parking lot. As the rock rolled to a stop, I felt someone behind me pushing a hat down on my head. I turned to see who it was, as my dad turned up the sides of the white cowboy hat, now firmly set over my ears, and said, “There you go Tex. I bought one for each of you.”
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