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  To my Brother, Jace

  Jace, as the baby of our small Kizzier Clan, you took a lot of abuse—mainly from me. I now count you as my most trusted confidant and best friend. This fact—that you were able to forgive and forget—is a true testament to the term “brothers.” Thank you. I’m proud of you


  Also:

  Thanks to Scott Schmidt,

  my friend and my trusted Editor and Publisher-in-Chief


  And:

  To Kim, Bret, and Kris—We made it through!


  And as always:

  To Dana Kizzier—my writing partner and my Mom

  hanks for the input, the encouragement, the wisdom,

  and the writing gene.


  FORWARD


  STOP: IMPORTANT


  Dear Reader,


  For those of you who did actually stop, I applaud you. You are surely the folks who stop at crosswalks and yellow lights, read the manufacturer’s instructions prior to using new appliances, and generally keep the world spinning smoothly.


  I have a few brief notes before we proceed.


  



  NOTE 1: Everything you are about to read is true to the best of my knowledge and memory. Granted, this is “my” memory of events, but that’s what a memoir is, after all. The adventures inside are documented inside a stack of Journals (a dozen bound notebooks containing a lifetime of scrawled “notes to self.” Some are half legible, some tear stained, and some pages contain little more than a single jagged sentence. All are enlightening, and all instantly transport me to that time and place. It’s eerie.)


  A number of my trusted “first readers” are themselves featured players inside these pages. Each has reminded me of additional minor details from the various adventures. And while I acknowledge these (although I don’t necessarily remember your point, so sorry), I did not alter my writings, because, I repeat, this is my specific memory and sensory experience.


  



  NOTE 2: This is not a “Tell-All” book. It’s a book about me. I guess that sounds egotistical, but again, that’s the definition of a memoir. This is the story of my inner-mind’s minutia as it confronts the real world. That real world is sometimes scary, sometimes devastating, but always funny. That said, however, and while I didn’t think it necessary, the lawyers in the group insisted I change some names to protect the guilty. I complained, “Nobody is GUILTY of anything. This is just a story of real life. Shit happens. Besides, without these people I wouldn’t be the man I am today.” But they persisted…. So if you recognize yourself inside these pages and haven’t been given the honor of your real name, I’m sorry. Blame the lawyers.


  



  Now, have fun. I’ll meet you at the end.


  HK


  The Camp


  It’s funny. Adults generally look at a five-year-old child with something nearing a stereotype of Pavlov’s dog. We might be amazed at his “development” or his command of the English language, but there is always that sense that this little person is simply an empty shell, copying what he has seen and heard rather than coming up with it on his own. I know I’m guilty of it. I now have my own kids—grown and out of the house—yet still I’m guilty.


  When I was five, however, I recall having full and complete thoughts. I made clear, precise decisions. Maybe not bright decisions, grant you, but the thought pattern was there. At five, I felt no different than I do today.


  So while the memories of my first eight years are a bit rough, the timeframe is shaky, I’m confident that I was fully conscious and aware. There was the kindergarten teacher who I fell madly in love with—to prove my love I threw myself head first into her number-writing contest. For seven days and nights I scribbled furiously until finally breaching the pinnacle of 10,000. I won the prize, but more importantly, I gained her lovely and feminine attention.


  This was the first real look at a trait that would follow me into adulthood and has become both my cross to bear and the primary reason for any successes I’ve had: tunnel-vision. I can, and frequently do, disappear into any given task. It played itself out in kiddy-steps. At age six it was all about the front seat of Mom’s car. My younger brother and I had an ongoing, violent battle for the shotgun position. I eventually resorted to sleep deprivation tactics. I’d rise at 5 am, eat my Wheaties, and secure the coveted leatherette seat—careless of the fact that the trip was less than half a mile, and that it wouldn’t commence for three hours.


  I remember sending off the cereal box top to receive a Ronald McDonald doll, and running to the mailbox for the fully allotted six weeks wait time. I never did understand how it could possibly take that long. Then there was the experimentation with kissing. Kimmy was her name and as a five-year-old she was a divine beauty. Our babysitter’s basement—under the tool bench and behind the table saw—became the testing ground until we were caught and banished from our den of sin.


  During this time there were also many darker memories. The time I pushed another kid out of the swing, which granted me the first in a long string of marches to the principal’s office. There was the stealing episode—where I discovered that the manager of the Piggly Wiggly must surely have been trained at KGB headquarters. The rock-throwing episode—when I tossed a rock at the windshield of a moving car and the guy did a Starsky and Hutch one-eighty, followed me right to my house and into my bedroom. He was pulling me out by the collar as my Mom appeared, bewildered, but not terribly surprised.


  And then there was the fallout from the divorce. Of this I must admit that I remember little, but much of my anger was surely a result. For awhile Dad lived across town. We lived in Rapid City, South Dakota, so “across town” wasn’t far. Soon after, though, he moved to Denver, and I recall little contact with him. For a year it was just me, my brother and sister, and my mom.


  The story of how it happened is a little shaky—there are approximately fourteen different versions—so I won’t delve into the details of how and why we moved. We went to live with Dad and his newly acquired family, a woman and two kids; first in Denver, and then off to Cortez, Colorado. This required a tremendous shift in attitude. Where Mom was from the school of Tender Love—and perhaps easygoing to a fault, Dad favored Tough Love. This was before the alcohol took center stage so his rough edge was manageable from a kid’s point of view. But I knew instinctively that I’d better toe the line.


  Cortez was an Indian town, surrounded by a number of Reservations. It was dirty and barren with a gritty feel; the kind of place that’s uncomfortable to walk around in at night. That said, my sixth and seventh years were fun and adventurous, with one glaring exception: there was always an under-layer of fear. Fear of Dad’s temper, and fear of my stepsister Kris. That Kris and I shared not an ounce of heredity was embarrassingly obvious. I was red-headed and fair; she, like her mother, was attractive with dark, eternally tanned skin and a massive jumble of black hair. Two years older than me, she was surly and tough, and vicious. I’m confident that the word “hate” is appropriate here. As tough as I was, or thought I was, Kris could always beat me to a pulp, and enjoyed it. And because that irked me so, I went to great lengths to antagonize her at every turn.


  During my entire childhood, I was never quite sure what Dad did for a living. He wasn’t in the mob or hold CIA secrets, it’s just that he never really talked about his day. During the Cortez years Dad did. . .something at the Ute Indian Reservation. He had to dress up, which in 1970’s Southwest Colorado meant blue jeans, a western snap-style shirt, cowboy boots and hat, and a sports jacket. We spent the first year in a 600 square foot one bedroom apartment—with a roommate. The roommate held claim on the utility room next to the washer and dryer, Dad and Carol—my new Step Mom—had the bedroom, and the five of us kids bunked out in the tiny living room. It was common to wake up with bruises because there was little room to maneuver on a midnight run to the bathroom. We were required to roll up our sleeping bags immediately upon waking, a chore of which I despised because the bag would squirrel around making it impossible to get it tight enough for Dad’s satisfaction. And yes, there was an inspection. Each of us kids had a corner for our meager belongings—though my younger brother and I had to share. In fact the two of us had to share pretty much everything. I resented him for that. It didn’t help, I suppose, that “sweet little Jace” was an outgoing, curly headed, cute kid who everyone liked to pat on the head and compliment. As the baby of the family, Jace took his share of torment—mostly from me. Though he had one incredible talent: he could turn into the Incredible Hulk. I’m not kidding. If pushed to his limit, he would jam his index finger into his mouth and bite the knuckle. This wasn’t a gentle nibble—it was a chomp, a chew, with a bulldog grip. He would go berserk; fists would fly, feet would flail. Anyone within range was consumed by the cyclone. Kids would scamper in all direction. Of course since Jace was the slowest of us, and we could normally escape, pushing him to the “knuckle bite” became great fun. I suppose the blame for his now-deformed finger can be squarely placed on our shoulders. The thing is hideous.


  Unlike Jace, I was big and awkward, could only descend a staircase with my left foot first, had horn rim Coke-bottle eyeglasses that were forever in need of repair—thus maintaining the nerdy “tape” look. The only color to my skin came in the form of a shedding sunburn. Also I wore an eternally distant, somewhat unpleasant and unapproachable expression pasted over my face. To see pictures of me at that age is like looking at photos of 1800’s immigrants as they depart from the boats: dazed, confused, intense, with not a smile to be found.


  A challenge was the only thing that brought me joy. It was important to prove myself. I would jump bikes over logs that others wouldn’t dare—because, as I would prove, it was impossible, not to mention idiotic. I would test my talents against those of any other kid regardless of age or size. All this did, however, was to make me rather annoying. Other kids learned to avoid me, or if my competitive streak butted against another like-minded kid, the event in question eventually digressed into a brawl.


  This was the introduction phase of my fighting years, which later became a full-fledged way of life. I didn’t want to fight, was scared to death of the stand-off before the fists flew, and frankly, I wasn’t even very good at it. I was a little too stiff, too formal. Instead of taking a real initiative, I would let the opponent make the first move. The defensive position was my strong suit. I knew how to cover up.


  In the moments before a fight, my mind would freeze. Everything would disappear. It was like an empty tunnel, but not like in the baseball movies where the pitcher deletes all else but himself and the batter. It was more like those nightmares where somebody is hitting you, yet all your movements and thoughts are in super slow motion. If there was a crowd during a fight, which there always was, this tunnel problem caused me a great deal of embarrassment. Boys like to spar verbally before the fisticuffs actually begin, a few minutes of pacing and banter as if to warm up the crowd; the equivalent of the early fights leading up to the heavy-weight title bout. But, because my mind had taken a hiatus, I could only babble a few non-sensible jabs; three or four words at most. I could literally feel the disappointment from the attendees; even the kid I was fighting would roll his eyes. He’d eventually throw a punch from shear frustration of an unworthy opponent.


  



  We moved from the Cortez apartment to a rented house, spent a year—second grade for me—and then dad lost his job. I’m not sure how this all came about, nobody ever told me. We consequently lost the house and thus became officially homeless. Not “city” homeless, mind you; we never took shelter under a cardboard box. Rather it was “rural” homeless. A little more down-home. We had a tent and Dad had a rifle. For half a year, venison because the staple meal—regardless of local hunting regulations. We had the meat many different ways, and step-mom Carol often tried to pawn off the shadowy parts as something other than what it was. I’ve never eaten liver again after she tried the ol’ “it’s chicken-fried steak” routine.


  I’m sure that this homeless camping was difficult for Dad and Carol. But for me it was pure heaven. This was the adventure I’d been looking for. For many months I had the biggest damn forested playground you could imagine. On my eighth birthday I even got a new two man tent. Of course I had to share it with Jace. The real truth behind this was that at night no one else wanted us near them. We were both bed wetters. Let me confirm that it is possible to air out a sleeping bag only so often before it assumes a permanent smell. No more need be said.


  The down side of the camping period was Dad’s mood. He was up and down anyway, the most gregarious of men at times, and the scariest, surliest at others. He was, I guess, a stereotypical Irishman. He possessed the biggest, grandest—yet forever unrealized—aspirations; told jokes like no other, and when in a good mood was charming and a pure delight to be around. But the other side of the stereotype was equally consistent and as time went by it slowly grew worse. There were the heavy moods that you could feel the instant you came near. These moods taught me to walk softly. Never make noise, never draw attention. To this day I continue to walk on the balls of my feet, nearly a tip-toe, and in virtual silence.


  The beatings, too, began to take a different, more violent, turn. At first they were a fair distribution of punishment. Heavy handed, yes, but typical of the time. Out in the freedom of the crisp air, Dad felt less constrained. Open hands became fists, and there was the introduction of two new implements: cowboy boots to the ribs and the hair pulling. The latter was the worst. It was the single most hideous, most terrifying thing to ever happen to me. I feared it more than anything. It began as a means of pulling me off the ground where he had knocked me, but as his temper raged and as his fingers gripped the convenient handhold, he began to jerk and fling. My legs would flail. I’d grab for his hand trying to force my body weight into it, but that would only anger him further. Complete obedience was required. Even in the midst of a beating. “Take it like a man!” he’d growl. Running or fighting back was never an option. When it was over, I’d be sent to my room, or tent, to consider what I had done and where I had gone wrong.


  And then the wait began.


  There was one upside to a beating. Within an hour, Dad would be back. Shoulders curled, head dipped, and tears scraping a path down his red-whiskered cheeks. He would hold me and explain and apologize. It was important that I understand where I had gone wrong, he’d explain, and he regretted that it had to happen the way it did. “Son, I promise this evening hurt me more than it did you.” While I was quite sure that was incorrect, I melted into his arms just the same. It was the only alone time I ever got with him. We’d rock in a son-father embrace, and as the Visa advertisements might claim, the moments were Priceless.


  During the camping days, the worst of the episodes came at my little brother’s expense.


  When his temper peaked past the boiling point, Dad would inevitably bring Mom into the picture. He’d bad-mouth and brow beat, and demand to know if we wanted to go back to “that woman.” Well, Jace, barely five years old and at his most innocent, said that yes, as a matter of fact he would like to go live with Mom. That was all it took. There was a beating, then Dad grabbed a suitcase, tossed in a few clothes, and toldJace to say his goodbyes. The two of them drove down to the highway, Dad dropped him off . . .and left him.


  The idea was that Jace was to catch a bus. Of course there wasn’t a bus, and that stretch of highway certainly wasn’t a bus stop. Jace paced along the roadside for the entire day and much of the following night. When he feared he had missed the bus, he thrust out his thumb to hitch. Surprisingly very few people stopped. They likely didn’t want to get involved with a five-year-old runaway. The elderly couple who did stop was kind but did not offer a ride. They gave him some water and suggested that he cover his face. With a whole day in the sun, Jace’s fair skin had become lobsterized.


  After fourteen hours, and lesson now supposedly learned, Dad went down to retrieve the sunburned kid. When they returned to camp, Dad and Carol had arranged a “Coming Home” party. We kids were required to participate and we all acted like our little brother had returned from the war. Though I would never have admitted this to Jace at the time, I secretly felt terrible for him. He had his chance to get out . . .and missed it. Another wouldn’t come for many years.


  Ode to the Mancos Days


  A move from our days of homelessness took us to Mancos, Colorado, a little blink-and-pass town on Highway 160 located between Cortez and Durango. In the span of the single mile of official city limits the terrain merged from the Colorado high desert, not far from Mesa Verde, to the pine and aspen forested foothills of the towering San Juan Mountains.


  How can I describe 1970’s Mancos? Take Cortez and eliminate the shops, the traffic lights, the fast food joints, the movie theatre, and most of the population. Add an enormous Mormon Church, an abundance of dirt roads, three dinky bridges—all specifically named as if they were great metropolis roadways—and you have Mancos. I will say that the town had more beauty than Cortez, and more character. Not necessarily good character, but at least it made a statement. An outsider’s kind and quick perception of Mancos might be: rural and quirky and impoverished. But those of us on the inside would include: inbred, liquor obsessed, pious in a twelfth century sort of way, stock full of more than our share of town head-cases and drunks; also stocked with a multitude of bullies that would put Saddam Hussein to shame if stuck in a one-on-one face off. In Mancos, the Earp and the Clanton feud would seem like a friendly disagreement. In a town of nine hundred people there were easily a hundred such feuds brewing on any given day. My Dad was a part of many of them.


  In Mancos we liked to use the word “secret.” The literal meaning of the word had little bearing on reality; we just liked the blunt sound of it. There were no secrets in our town. Even as a kid, we all knew who was sleeping with whom—and it usually wasn’t husband and wife. If 1970’s Mancos were transferred to 2008, easily half the town would be jailed for battery, child abuse, child endangerment, public drunkenness, attempted murder, and most certainly Hate Crimes. When it came to ethnic rivalries, we won the prize. Navajos, Utes, Mexicans, Whites, Mormons—(yes, these latter two are separate categories)—ranchers, and townies each had an agenda and a prescribed hit list. Yet, these lists changed often so one never knew who was hating him today. The only thing us Mancosities might never be accused of was tax fraud. If we could we would. But that certainly wasn’t an option.


  Lest I be accused of painting a biased picture, I will admit that Mancos did have one hell of a well-stocked liquor store. Oh . . .I guess that didn’t help. Well, I tried.


  So here in Mancos is where I began third grade. Eight years old and ready to take on the challenge of yet another town.


  My first real encounter was with Brody Dean. I’m not sure what grade he was in when we first met. He was held back often, but eventually he migrated to the grade above mine. As Mr. Dean plays a large part of my Mancos years, I would be remiss if I didn’t describe him. He was big. No, he was huge. I recall thinking about the size of his head. He wore his hair in an out-of-control Dutchboy that forever needed attention from a weed whacker. He had facial hair for as long as I can remember; wispy tendrils of sideburns that grew to be several inches long and which most closely resembled horsehair. Barrel-chested and with a slight paunch, he wore jeans and a wife beater covered with a western shirt. Never simply a t-shirt. He was a layered kind of guy. Did I mention that he was big?


  Of all the trouble and torment I suffered in Mancos, Brody Dean was definitely the source of the worst of it. At least with Dad there were some moments of reprieve.


  I continued to be a too-big-for-my-age kid. Nothing in comparison, but big and awkward, and so early on Brody Dean decided to make an example of me. And, because I was in the midst of a fifteen year stupid streak, I never backed down from a confrontation. Even when I knew I risked an early death, my mouth refused to utter the words of retreat. And as running away was also not an option, I suppose my legs were similarly daft.


  So there I was in a new town with the opportunity to change things from how they had been in Cortez, and I completely missed the boat. This refusal to conform earned me the reputation as a fighter—even though I rarely won. Oh, there were plenty of draws—a teacher or adult would save the day—but there was never that Tyson knockout that I could really hang my pride on. This reputation earned me a place in Mancos lore. I was perhaps the most well-practiced fighter in the town’s history, racking up a fight or at least a stand-off every week for seven years. And that’s without summers off—those three months were generally reserved for the gang-ups. I’m convinced Brody Dean implanted a homing device in my arm when I wasn’t looking because he and his friends always managed to find me. He’d show up at the park or at the river and within minutes I’d be struggling off the ground from the first punch. His friends would cackle in the background and throw a kick or a punch just to feel of use.


  My other nemesis—and sometimes friend—was Vinton Vicente. He was an Indian—I’m not sure which tribe—who lived down the road from me. He and I went through several stages over the years. At one time we were close, but when my dad decided that I was “not to play with that boy,” Vinton took great offense that I would blindly follow such a ridiculous order. From that time on we sparred often in public but with neither establishing a clear victory.


  Until an unfortunate week in my eleventh year.


  I had watched the first Rocky movie, and feeling my invincibility, decided that it was time to clarify the alpha male position of Riverside Drive. I got dressed in my best imitation Philadelphia outfit—jeans, jean jacket, boots; I even found a pair of rope-cotton gloves of which I cut off the fingers. In the mirror I was a badass hoodlum. Perfect. I headed to the river and hiked the half-mile to the swimming hole where I was certain to find my quarry. Instead I found Brody Dean and his sidekicks. They took one look at me and burst into uncontrollable fits of laughter. Asphyxia nearly overtook them. They wanted to know why in God’s name I was wearing gloves. “It’s ninety-five degrees out here you dumbnut!” they howled. They had such fun making fun that they forgot to pound me. I plodded away, trying desperately to save face by announcing in my best tough-guy voice that I was looking for Vinton, and I’d appreciate it if they’d pass along the word.


  I found him two days later. It was a chance meeting while on my way to little league baseball practice. I was on my bike, he was walking; we simultaneously arrived at the corner of Main Street and the school.


  He waved me over. “I hear you are looking for me,” he said. Vinton never used contractions, and with a slow cadence to his speech, he sounded like an Indian Chief in an old western.


  “Yeah,” I said, though not terribly convincingly. This wasn’t the way I had fantasized the showdown. His attitude was kind of freaking me out.


  “So you still want to fight?” he said with a little shrug.


  I glanced at my watch as if considering if I had the time to commence a beating. And that’s when his fist pummeled the side of my face. I provided Vinton with the Tyson knockout that had so long eluded me. My eyeglasses snapped and plastic shards flew in all directions. I can only hope that a piece of horn rim stabbed him in the knuckle because it was the only conceivable damage I might have inflicted. I went down in a heap, the bicycle still between my legs. He was on me in an instant, sending skin-breaking blows into my face. Once satisfied with his destruction, he demanded the obligatory “give” surrender signal, which despite my desperate predicament, I was unable to utter. Vinton shrugged, sighed, shrugged again, and then commenced further punishment. In the end I don’t believe that I ever said it. Not positive, of course, because I’m not sure I was entirely conscious throughout. He finally pulled himself up, brushed off, and ambled on toward practice.


  I on the other hand, bloody and broken, was closer to home than to the practice field. I gathered my bike with its newly bent tire rim and limped to the house. This was not the clever decision. If I’d have been smart, I would have gone instead to the highway and stepped in front of a semi truck. At least it would have been over quick.


  Dad immediately spotted the signs of a fistfight. Too, he saw the shattered remains of my glasses dangling from my fingers. This would require yet another trip to the Cortez optometrist, and yet another hundred dollars in replacement costs. His lips went tight—the first sign of trouble—and in seconds his eyes narrowed into a glower. His face reddened and he began deep-breathing through his nose, which made the tiniest of whistles. The interrogation began; who, what, why, when, where, and how. To this day I don’t know how he got the information from me, but somehow he learned that I had initiated the fight. Dad took great offense. “So you think you’re a tough guy, huh?” was growled many times; with each came a punch to one of my previous Vinton-inflicted wounds. Because of the pain I was already in, this seemed like the longest and most violent beating ever. Normally, if you included the lectures that led up to the actual beating, it would last forty-five minutes to an hour. This one seemed to go twice that. The fact that I got his point inside two minutes didn’t seem to matter. “This will never happen again!” he’d shout. “This will never happen again!” I’d cry. But the “lesson” careened into the afternoon. Dad was adamant about his lessons.


  The Great Flood


  Of the two houses we occupied in Mancos, both were on Riverside Drive. It was a pitted and rutted dirt road sparsely scattered with gravel. Both houses butted up to the river, but not too close. The yearly spring thaw that came out of the San Juans breached the banks every few years and thus required a definite distance.


  The first house we called “The Anderson House,” named after the man who owned it. The three bedroom box didn’t deserve a “name” but we fell right in with the Mancosites’ penchant for naming pretty much everything. We moved there directly from the camping expedition, so while the house was a utilitarian no-frills kind of place, it seemed much like a palace. The five kids were able to split up; boys in a room, girls in another.


  Dad and Carol had taken to writing screenplays. Dad would recite and Carol, a whiz at the typewriter, transcribed. I rarely saw them at work. I guess they did so while we were at school, and apparently took the summers off. But their work did produce some completed projects. And a completed script meant a trip to Los Angeles in pursuit of a sale. The kids weren’t invited.


  Often the trips occurred during the winter months. This seemed awfully convenient—a little sun and beach time sounded pretty good to me, too—but I wisely kept silent. Dad and Carol would depart for three or four weeks at a time. On one particular trip, I was eight, my younger brother was six, the oldest—my sister Kim and stepbrother Bret—were both eleven. The concept of a babysitter had yet to hit that part of the country.


  The five of us had a month of pure, unadulterated freedom. . . yet we utterly and completely wasted it.


  Dad was big on self sufficiency. He drilled it into our heads on a daily basis. “You should be able to do anything, fix anything, go anywhere and be perfectly capable in your own two hands.” He also prided himself on our obedience to him. He was often heard to say that the five of us, if asked, would go to the far mountain, pick up a rock and deliver it to his open hand without protest. Thus, these concepts ingrained, we didn’t even consider a rebellion during their trips out west. Most kids would dine on doughnuts and popcorn, indulge and snoop, stay out late, bring friends over to party. But not the Kizzier kids. We stuck to the routine. Up at 7:00, five quick showers, eat, walk the half-mile to school—with or without the others—return home, do homework, sisters Kim and Kris would cook dinner, the boys would do the dishes, and finally it was off to bed.


  The routine was unfailing. . .until the flood.


  A massive January snow storm dumped several feet of snow on the area and a windy, frigid cold snap followed directly afterward. On the dreaded morning, the five of us woke to minus ten degree temperatures. We checked the radio broadcasts—a ritual on snowy days—and found to our delight that school had been cancelled. Busses couldn’t navigate the icy road conditions and the vehicles carried at least half the school’s population. Filled with the happy news we clomped back to the warmth of our beds.


  An hour later an explosion ripped me from sleep. My siblings and I—boys in whitey-tightys, girls in flannel nightshirts—flew from our bedrooms. Like terrified refugees moving to investigate, we ran feet first into the enemy.


  Water. Everywhere. And growing deep.


  The water main below the house had ruptured. From the serrated end of the pipe below the sink, fifty gallons a minute spewed into the kitchen. The tide quickly flooded the linoleum tile floor. There was no wall separating the kitchen from the family room and the water began to overtake the half-inch-high metal tack strip. If the water breached the strip and saturated the carpet beyond, we knew we were doomed.


  A quick parley was convened at the edge of the advancing enemy. Bret and Kim became the commanding generals, but we were all on the same page. Defense was our only offense.


  Brooms, mops, and snow shovels were snatched from their hiding places. There was a door leading from one end of the kitchen to a large enclosed alcove porch. This held washer and dryer, fifty pound sacks of potatoes, and cardboard boxes containing Dad and Carol’s writing materials, thus also had to be protected. At the far end of this room was another door that led outside. Both doors were opened and a blast of winter tundra swept inside the house.


  Still in bare feet, and now standing in the raging waters, we began to navigate the river up and over the two thresholds. Two bodies formed a skirmish line along the barrier of carpet, sweeping the water to the next in line who brandished a snow shovel—the best tool for circumventing the rise of the first metal threshold. The water was scraped over in great arcing waves. A forth soldier kept the water from branching in and overtaking the porch. Last in line was the extractor who sent the river out and down the back steps, returning it to the wild. This position was the worst because of the direct contact with the wind and sub-zero temperatures outside. The other positions along the line were quickly tabulated from best to worst, and every ten minutes someone would holler “switch! Position one went to two, two went to three, and so on.


  One at a time, General Bret, quiet and tall with a sinewy build, allowed the others to sprint off and scramble into robes, snow boots, and jackets. There was no time for pants and socks; the bare minimum would have to do. As the interior grew colder our lips turned blue and our bare knees clacked in misery.


  Kim, the Taurus of our young band, began making calls, the cord of the wall phone long enough to allow her to continue her sweep dance. Swish, pause, pause. Shish, pause, pause. There was a definite rhythm that required absolute coordination by all five. None of the “emergency” numbers panned out. No one was home. Lacking another option, she finally called the Mancos Police Department.


  Mancos was a one cop town—and there were apparently other priorities that preceded us. It took the officer, a Don Knotts look-a-like, an hour and a half to arrive. As was usual, he was unable to save the day. The good news, he explained, was that there was a water shut-off out by the road. The bad news, he also explained, was that because of the previous blizzard, and the ensuing snowplow runs, the shut off was covered by approximately two tons of hard packed snow.


  I can’t say exactly how they finally got to the shut-off valve because I was otherwise engaged on the opposite side of the house. I do know that it took a long, long time. Toes, fingers, knees, and earlobes had long-passed the tingly pain of cold, and had become numb and useless appendages.


  The thaw period, however, was worse than the actual battle. It was simply impossible to get warm. With no water (which we continued to go without for the following two weeks) there was no possibility of a warm shower. And because the door had been open for so long, the house had become a hell zone of cold. I don’t recall what the others did, but I located a floor register, sat on it, draped a blanket over my head like a teepee, and let the tepid air do its thing. I still have a fond place in my heart for that steel-grated hole in the floor.


  The Gate


  The Ellison’s were our neighbors to the east. When we moved in, Dad and Carol thought it a terrific situation. Mr. and Mrs. Ellison had two boys—paternal twins who looked nothing alike—and these boys were only two years older than me. Because this was a new town, and I lacked sufficient friend-making skills, this convenience seemed to my parents as the ideal playmate setup.


  It took a while for me to get to know the Ellison boys, and when finally I did, there was a constant creepy feeling that nagged at the pit of my stomach. Both boys were a bit strange.


  Of the two, I never got along well with Rodney. The odder of the two, his favorite musicians were KISS and Ozzy Osborne. He wasn’t a mere fan; he was obsessed. He had hordes of paraphernalia strewn about his room—posters of painted men with cow-sized tongues and bat toys with excised heads. He was Goth before the term was coined as a fashion statement.


  His brother Billy was the epitome of a 1950’s hood; slicked back blonde hair, white t-shirt, and black leather jacket. He smoked regularly by the age of ten. He claimed that he had a mini marijuana plantation down at the creek. As my father had scared us senseless about the use of any drug, I found myself fascinated with Billy’s blatant disregard of the rules. For months I begged him to show me the plants, and when finally he did, I realized that I wouldn’t have known a pot plant from a mutant dandelion. It was some years later that I discovered that he had in fact been growing—and smoking—a docile patch of weeds. But at the time, I was more than a little impressed. The dark side of me found his act of defiance purely decadent.


  Between Billy’s influence, and that of the movie Grease, I knew that I had discovered my true identity. I wanted to be like Billy and Travolta and Elvis: cool, carefree, a rebel. My first plan of action was to secure a leather jacket, without which one could hardly begin a life of coolness. It was the only item I jotted on a series of Christmas and birthday wish lists, which I distributed to everyone from whom I might gather a gift.


  But in a rare summit of agreement between both sides of the family—a conspiracy as far as I was concerned—I was soundly denied. I was trying to make an autonomous statement, make a stand for who I really was, and they were holding me down! The best that they would do was to deliver a much-too-big jean jacket.


  I would classify my friendship with Billy Ellison as strained, fleeting, and secretive. The latter due to the fact that Billy was a major player in Brody Dean’s gang. Our unspoken agreement was that he wouldn’t participate in the beatings, and I wouldn’t attempt to approach him in public. On home territory we played rough. A wrestling match would inevitably result in one of us getting hurt, which would turn into a shoving match, which would turn into a full-scale brawl. We’d throw insults, each experimenting with the new curse words we were learning. “You’re nothing but a used rubber” is one I championed for awhile but later decided that it didn’t have much of a ring to it. Finally one of us would retreat. We’d stalk toward the road and circle around the tall fence that divided our properties.


  The fence was wire mesh and unclimbable—because our parents forbade it. But it was also an inconvenience to have to walk all the way around—especially for our parents after a long night of partying at one of the respective homes. It was on one of those Friday nights when the four adults decided that a gate was the answer to the world’s problems.


  The following morning kids on both sides of the fence were summoned to the project site. Construction was a blurry haze of activity. By day’s end we had a glorious, perfectly-latching new gate. Our families were bonded. Harmony ensued. The bliss crumbled five weeks later.


  It was another Ellison-Kizzier party night at our house. After an hour of festive drinking, the topic of conversation took a disastrous dip into politics—never a good idea when my Dad was involved. A tried and true conservative, Dad was a politico at heart. He was once an aid to the South Dakota Governor, the head of the Film Commission, and the head of the state’s Industrial Development department. He was also a Colorado delegate for the Republican Party and spoke at the National convention during Ronald Regan’s losing bid for the Presidency. He even did a stint on the Mancos City Council. He was a born debater and had reasoned and intelligent views on anything and everything in the news. Us kids were his test subjects and daily endured his rants and raves about some national policy or another. We stayed clear of him for months after Jimmy Carter gave away the Panama Canal.


  Well, when Mr. Ellison grew aware that he was outmatched, their mild disagreement descended—with the help of a few cocktails—into a yelling match. And yet another water glass full of scotch brought them to blows.


  Two large men playing a very real game of WWF wrestling in a small house produces results comparable to a 7.2 earthquake. And as much noise. Glass shatters, pictures fall, furniture is upended and broken. Full ashtrays become household grenades.


  The next morning, thinking it wise to desert the premises before Dad awoke, I tiptoed out and over to the gate where I knew Billy and Rodney would also be rendezvousing. Instead I found an old bicycle chain clumsily but securely padlocked around post and gate. I don’t know which “adult” placed it there, but certainly passage had been denied. Later when Dad and Carol staggered blurry-eyed from their bedroom, we kids learned that the Ellison’s had been banned from our lives. No discussion, no argument. The fence and locked gate may as well have been the Berlin Wall.


  As required, kids on both sides of the fence sided with their own kin, and a true family feud was born. This development proved disastrous for good ol’ Heath. While I had a big brother who was too much older to get involved in my battles, Billy had Brody Dean.


  Billy knew my schedule better than most, and immediately became the sighting outpost for the Dean crowd. He turned blatant informant, revealing my trails and hideouts down at the river. No place was safe. I began to leave for school with only ten minutes to spare to ensure that I wouldn’t run into unwanted trouble. I’d arrive sweat-soaked and frantic-eyed from having balanced the thin line between getting beat by BD and his boys, and getting beat by Dad for being late.


  After school was entirely different, and in no way better. I was forced into a major alteration of my schedule. I had to find reasons to stay late.


  That’s when I found the drums.


  ●


  The Mancos school system, K-12, sat on a single site. Three buildings separated the grade school, the junior, and the senior highs.


  From the moment I arrived in Mancos, there was one constant figure in my schooling: Ms. Silver. The Silver Bluejay, as I’ve come to think of her, seemed old from day one, but over the years, she never aged a day. She was short and stocky and wore big baggy shirts and trousers so that her figure was forever indistinguishable. Her hair was gray and cropped short. She lived in Durango, thirty miles from Mancos, which prompted mild speculation from the kids as to what she might be hiding. During my grade school years she was the P.E. and music teacher. Three days a week we’d play organized kick ball and dodge ball, the other two days we’d stand in semi-circles and sing, or section off and learn to square dance.


  Ms. Silver was tough and had no qualms about sending me off to the principal’s office for my various transgressions. I assumed she didn’t like me, which is why I was so surprised when she invited me into her sanctum during my darkest hours of hiding from Brody and the boys.


  As well as her other duties for the school, Ms. Silver was also the Mancos Bluejay high school band leader. She spotted me lurking in the halls during my fifth and sixth grade years and instead of questioning my questionable late-afternoon actions, she asked if I wanted to sit in on her band practices. It was a great “after school” excuse, so I accepted.


  I took immediate interest in the drums; not the hulking bass drum with its groping shoulder harness, or the snappy snare drums. I was drawn to the peace de resistance, the mother lode of the tom world: the trap set. This was fifteen pieces of working parts and noise that gleamed with a brilliant metallic blue sheen. It was spectacular and sparkling and intoxicating. It required dexterity, rhythm, and coordination . . .three things I lacked entirely. But I vowed to conquer my inadequacies so that one day I might stroke the sizzling Zeldjian, patter upon the toms, and fondle the delicate foot pedals of hi-hat and bass.


  The Silver Bluejay brought me into this world of escape and began my training without my even knowing it. On days when the band was not practicing she would point me to the trap set, which was located in a prominent position behind the flutist and trumpeter’s chairs. She told of how the drummer was the true leader of the band—apparently knowing that I needed some semblance of control in my life. With a smile she’d hand over a pair of sticks and disappear into her office. But not before switching on a metronome. I’d bang and pound and eventually, intuitively begin to strike in time to the beat meter.


  By the time I entered junior high and was officially able to sign up for band as a class, I was proficient in my role. I took great pride in setting the tempo for my group of bandoliers.


  From that moment on, Ms. Silver was my best ally. We became friends instead of student and teacher. It was difficult to come to terms with this new role as favorite. I’d never been anybody’s favorite anything.


  When I decided that I also wanted to play the piano, the Silver Bluejay nodded in her mildly interested manner—she knew that too much overt enthusiasm was a sure way to scare a kid away—and immediately sat with me on the bench to begin a short lesson. Within a week it became obvious to both of us that this instrument was not my strong suit. But she drew me in by asking me what specific song had sparked my interest in the piano. When I told her it was a song by the band Journey, she nodded and shrugged and said, “We’ll have to look into that.”


  The sheet music arrived two weeks later, special ordered from somewhere. I’m certain that she spent her own money to acquire this because the melancholy song would never work as a football field half-time marching theme.


  I learned the Journey song one stroke at a time, never learning to actually read the music. Over the course of a month I had it memorized to the point that I could increase the tempo to its intended pace. Finally I called Ms. Silver in and played it for her. Her smile beamed as I plinked through the final flourish, and forgetting her rule of not displaying too much enthusiasm, she kissed me on the cheek. “That was beautiful, Heath. Just beautiful.”


  I let my piano days fall behind me on that glorious moment of approval and praise.


  It was back to the drums, and the Silver Bluejay didn’t miss a beat. She let me take the set home for the summers, something I’m not sure had ever been allowed before. She encouraged me to enter competitions, which she attended with me. And all this she did for a boy who was good—not great—with an instrument. But more importantly she did it for a boy who desperately needed an outlet. We never talked about things, real things, but she granted the greatest favor ever bestowed upon me during those difficult years.


  Yes. There is valor in teaching.


  Irish Eyes Are Smilin’


  To say that Dad had his rough spots would be putting it in most generous terms. But as a kid in the midst of the cyclone it’s impossible to see through it as anything but normal life.


  At times, though, Dad did display flashes of pure, unadulterated, childlike joy. These moments most often appeared while we were in the wilderness. Even though we now had a house, we were continually packing up and heading for a week’s worth of camping. Since the looming San Juan Mountains were literally right outside our front door, that is where we headed. There was one prerequisite to the trips: we could never, ever, camp somewhere where we might run into another human being. We had to be alone, the Kizzier’s and Mother Nature—bosom buddies.


  The best trips took place in the winter. The seven of us would cram into Snowball—our white Chevy Blazer that was like a member of the family. Jace and I rode in the doggie compartment with the coolers and gear. This caused more than a few fights because over rough terrain it was impossible not to bang heads as we were tossed to and fro. Dad would slam Snowball through drifts and over buried logs, inevitably getting us stuck a time or two, but finally we’d reach our general destination.


  As we’d pile out, the first priority was to find the perfect location for our campsite. This was extremely important to all and had to be agreed upon by unanimous decision. There were several elements to a “perfect” campsite. Especially in the winter. There had to be natural windbreaks, enough snow to create additional windbreaks, a plentiful supply of water—a frozen stream was acceptable—and to top it off, it had to be the most picturesque spot in the area. Often it would take several hours to locate “juuuuust the right spot.”
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