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INTRODUCTION

~

Touching the spirit of a young boy is a wonderful beginning for
all of us who wish to grasp the spirit of a people and even a nation.
My latest work, PETER’S DREAMS AND OTHERWORLDLY
THINGS, is the story of Peter, an imaginative young boy who
desperately wants to escape the burdens, disappointments and,
most of all, overpowering fears that threaten to make his life
unbearable. His journey to a seemingly unattainable horizon is an
apt metaphor for every person‟s search to find fulfillment, answers
to life‟s unknowns and the ageless dream of freedom.
Peter‟s journey is an experience available to all, but one that is
offered especially to those with an imagination and spirit as
adventurous as fortune itself. His story is one that will surely be
remembered long after the pages upon which it is faithfully
recorded are closed for the night. After all, night is when young
minds dream of travels on the other side of elephants, secret
monsters and the closet door. Perhaps it‟s real or perhaps it‟s a
young man‟s imagination, but I hope PETER’S DREAMS brings
the spirit of youth alive for you and that you enjoy your journey.
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CHAPTER 1

~
FREEDOM’S PROMISE

Peter could hear his mother calling out to him, pleading. Her
voice sought only that his clear, soft voice acknowledge her
presence, but try as he might, his frightened words hid in the
depths of his chest and refused to be uttered. He could not stop
himself from falling through a maze of tangled vines and tumbling
past every prehistoric creature imaginable in the mind of a very
imaginative young boy. Just moments ago, he had been running for
his life as a fire-breathing bird of prey, a dragon that screeched a
lot like his older brother, swooped down from thunderous clouds
that rolled across the fields behind his house. This diabolical mass
of suspended smoke and fire had chased him through a labyrinth of
deadly traps devised specifically to torment an easily tormented
sibling. Now, however, the snarl of vines twisted around his feet
and, even though he kicked as hard as his aching legs would allow,
his battle to escape did not bring freedom. He coiled and pulled
with all his might away from the eager clutches of a creature he
could not see but one that had pursued him relentlessly as he fell
and, as is usual with such unseen foes, his valiant efforts were in
vain. His friends, elephants that usually roamed on the other side
of his closet door but sometimes slept under his bed, trumpeted a
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warning that the secret monster was on the prowl, but it was to no
avail. He was caught, imprisoned like some lowly insect entangled
in a spider‟s finely crafted web, and he was lifted high into the air.
Peter was certain the creature was his brother, transformed in order
to terrorize him all the more.
“Peter, stop kicking!” his mother pleaded as she rescued him
from the tangled sheets and covers that littered his disarranged bed.
“You‟ve had another bad dream, Honey. Open your eyes and come
back to me. You‟re safe, Sweetie. Everything‟s O.K.”
Peter‟s body went limp as he prepared himself to be dropped
into oblivion by the beast that was his brother. Then, he felt the
beast‟s claws turn into hands, warm and soft hands, and he heard
his mother‟s calming voice. He opened tear-filled eyes and saw her
face vaguely, glowing through moisture-laden clouds. He knew
immediately that he was saved and he wrapped his arms around
her neck and breathed as deeply as his chest would allow.
The last year had been a year of dramatic change for Peter. He
had grown taller, but not yet shoulder high to even his mother, and
thinner and stronger than the child of a year ago and more
independent, but he had the same silky hair and sea-blue eyes and
the same deep tan of a boy who spent considerable time out-ofdoors. He also had a friendly smile that welcomed and endeared
him to everyone, but he had a brow that could contort itself down
around his nose and eyes at a moment‟s notice, when his
considerable impatience broke loose.
“You‟re a big boy, now,” his mother said calmly. “You‟ll be
eleven soon and you can‟t be letting your imagination scare the
wits out of you. I know it‟s hard, but I‟ve explained why I have to
spend so much time with the new baby and why you have to be my
little man. After all, your brother didn‟t have this problem when
you came along.”
Peter was tired of hearing about his older brother. He was tired
of hearing about his baby sister. He was especially tired of hearing
about the cotton mill where his father worked and hearing his
mother and father argue about all the jobs that had been lost by the
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families who lived in the village around the mill. Peter didn‟t
exactly know how the jobs had found themselves overseas or even
where overseas was, but he knew that his father blamed and hated
the “Republicrats,” whoever they were.
Then, there had been the “Copper” and the “Kangaroo.” Peter
had been more than a little concerned by his parents arguing about
the loss of a day‟s pay when a Copper and a Kangaroo had judged
his dad had run the only stop sign in the village after he had
worked two shifts at the mill and gotten off, more tired than an old
plow horse, at about midnight. His dad had pounded his fists, hard
as hard ever was, on his mom‟s table and cursed out loud with
words Peter wasn‟t allowed to repeat. Nevertheless, Peter knew
that a day‟s pay was more money than he had ever seen and a lot
more money than could be replaced easily by what was in his
mom‟s cookie jar.
“If you‟re going to play with Timmy this evening, you‟d better
get ready and be quick about it,” his mother said as she rubbed
Peter‟s back and ruffled his cotton-colored hair. “You be home
before supper,” she warned and gently paddled his bottom with her
hand as if to admonish her still young son for not quite accepting
his new role in the family, at least not yet.
“O.K.,” Peter replied. “I‟ve got a lot to go over with Timmy and
we have to make our plans.”
Peter‟s mom watched as he twisted out of her arms, like a cat
leaping to the floor and landing on its feet, completely independent
and oblivious to the darkness that had intruded upon a very
unusual, Friday afternoon nap. She saw her son as a bundle of
contradictions, ever changing but always in need of more attention
than she could give and that brought immense sorrow to her heart.
*****
Though their short journey through life‟s challenges and the most
southern of small Carolina mill villages had yet to define the men
that Peter and Timmy would become, they had been friends far
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longer than their collective memories could recall. The boys knew
they had celebrated their birthdays together every year that there
had been a celebration and their mothers had told them of things
they had done before their memories had begun to file even
important events away. There was the time they had gone to
Charleston together and marveled at the limitless expanse of the
Atlantic Ocean. Timmy‟s dad had told stories of his family‟s
immigration from Spain and how his life and his language had
changed beyond all comprehension as soon as their boat had sailed
from Barcelona. There was also the time they had gone to
Washington, D.C., to see Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson.
Those trips may have been more for their moms and dads, but the
experiences were some of their earliest memories and the boys
knew they had been friends for at least that long.
They had played together, sometimes slept together and had
even been bathed together with Timmy‟s cousins but, more
importantly, they had promised each other they would always be
friends. This promise had been made more than a year before the
mill laid off almost 100 people and Timmy‟s dad had been forced
to find work at the tire and rubber plant. It had been made even
before Peter‟s little sister had been born and he had been made to
move into his older brother‟s bedroom.
For some inexplicable reason, their dads hadn‟t been as much
fun after the mill began having problems and Samantha was born,
but that was beyond what little boys were supposed to understand.
Life at Peter‟s home had become unbearable enough after
Samantha appeared, but it had turned doubly worse after Peter
became the favorite target of his brother‟s unrestrained initiations
into the world of the victorious conqueror and the unconditionally
defeated foe. Peter was, unfortunately, always the latter and his
bruises bore testimony to the misfortune that had befallen him. He
had become the middle child and, while he could not possibly
comprehend the benefits his brother derived from being the firstborn son or the relevance of his baby sister‟s position in the eyes
and heart of his father, he was, nonetheless, very much aware of
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his having been lost from his parent‟s attention. As far as he was
concerned, he had been lost from their affection, as well.
Timmy‟s life, though quite different than Peter‟s, had
undergone a catastrophe of similar magnitude. His grandfather had
moved from the small farm he had worked for nearly 50 years to
live with Timmy‟s mother and father almost immediately after the
death of Timmy‟s grandmother. The old man had taken a keen
interest in Timmy and a special bond had been forged that initially
made life for each of them more enjoyable than either had ever
contemplated. The relationship had soon been called upon to
endure the wrath of Timmy‟s mom, however. It seems that Mrs.
Raphael had come to place a significant amount of the blame for
the death of Timmy‟s grandmother on his grandfather. There was
nothing the old man could do that was right in the eyes of his
daughter and the closer the relationship between the old man and
Timmy grew, the more difficult it became to keep peace in the
Raphael‟s house.
*****
“We‟ve got to try,” Peter whispered in his most earnest and
convincing voice. “If we don‟t go, my brother‟s going to kill me.
Look at this. This is where he hit me last night.”
“I don‟t see anything,” Timmy responded. “Are you sure it was
there?”
“Yes, I‟m sure,” Peter said incredulously.
How could anyone, let alone his best friend, not see the wound
from the previous night‟s battle? Peter had watched the knot rise
on his arm after taking the blow. It had risen as high as an egg and
sent excruciating pain through his entire body.
“It must be the light,” Timmy replied. “I‟ll turn on a lamp.”
Timmy rose from the rug beside his bed and took a few rapid
steps toward the lamp that stood near his chest of soldiers and his
cowboys and Indians. Before he could make the slight motion
required to illuminate his room, Peter stopped his reach just short
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of the light switch by lunging across the growing void between
them to lay a crushing tackle into his backside.
“No!” Peter cried. “No lights.”
“Why not…?” Timmy demanded as he searched to find the
breath that Peter‟s blow had forced from his rather overgenerous
body.
“Your mother will see it,” Peter warned. “You know what your
mother will do if she catches us planning.”
“Planning what…?” Timmy demanded again. “What are you
talking about?”
“I‟m leaving,” Peter said bluntly. “I‟m leaving and I want to
know if you‟re coming with me.”
“I haven‟t had supper, yet,” Timmy retorted. “I‟m not going
anywhere until I‟ve had supper.”
Peter was flabbergasted. His best friend was more concerned
about missing a meal than helping him escape the tyranny of his
older brother.
“You told me your mom was impossible to live with and that
you hated your mom for the way she treated your grandfather.
Didn‟t you tell me that just yesterday?” Peter blurted out louder
than he intended.
“Yes, but I never really thought about leaving,” Timmy
conceded. “Where would we go?”
“We‟re going up to that old ditch digger‟s cabin on the other
side of your lake,” Peter said with renewed confidence. “No one
will think to look there and we‟ll have everything we need. You
won‟t believe what‟s in that place. There are fishing poles and a
rifle and even some shells up there.”
“How do you know that?” Timmy asked in amazement. “If my
dad finds out you‟ve been up there, he‟ll tan my hide as well as
yours.”
“He‟s not going to find out,” Peter replied. “Nobody saw me
and, besides, your dad never uses that cabin anymore.”
“Well, whose gun is up there?” Timmy demanded to know.
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“I don‟t know, but all of your dad‟s guns are in his case in your
living room,” Peter asserted. “Are you going to come with me or
not?”
Peter picked himself up from the floor where he and Timmy
had landed after colliding just short of the light switch. He turned
to look out Timmy‟s bedroom window into the fading light that
prevented him from seeing the part of the woods where the cabin
was waiting. As he stepped forward, his foot raked across Timmy‟s
abandoned shoes and his unanticipated loss of balance threw him
headlong into the dresser that stretched across the bedroom wall.
Everything that Timmy owned that wasn‟t under his bed or on the
speckled floor had been painstakingly preserved on the top of that
dresser. The unmistakable crash of each object as it plummeted to
the floor reverberated through the bedroom and into the hall and
the surrounding rooms.
“Look what you‟ve done!” Timmy screamed as he stumbled
barefoot past his dazed companion in a frantic but futile effort to
preserve his most valuable possessions.
“Not so loud,” Peter pleaded as he sought to right himself and
minimize the damage he had brought upon himself and his best
friend‟s treasures.
The calamitous event was over in about the same time that it
took Timmy to come face-to-face with Peter. Timmy knew that his
friend had many of the same treasures that he held as dear as
anything else in life, plus, Peter had a musical box that had been
handed down for generations and was considered by Peter to be a
mystical protector that watched over him whenever fear found a
way to pound within his heart and steal the air from his lungs. If
Peter‟s treasures had been within his reach, Timmy knew he would
have scattered them from ceiling to floor, but seeing as how that
wasn‟t possible, he knotted up his fist and threw a punch that
narrowly missed crushing Peter‟s ear into the side of his head. The
misdirected swing had the effect of wrapping Timmy‟s arm around
Peter‟s head and pinning his nose against Timmy‟s chest. Peter
struggled to pull loose and assert his unstated but mutually
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acknowledged dominance over his friend. The insipient hostilities
had barely gotten underway when a soft but distinct knock floated
toward the boys‟ ever-alert ears. The disagreement was
immediately, though prematurely, suspended and the two
combatants miraculously assumed the posture of only slightly
tarnished angels in both look and manner.
“May I come in?” Timmy‟s grandfather uttered as he leaned
against the door and pushed his head through the narrow opening.
Before either boy had an opportunity to do more than cast their
guilty eyes in his direction, the old man had quietly stepped past
the open portal and taken a position overlooking the carnage that
lay on the floor. His eyes inspected the various aspects of the
unruly scene and his
calm face showed
the continence of a
man evaluating
every piece of
evidence before
drawing any
conclusions. His
hand imparted a
slight push to the
door as he released
it and, with its click
back into its frame,
the room became
totally still and
isolated.
“I thought I heard
a ruckus in here, but
it appears you boys
were only git‟n a bit
rambunctious,” the
old man said. “Boys
need enough room

FREEDOM‟S PROMISE

9

to be rambunctious every now and then, don‟t you know?”
Peter and Timmy looked at each other as if to ask what the
other thought Timmy‟s grandfather had heard and if they were
about to get into more trouble than they already anticipated. The
old man stood, looking down on them without speaking another
word. It was as if he knew that silence would speak far more to the
boys than any words he might deliver.
He was a tall man with an imposing though aging figure and in
his youth he was undoubtedly a strong and independent man, but
time had taken much of his strength and almost all of his
independence away, just as it had taken his beloved wife. The
curves of his pronounced jaw and angular cheekbones were plainly
visible, but the years had plowed deep furrows into his once
smooth skin and his face revealed a man who had seen far more
time in the hot, burning sun than in the cool shade of any tree.
Peter had told his dad that Timmy‟s grandfather looked exactly
like President Lincoln, only older. In the dying light that filtered
through Timmy‟s bedroom window and across Mr. James‟
shadowed face, he looked as old as any man Peter had ever seen.
“Granddad, we weren‟t fighting,” Timmy whispered into the
quiet emptiness that held them captive.
There was no response. Peter grew uneasy and impatient. He
wanted whatever was going to happen to make itself known. He
could deal with adversity, but uncertainty was unbearable.
“No, sir,” Peter finally said, “we weren‟t fighting.”
After giving Peter sufficient time to hear his own words,
Timmy‟s grandfather spoke. His words were deliberate but
reassuring. He knew the boys were listening. He had allowed them
to feel the discomfort of silence in order to appreciate the meaning
of his words. There was nothing he detested more than a man, or a
woman, that abused silence with useless and wasted words.
“Yep, boys need to be rambunctious every now and then,” the
old man repeated in a melancholy absentmindedness. “I remember
need‟n my own space when I was your age. It wasn‟t that I didn‟t
love my ma and pa, even though my old man used to wallop me

10

PETER‟S DREAMS AND OTHERWORLDLY THINGS

pretty good when he took a mind to. I guess I got over it well
enough, though. I was no different than any other boy, don‟t you
know? No different, I guess. I remember git‟n fed up with things
that a boy shouldn‟t have to put up with no more than a good horse
should have to put up with a sharp bit or a good dog with cold and
squalor. Boys are meant to have their own room to grow and to
enjoy a little freedom every now and then, don‟t you know? I
guess I had it better than most, but one day I decided the best thing
for me was to hitch up my pants and head out on my own. I made
my mind up and that was all there was to it. Yes, sir, I left and I
never regretted it for 1 minute. My ma and pa might have been
sorry, but not me. I never gave it a second thought. I did what I
wanted, when I wanted and I enjoyed life, as much as anyone, I
guess.”
The boys were awestruck. Timmy had never heard his
grandfather talk this way before. Never! He had never considered
the possibility that his grandfather had ever done anything other
than farm. His grandfather had always been old and there had
never been any reason to think of him in any other way. Timmy
stood and faced his grandfather. Then, without touching him or
saying a word, he walked over to his bed and plopped down. He
never took his eyes off the tall, imposing figure who filled the
room and who had become such an important part of his life.
Timmy considered what he had heard, looked at Peter and spoke.
“Peter‟s think‟n about hitch‟n up his pants and find‟n room to
grow and hav‟n some freedom.”
“I wasn‟t neither! I wasn‟t think‟n about that!” Peter countered
emphatically.
Timmy never had been able to keep a secret. He had an
undeniable need to show others how much he knew and to share
his knowledge.
“You‟re not supposed to talk about my plans. I trusted you and
you squealed.”
“I did not!” Timmy screamed.
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“Boys, there‟s no need to git riled up over a few harmless
words,” Timmy‟s grandfather interrupted, “but if a boy was to
have a plan, that would be quite a different story. I must admit, I
been plan‟n on find‟n me someth‟n better for more than a few
months and I would consider join‟n up with two fellers such as you
boys if we could work out the details.”
“Peter‟s got the details all figured out,” Timmy blurted out
without hesitation.
“Timmy, I told you, „No!‟” Peter pleaded as he felt each word
that his friend spoke fall unmercifully upon him like a judge‟s
gavel pounding onto the podium just before sentencing.
“Well, I would never want to impose on another man‟s plan, but
I have had experience in these matters,” Timmy‟s grandfather
confessed. “I would consider it an honor to be trusted with the
details of a well considered plan and, if a man thought that I might
be helpful to the cause, I would, as I said, consider it an honor to
participate in the venture. Of course, I wouldn‟t be able to go
tonight. No, I‟d have to have a good supper and a few hours‟ sleep
before I could git my old bones ready to tackle the demands of
freedom. Independence has to be acquired early in the day, don‟t
you know? It‟s not prudent to be gain‟n your freedom at the
expense of a hot meal and a soft bed. It seems to me that
tomorrow‟s go‟n to be Saturday and, if memory serves, Pete‟s ma
and my baby girl go to git their hair done up right on Saturday
morn‟ns. I imagine both yours and Pete‟s pa will be work‟n at least
half a day, so I‟d consider tomorrow morn‟n to be a perfect time to
skedaddle out-a-here.”
Timmy‟s grandfather stepped methodically across the room and
sat down next to his grandson. He placed a large, work-hardened
hand on Timmy‟s back and patted the boy‟s rounded shoulders
with tenderness and affection.
“That‟s what I told Peter,” Timmy explained. “I told him that
I‟ve got to have supper before I go traipsing up to that old ditch
digger‟s cabin.”
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“You‟re some friend!” Peter exclaimed. “You‟ve told
everything!”
“Now, Pete,” Timmy‟s grandfather began, “you‟ve got nobody
to trust if you don‟t trust Timmy and me. Of course, it‟s your
decision and it‟s your plan. I‟m git‟n to be an old man and I‟ve
slowed down a lot in the last few years, but I‟d be proud if you‟d
see fit to let me join you. Freedom‟s not much fun unless you‟ve
got someone to enjoy it with, don‟t you know?”
Peter was more than a bit befuddled. The weighty events of the
evening, including the demands of his arduous planning process,
made it impossible for him to make another major decision tonight.
“I‟ll let you know tomorrow morning after my mom goes to the
beauty parlor,” Peter mumbled in defeat. “If I don‟t show up,
you‟ll know my brother has gotten rid of my body where no one
will ever find me, but I don‟t want anybody to be worried about
me. I don‟t need any sympathy. If I survive, you guys need to be
ready to leave when I get here. I‟ll bring one of my lunch packs
with peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and a banana and maybe
an apple, but I can‟t take too many or my mom will miss ‟em. I‟ll
bring a Mason jar with ice and Orange Crush that we can share.
Timmy, you and your grandpa can bring something for us, too. I
can‟t carry enough for everyone.”
“I‟ll be ready to leave right after breakfast,” Timmy assured his
friend. “This plan runs circles around that other one.”
“I‟ve got to get home,” Peter said. “My mom told me not to stay
too long. She gets really mad when I miss supper.”
Peter dragged himself to his feet and found barely sufficient
energy to bang every door on his way out of Timmy‟s house before
running across the road and around his house to the back door. His
brother was nowhere to be seen and he was confident he had
managed to sneak inside the house without being detected.
*****
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“Get cleaned up for supper,” his mother hollered sufficiently
loud enough to ensure that Peter would have difficulty in failing to
acknowledge her orders.
“Ah, Mom!” he complained.
Peter walked through his and his brother‟s bedroom and onto
the covered and screened back porch. This was the easiest way to
get to the single bathroom that was shared by all five family
members, except Samantha didn‟t really count. He saw a batch of
empty flour and feed sacks from which his mother would cut an
outline of the pattern for the new shirts he would wear to school.
His mother could sew better than anyone in the world and he had
the best shirts of any kid he knew. Her long, delicate fingers could
move nimbly across the material as needle and thread worked their
magic to join each piece with its rightful neighbor. These were the
same fingers that, in their youth, had practiced untold hours before
they could give birth to the beautiful music that had come from the
piano in the parlor of his mother‟s childhood home. Peter knew
precious little about his mother‟s home and nothing of the music
that had meant so much to her. He knew only that she sewed his
shirts and bought his pants. She could sew zippers in the sides of
girls‟ pants, but that didn‟t work for boys.
Some flour and feed sacks were soaking in a tub of hot, soapy
water and would have to be rinsed and dried on the clothesline and
ironed before being cut to match the pattern. His mother would
have to make the cuts a little bigger this year, however, because he
had grown.
As Peter made his way across the porch and past these things
that were as common to his life as the adventures that routinely
flooded through his thoughts and dreams, he was careful not to
disturb Jake, the ageless family cat that could usually be found
napping for most of the afternoon in the relative security and
comfort of a quiet corner. Jake was pretty acceptable, for a cat, and
although he was generally at peace with his world and his family,
an inadvertent step landing on his seemingly endless and always
twitching tail was known to produce an ear-piercing howl that
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would sound as if he were in the fight of his life. Obviously, such
an event would end any hope of Peter avoiding his brother. Today,
Jake was perched atop the ringer washing machine, inspecting the
bubbles that covered the soapy water around Peter‟s new shirt
material.
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Jake was a very independent cat and, even at the age of nine,
was still a very capable cat. He entertained himself by stalking
field mice and bringing his captives in for amusement and
approval, although Jake had added a few pounds to his physique
lately and the frequency of his successes on these hunting
excursions had declined rather significantly. His inspection of the
soap bubbles that seemed to multiply and pile upon themselves, as
well as to exist in their own universe with its own laws of nature,
appeared to be causing him somewhat of a dilemma, not only as to
their existence but as to where they escaped when they ceased to
exist. The use of a paw to attempt capture of these alien creatures
only hastened their disappearance and added noticeably to Jake‟s
unquenchable curiosity.
Peter watched this drama for a moment and, upon satisfying his
own curiosity, headed toward the bath he had been ordered to
complete before supper. Jake was left alone to puzzle over the
bubbles and he did not complain.
Peter leaned over the cast iron tub and plugged in the rubber
drain stopper. The chain was a bit tangled, but he managed to
straighten it after fiddling with it for what he considered far too
long. He knew if he could get cleaned up before his brother found
him he wouldn‟t have to worry about being drowned while his
brother held his head under the soapy water and tickled him to
make him laugh. As soon as the plug was in place, he turned the
hot and cold water on full force. Water splattered everywhere. He
stepped back from the faucet that was spitting a frothy mixture of
air and water into the tub and pulled off his T-shirt and dropped his
shorts. This was the way he always undressed. A long time ago, his
mother had helped him with taking off his tennis shoes, but now he
sat on the floor and untied them without even thinking. Of course,
he had to pull his shorts back up so that he could get to them. It
amazed him that he could never remember to do this before he
tried to take off his shorts. Maybe it was because he worked from
the top down or maybe it was because he refused to give up habits
that connected him to a simpler, more secure past. Peter never
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worried much about links to old habits, just as he never gave much
thought to how those comforting links could turn into unbreakable
chains, but he did worry and mostly it was when things changed.
Peter never wore socks, except when he went to school and
church. He didn‟t care about socks, anyway. They were constantly
falling down around his ankles and picking up beggar‟s lice or
some cocklebur when he ran through the fields. He watched as the
faucet began dumping more and more water into the tub and less of
the air that had caused the water to splatter onto the floor. He
guessed that the new pump his father had installed in their well had
trapped some air or maybe the new pipes from the water tank
hadn‟t been purged. He had watched his father do this work many
times and understood how hard it was to get everything the way it
was supposed to be. He had even helped wrap newspapers around
exposed pipes to keep them from freezing when winter storms
came.
As the pipes complained with their jerking and banging, Peter
stood in the center of the room with his arms folded across his bare
chest and watched the water tumble into the big, cast iron tub. His
mind was already taking what others might think to be nothing
more than bathwater and turning it into a great sea upon which he
would sail one day toward the promise of the western sky, like
Horace Greeley said to do.
“Don‟t waste water,” his mother said as she walked by and
stuck her head in the door. “Hand me those dirty clothes and make
sure you test how hot that water is before you hop in there.”
“All right,” Peter replied.
“That‟s about enough,” his mother said. “If we don‟t get rain
soon, the ground water‟s going to be so low we‟ll have to start
bathing you kids together again.”
“Oh, yuk!” Peter replied.
“Don‟t „Oh, yuk!‟ me, young man,” his mother scolded. “Turn
that water off and hop in there, but don‟t forget to test the
temperature first.”
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Peter‟s mother turned to walk away but left the door cracked
open so that she could keep an attentive ear alert to any problems
that might develop. There was almost always trouble when Peter‟s
older brother was here. With each step, she could hear her son‟s
voice reeking in boyish agony as he stepped into the hot bath
water. Soon, however, she could hear his exclamations turn into
the sounds of motorboats and warplanes as he floated the armada
that lay on the windowsill next to the soap. After moving her new
shirt material from the washtub to the rinse water and checking on
the fresh fish that were broiling in the oven, she returned to
retrieve her youthful warrior.
“I smell fish,” Peter declared.
“It‟s Friday, isn‟t it?” his mother replied.
“Yes, but we‟re not Catholic,” Peter complained.
“Well, the next time you‟re at the meat market, you can tell that
to Mr. Bonner, the man you‟ve seen behind the counter,” his
mother stated matter-of-factly. “When fish are on sale, we eat fish,
and fish are on sale every Friday.”
“I will tell him,” Peter assured his mother.
“That‟s fine,” his mother replied, “but, right now, you need to
duck under the water and wash that scraggly head of hair.”
“No o o o!” Peter almost screamed as his mother‟s hand fell
fully around his head and pushed him under.
“Mom!” he complained as he blew the unwanted taste of soapy
bathwater from his mouth.
Peter wished his mother wouldn‟t treat him like a little boy
anymore. He was older than she gave him credit for being. He was
old enough to run away.
“Put some shampoo up there and duck under again or I‟ll do it
for you,” his mother ordered with a mild hint of impatience. “If
you don‟t want to wash it, we can go back to cutting it as short as it
was when we lived on the farm with your grandfather. Do you
remember Grandpa joking about lowering your ears? I don‟t have
time to debate the matter with you every time you take a bath. You
better hurry. I hear your brother coming.”
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Peter didn‟t need to be told his brother was coming. He heard
the sounds of his brother a thousand times a day. Most of the time,
no one was there, but that didn‟t matter. It was far better to be safe
than to be caught unprepared.
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“Put your boats away and rinse the water as it drains out of the
tub,” his mother said. “I don‟t want to find a ring in that tub when I
get back. Wipe up the mess you‟ve made on the floor with your
washrag, too. Don‟t let me catch you using your towel on that floor
again.”
Peter could hear Samantha crying. That would occupy his
mother until he could finish his bath and escape to the bedroom.
That is, if his brother didn‟t get there first. He climbed out of the
tub and watched the water swirl away. He had perfected a method
of splashing the water against the tub‟s enameled sides as the water
drained that prevented the soap from leaving the lines his mother
got so upset about. Then he wiped the water from the bathroom
floor with his washrag and rinsed it before wringing it out to dry.
He fluffed his blond hair with his towel and paused a minute to
look at himself. He was getting taller and thinner. After he ran
away, he thought, he wouldn‟t have to take baths or wear clothes
unless, of course, he wanted to. He looked forward to the freedom,
but he was afraid that independence would take some getting use
to.
At supper that evening, Peter was told that his brother would be
spending a few nights with his uncle. Samantha had been sick for
more than a week and his mother needed a chance to rest without
having to worry with two boys running through the house. Peter
was surprised. No one had told him that he could spend a few
nights with his uncle. Nevertheless, he decided the news was a
blessing. He would be able to survive the night without having his
body disposed of where no one would ever find it. In the morning,
after his mom and dad had gone, he would be able to make his
sandwiches and prepare to run away. He would be freed from his
brother, freed from eating fish on Friday and freed from wearing
clothes and taking baths. He would gain his independence early in
the day, like Timmy‟s grandfather said you were supposed to do,
but tonight he would sleep in his own bed without the threat of his
brother hanging over him.
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Getting to sleep wasn‟t as easy as Peter had anticipated. The
room was much bigger without his brother and there were more
sounds than he remembered hearing before his brother and he had
become roommates. He glanced at his musical box, the one with
the crank on the side, the one that protected him from the loudest
crack of thunder and the silent dark of night. He tried to sleep with
his head under his pillow and he pulled the covers over his head
for a while. It proved too hot to sleep under the covers, though, and
he tossed and turned with every creak and moan that raced past his
ears and scampered about in his head. He thought about his boats
and planes and the baseball glove that his dad had given him not
more than a year earlier. He wondered who would get his bicycle
and if his mom and dad would replace him with another little boy.
All these thoughts had to be carefully considered before the plan
was complete. He had thought about them many times, but in the
solitude of his empty room, they seemed different. When hours of
restlessness had finally been exhausted, sleep arrived reluctantly,
but it brought with it the rumble of distant thunder and the
intermittent dripping of early rain showers into puddles near his
bedroom window.
Morning arrived later than Peter expected. His mother had
allowed him to sleep far longer than normal and his eyes didn‟t
open until the sound of his dad slamming the back-porch screen
door brought his overworked mind back to life. He could smell the
aroma of coffee mixing with the morning scent of bacon and eggs.
He could see the image of hot gravy and fresh, warm biscuits with
butter and jelly sitting on the table. Timmy had been right to
question his plan. A good meal could make all the difference
between success and failure, freedom and death.
Peter struggled to fight free of the sheets that had covered him
once the early morning freshness arrived and evicted the
sweltering afternoon air of the previous day. His mind was
somewhere between the unsettling dreams he couldn‟t quite
remember and the reality of breakfast. He rolled and stretched and
tangled his arms and legs in the bedclothes. It would have been
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easy to accept sleep and surrender to its false sanctuary, but he
couldn‟t turn his back on his plan and his friends. He struggled to
push clear of all the things that beckoned him to stay in bed and
felt as if he were being pulled into one of his other worlds as he
stumbled to the kitchen, rubbing his heavily laden eyelids with the
back of his hands.
“Good morning sleepyhead,” his mother said. “Drink your
orange juice. The cold will wake you up. We‟ve got to get you fed
so I can go to town.”
Peter pulled the glass of orange juice to his lips and swallowed.
The sweet coolness tasted good. His eyes surveyed the breads and
jellies that were spread across the table and his mother set a plate
of freshly cooked eggs and bacon with grits and butter in front of
him.
“Your dad left some gravy for you,” his mother said. “I guess
you‟ll be going over to Timmy‟s this morning. You boys can have
your fun, but I don‟t want you causing any trouble for Mr. James.”
Peter‟s heart skipped a beat and then pounded uncontrollably
within his chest. He swallowed hard and the orange juice burned a
new pathway down his throat and ended up consuming his lungs
like a fiery furnace. He choked and coughed abruptly and gagged
on the juice still going down as it met juice on the way up.
“Sweetie, what on earth happened?” his mother asked as she
rushed to his side to prevent her little boy from strangling.
“It went down the wrong way,” he cried.
Peter‟s mother straightened him in his chair and patted him
firmly on his back. Having only one child at the table gave her
ample time to be concerned. She felt renewed this morning.
Samantha had slept most of the night and there had been no need
to discipline her two boys in the middle of her rest.
“Here,” she said as she held a cloth to Peter‟s mouth. “Spit it
into the towel and I‟ll take care of it. You‟ll feel better in a minute
or two.”
Peter coughed as hard as he had ever coughed and his slobber
disappeared into the soft cloth in front of him. His chest burned
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and his lungs ached for oxygen. Tears welled up in his eyes and
dribbled out through his nose. His agony was ample reason to
avoid responding to the statement he would never be able to find a
response for.
“Are you all right?” his mother asked.
“I think so,” Peter stammered with barely sufficient breath to
form the words that his body desperately wanted to hear.
“Well, eat some breakfast and I‟m sure you‟ll feel better by the
time you‟re done,” his mother said in a comforting voice that had
been absent for far too long.
The rest of the morning progressed without further incident. In
fact, it progressed more easily than even the most optimistic of
Peter‟s unceasing dreams and there was no lingering indication of
the storms that had moved into the area during the night. Peter‟s
mother cleaned the table and the kitchen and laid out some of the
utensils that would be needed when her husband returned home for
lunch. Samantha was fed and bundled up for her trip to the beauty
parlor. She wasn‟t nearly as fussy as she had been all week and,
from most indications, was content to sleep with little or no
immediate attention. Peter, meanwhile, was engrossed in preparing
for the event that would change his life forever.
*****
Timmy was awake and in the kitchen at the first sound of his
mother‟s pots and pans clanging together. He would have a bowl
of sweet cereal before breakfast was ready and then he would wait
patiently while his mother cooked bacon and fried eggs in the same
grease and finally made milk gravy to be served with eggs and
biscuits. He loved Saturday mornings. There was time to waste and
school was 2 days away. Sundays were not nearly as much fun.
There was Sunday school and that was followed by church. By the
time the preacher had finished with his sermon and the grown-ups
had reacquainted themselves, there was hardly time for dinner
before homework had to be done and leftovers were served for
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supper. If his mother fixed a roast one Sunday, she would fry
chicken the next. Roast was served with potatoes and carrots, and
chicken was served with rice and green beans. It never varied.
Well, almost never. On Thanksgiving and Christmas there would
be turkey and dressing, and enough pies and fruitcakes for a feast.
Those were Timmy‟s favorite days, especially Christmas.
Santa Claus had never failed to bring Timmy a gift on
Christmas. He had always told Santa how good he had been during
the year, so he expected there to be a gift under the tree. Even the
year his dad had lost his mill job and had gone to work at the tire
and rubber plant, he had gotten a gift from Santa. It was a matter of
grave concern to him whether Santa would continue to bring him a
gift if he ran away with Peter.
Timmy‟s grandfather was an early riser, too, but he no longer
strayed into any room where he might encounter his daughter.
There was tension in the air whenever they were both in the house,
but the hostility was unbearably open when they came face-to-face.
Mr. James had been condemned by his daughter for losing his wife
and there was nothing he could do to redeem himself. Timmy had
heard his mother and father arguing soon after his grandfather had
come to live with them. His father had yelled at his mother and
scolded her about blaming her father for her own strained
relationship with her mother. He had said she had no right to blame
her father for the way she had treated her mother and, if it were too
late to make amends with her mother, she would have to live with
her guilt until she could forgive herself. It was all quite confusing.
Mr. James had risen earlier than usual this morning. He had not
slept nearly as well as his young grandson. His sleep had become
more and more fitful as he had grown older and, since his wife‟s
death, his dreams had been more troubled. He never dreamed of
his wife in her later years. His dreams were of a young woman.
She was the woman he had known before the first war. They
would be picnicking on the mountain and there would be a terrible
storm or they would be kissing in the red-stained barn that had
belonged to her father and there would be a horrible fire. He would
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not be able to get back to her and he would wake in fear. He would
cry tears of pain and loneliness and stare into the darkness. Each
night, for him, the darkness held in its arms the unbearable face of
fear and of tragic loss.
As the days and weeks without his wife had continued to
follow, one upon another, he had come to dread the night. There
was nothing in the night that brought him peace. Sleep brought
only dreams, which would bring his beautiful wife and then
unmercifully steal her from his embrace. He had begun to feel that
he would rather give up his own life than live with the torment of
losing his precious love every night. Only his love for the boy gave
him the strength to endure his pain.
Torment had been all there was in life after his wife had
departed, before the boy had rescued him. He couldn‟t remember
when it had first begun or why it had begun, but at some point, he
had begun to talk to the pain that had come upon him. At first he
would whisper, imperceptibly, as if he feared hearing his own
words. After a time, he had begun to speak more forcefully, loudly
enough that he could hear the words and, finally, so that others
could also hear and feel his pain and the anger that grew stronger
as each night brought a darker loneliness. He had cursed the
loneliness and the pain of his loss and he had dared them to take
him out of his nightmare. The sound of his voice eventually had
broken the burden of silence that came to bed with him and had
shown him that his will still lived. He learned that he could not
grab the pain and fight with it, but he could tell it of the despair
that it caused and that he would not stoop to beg it to leave him or
surrender to its heavy hand. If he lost the hope that lived in the boy
and found death, it would be on his terms and at his time of
choosing. He had looked at death many times before and he was
not afraid for himself.
*****
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“I‟ve made my decision,” Peter told Timmy and his
grandfather. “Mr. James can come with us, but he‟s going to have
to carry his own stuff.”
“That won‟t be a problem,” Mr. James said. “I‟ve lived on the
land all my life and I rather enjoy it, for the most part. What have
you got there?”
“I‟ve got my dad‟s army canteen,” Peter replied. “The Mason
jar was too hard to carry and didn‟t have a belt. I‟ve got three
peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and some bacon and biscuits
left over from breakfast. I‟ve got an apple and a Brocks candy bar,
too. I didn‟t have much room, so the sandwiches and biscuits are
probably squished.”
“I‟m sure they‟ll be fine,” Mr. James replied. “Timmy and me
are go‟n to travel light. We‟ve run ourselves enough water for a
few days and packed a couple of bags of beef jerky. We‟ll take this
here bag of potato chips, as well. If Timmy‟s decided to go, we
should be on our way so that we can reach the cabin before the sun
climbs too high in the sky. I‟m not cut out to go march‟n across the
countryside in the middle of the afternoon.”
“What do you mean?” Peter roared as he turned to challenge his
friend. “Aren‟t you going?”
“I told Granddad I‟d go if he thought I‟d still get my presents at
Christmas,” Timmy yelled back, “and besides, my mom‟s not
going to like this.”
“Well, your mom doesn‟t like anything,” Peter echoed at the
top of his lungs. “She doesn‟t like your grandfather and I bet she
doesn‟t like you either.”
“Boys, boys,” Mr. James interjected, “calm down. Peter, if you
want Timmy to go, you‟re going to have to be a man about things
and I‟m not sure you‟re act‟n like a man right now. This is serious
business, don‟t you know?”
Peter and Timmy glared at each other‟s flushed face. Their jaw
lines were tense and their lips were pursed and quivered. Furrows
crept across their foreheads and their eyebrows fell down upon

26

PETER‟S DREAMS AND OTHERWORLDLY THINGS

their eyes. Finally, Timmy‟s head dropped and his eyes fell into a
glassy stare at the floor.
“I said I‟d go, didn‟t I?” Timmy muttered.
Peter was relieved. These words, said as reluctantly as they
were, had preserved his unspoken dominance. If Timmy had
abandoned him, he would have been crushed. His plan would have
failed. He would have failed. His world would have fallen into
ruin.
“O.K., boys, let‟s git go‟n,” Mr. James said. “Pete, you lead the
way. You‟re in charge of this here expedition.”
Peter maneuvered himself and his small troop through the house
and down into the basement. The rear of the basement opened onto
the back yard and provided access to a path that led past the lake
and to the woods where the ditch digger‟s cabin was waiting. The
old man and his two wards made a peculiar scene on the landscape
as they headed for the dam at the end of the lake that would lead
them to freedom. Peter was glad this day had arrived, but in the
back of his mind, questions began to rattle through his brain. He
couldn‟t accept that this was all there was to running away. There
had to be something he was missing. He had to think. He was
responsible for Timmy and his grandfather and he had to make the
right decisions.
Peter‟s feet tramped up the slope that climbed above the trees
surrounding Timmy‟s house. From this vantage point, he could see
the baseball field where the mill league played. Peter‟s father was
the catcher on this year‟s team and, when he wasn‟t working, he
was playing baseball. His father had bought him a glove so he
could stand beyond the outfield fence and retrieve baseballs that
some of the players hit out of the park. Peter didn‟t think his dad
believed he could catch any of the high fly balls, but he had. He
had caught them more than once. He had even kept one.
Peter knew who the “Bronx Bombers” were. He knew that
Mickey Mantle had hit three home runs in one game and had hit
.365 in one season. He could trust Mickey to hit more home runs
than Hank Bauer or even Yogi Berra, but he liked Yogi a lot
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because Yogi was
a catcher, like his
dad. Yogi could
catch anything
Bob Turley and
Whitey Ford
could throw and
his dad caught just
as good as Yogi.
His dad could
even catch the
knuckle balls that
some of the
pitchers threw and
he had a secret,
leather pad that he
put in his mitt
when he had to
catch for pitchers
who couldn‟t
throw anything
but fastballs.
Most of the
time, his dad caught with his meat hand behind his back so that
foul balls didn‟t eat him up, but once he had forgotten. Peter had
seen the swollen, purple and yellow finger the night that his dad
had been hit. He had seen the shiny metal splint that had been
taped to his dad‟s finger and that ran back into the palm of his
hand. Every day, for weeks, his mother would remove the metal
splint that incapacitated his dad‟s hand and replace it with a cut-up
piece from one of those wooden tongue depressors that doctors
use. His dad would holler for his mom to be careful and she would
say something bad about baseball and how the whole family was
going to starve. His dad would jerk his hand and say that he hadn‟t
missed a day of work in more than a year. Besides, the loom fixers

28

PETER‟S DREAMS AND OTHERWORLDLY THINGS

looked out for each other and they were making sure that none of
his looms stayed down too long. Anytime the supervisor came
around, his dad would hide his hand behind his toolbox so that he
wouldn‟t be sent home. He really didn‟t think they cared anyway,
as long as the looms ran.
Peter knew that one day he would be a better catcher than Yogi
and he would help the Yankees beat the Brooklyn Dodgers. His
team would win four World Series titles in a row and he would be
voted the Most Valuable Player. This was what he would do. Of
course, he would have to wait until he grew up.
Peter could hear Timmy complaining about the heat. They
hadn‟t even finished climbing to the crest of the hill that bordered
the lake‟s dam when Timmy told his grandfather he needed to stop
for water. Peter turned to tell his friend that he could drink while
they walked and that it would be downhill until they reached the
woods where it would be cooler. He was surprised when he caught
sight of the drenched urchin that trailed behind him, however.
Timmy was soaked with sweat. His usually pale skin was pulsing
with different shades of pink and red. His black hair was draped in
thin strands that fell toward his eyes and stuck to his forehead. His
friend was literally stumbling forward, barely able to carry his own
weight.
“It‟ll be cooler when we get to the trees,” Peter said. “We can
rest at the bottom of the hill, beside the lake. I‟ll share my candy
bar with you.”
Timmy seemed to nod in agreement, but didn‟t say anything in
response. His grandfather poured a little of their water on Timmy‟s
head and took a sip to moisten his mouth. There might have been a
look of concern on his face or it could have been a smile,
concealed by all the lines that rippled across his lips. It was
difficult to tell what his thoughts were. His mind was an old man‟s
mind and he looked at things through an old man‟s eyes. There
was only a hint of the brilliance that had twinkled in those eyes for
so many years, but there was still that hint and, occasionally, it
would shine through.
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Walking downhill was easier than climbing. There were a
couple of times that a foot had slipped on the red clay that lurked
barely an inch or two below the thin layer of brown topsoil, but no
one had fallen. Timmy‟s grandfather had stumbled on an outcropping of rock or where shale had broken the surface, but he had
assured the boys that his old legs were good enough to go on.
The boys were familiar with this area and had named the woods
Sherwood Forest. There was an old lake house that had fallen into
disrepair that they called Nottingham Castle. When they played
here, Peter claimed the role of Robin Hood and Timmy had his
choice of Little John or Friar Tuck. Both boys had bows and
arrows that came in handy for fighting with the Sheriff‟s evil men
or when they decided to play cowboys and Indians instead. Many
an arrow had whistled through the dark forest and found its mark,
even though many of those same arrows had never been found
again.
The trees provided a refuge from the hot sun. True to his word,
Peter took out his candy bar and offered to share it with Timmy
and his grandfather. Timmy made short work of the nearly melted,
chocolate-coated candy bar, after his grandfather declined and let
the boys keep his share. Mr. James had given up eating candy
many years ago. His health didn‟t allow him to enjoy candy the
way he had in his younger days. In his mind, candy wasn‟t nearly
as important as many of the other things he had lost or that had
been taken away from him. It was worth accepting the loss of
many things in order to spend some time with his grandson. He
took great pride in the boy, even though he never told anyone as
much, not in words, anyway.
“We can walk the bank until we clear the lake,” Peter informed
his troops. “Then, we can jump the creek where it gets narrow and
head across to the ditch digger‟s cabin. We‟ll eat our sandwiches at
the edge of the woods and cut through the field where the railroad
trestle was built. We could walk the tracks, but my dad says that‟s
dangerous, so we‟ll stick to the field until we reach the woods on
the other side.”
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“Why don‟t we eat our sandwiches now?” Timmy asked.
“We just ate my candy bar,” Peter replied with obvious
annoyance. “Didn‟t you eat breakfast this morning?”
“Breakfast seems like a long time ago,” Timmy complained.
“It wasn‟t that long ago,” Peter responded. “Let‟s get moving
before someone sees us.”
Mr. James reached his hand into his trousers and retrieved his
pocketknife. He pulled a package of chewing tobacco that had
been wrapped in cellophane from his breast pocket and cut off a
corner.
With a twist of
the blade and his
thumb, the small
morsel of tobacco
was lifted and
disappeared between
his lips. After biting
down hard and
crushing it with his
teeth, he pushed the
sweet tasting chunk
into his cheek with
his tongue and was
immediately
comforted by the
habit he had enjoyed
for a great portion of
his life.
“You want
some?” he asked
Peter.
“No thanks,”
Peter replied. “My grandfather gave me a chew one Sunday when
we walked over to see where he had his beehives.”
“What‟d you think of it?” Mr. James asked.
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“Too sweet,” Peter answered without reservation. “I got sick.”
“Yeah, it has the same effect on me sometimes,” Mr. James
responded with a look of knowing more than his words revealed.
Without closing the blade on his knife, Mr. James reached
down beside Peter and cut a young sapling just bigger around than
his thumb. He whittled its scrawny limbs away and cut off its top
so that it was about six feet long.
“Take this and keep it in front of you as we walk the bank,” he
told Peter. “You never know what might take an interest in us.”
Peter took the freshly cut pole. He knew what Mr. James was
talking about. He had stepped on a copperhead on his way to
school one morning, but the snake had been small and its strike
hadn‟t been able to penetrate his blue jeans. Despite the minor
nature of the event, his heart had raced and he had run for nearly a
mile, but there had been no mark on the skin of his well-tanned
leg. He knew about water moccasins, too. His father had told him,
if a moccasin got hold of him, there wouldn‟t be any letting go and
he would have to beat the snake off. Even though Peter had read
later that moccasins strike like other vipers, he knew he had to be
really careful around lakes because moccasins liked to bathe in the
warm sunlight. These were the thoughts that ran wild as Peter
stepped forward and led his men toward freedom.
The squirrels were talking gibberish and clicking away and the
songbirds were singing out their tunes as Peter and his band of
renegades stepped onto the seldom-used path that encircled the
lake. Peter had thought about leading his men across the dam at the
far end of the lake, but the underbrush and wild pine that had found
a home there were too dense and made travel on foot almost
impossible. He and his men had scarcely managed to cover a
hundred yards, however, when he spied movement out of the
corner of one eye. A dark swirl of something splashed awkwardly
into the water. Adrenaline shot into his system and he lunged
backward and slammed into Timmy.
“What are you doing?” Timmy screamed.
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“Turtles,” his grandfather said, “those were turtles. I saw three
of ‟em sun‟n themselves on a log, float‟n against the bank.”
“I‟ve never seen turtles move that fast,” Peter said as he
realized he could exhale and even swallow. He had that dry cotton
feeling that remains in your mouth after having the life scared
completely out of you.
“They weren‟t noth‟n more‟n turtles,” Mr. James repeated.
Peter stepped forward again and managed to work his way
along the bank and through the trees and bushes that were
encroaching on the lake‟s edge. There was one area that he dreaded
coming to and having to walk through. It was like a marsh or a
swamp where fresh-water springs bubbled up here and there and
soaked the ground before seeping into the lake. Most of the time,
leaves lay so heavily over the top of this soggy mess that you could
step safely across, but sometimes the black mud would yield to the
weight coming down upon it and ooze around your foot and totally
consume it.
Peter became so preoccupied with his fear of this area that he
failed to make out the extended length of coiling muscle as large
around as a boy‟s arm. The eyes of this unseen evil moved closer
with each flick of its tongue and, with each of Peter‟s unsuspecting
steps, its treachery became all-the-more certain. In an instant, for
whatever reason or cause nature must have entrusted to this
serpent, its angular head flashed at Peter‟s movement and the silky
white mouth opened with the same motion that propelled
outwardly thrust fangs lunging toward Peter‟s warm flesh. Peter‟s
eyes saw nothing until there was nothing to see but the gaping
white mouth and those horrible, terrifying fangs that searched like
angry, dripping needles, determined to pump their dreaded venom
into his unspoiled tissue.
There had been no warning, no time to understand what had
befallen him. Peter had not attacked. He had not threatened nor
attempted to harm the serpent. The path had simply brought him to
the resting place where it had chosen to pass the morning. There
was no time to look for reason. There was no time to go back and
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find a different way. Choices had been made and, whether this had
been the bargain or not, the deal had been struck.
It must have been a reaction or maybe fate, but the snake hit the
pole at the very spot that Peter‟s arm and hand joined with the stick
that had become
a shield. As the
pole came to life
and lifted itself
upward and
away from the
boy, the
glancing strike
of the fully
grown snake
was ushered into
the water and
away from any
human life. The
blurred vision of
light and
darkness slipped
easily into the
water and
disappeared.
The apparition
vanished as
quickly as it had
appeared, but
not without
changing the life it left behind.
Peter had never seen a snake that large and that close to his
eyes. His heart exploded inside of him. His breathing was replaced
by an aching search for air, a search that he couldn‟t control. He
couldn‟t think. His legs wanted to crumple beneath him and, yet,
he wanted them to run. He wanted to run until he was as far away
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from this place as he could possibly get. He felt himself moving
ahead but something grabbed him from behind. His shoulder stung
with the pain of two or three spears digging into him. His feet left
the ground. He saw Timmy in front of him and Timmy‟s
grandfather reaching into the back pocket of his trousers and
pulling out an object that flashed in the sun.
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The old man‟s hand was thrust directly forward, within feet of a
pile of leaves that had come to life, and two explosions rang out in
rapid succession. A piece of cold flesh flew into the air and fell a
short distance away on the side of the bank, at the water‟s edge.
Peter heard the old man wheezing deeply and rapidly. He saw him
straighten and drop the pistol that had been so recently withdrawn
back into his trousers.
“Looks like there were two of ‟em,” the old man said, “and big
as I‟ve ever seen, too.”
Timmy‟s grandfather turned and motioned at a point higher up
the bank. He pushed his grandson in that direction and turned to
look into the terrified eyes of the young boy who had been their
leader, but who was choking back tears he could no longer keep at
bay. Each breath was accompanied by a sound that emanated from
deep within Peter‟s chest and each second that passed brought him
closer to collapse. The old man put his hand on Peter‟s shoulder
again. This was the same shoulder he had used to pull the boy from
harm‟s way, but this time he gazed into the fear in the boy‟s eyes.
The old man spoke firmly but softly.
“We better walk higher on the bank,” he said calmly. “We‟re
liable to find ourselves in some trouble if we stay near the water.”
Peter could hardly move. He could hardly breathe. His chest
kept heaving and the whimper that came from somewhere deep
inside of him was relentless. He felt the pressure of the old man‟s
hand and he turned at its urging. He saw Timmy standing high on
the bank and he began to walk in that direction. He moved without
reason or intent. When he reached the crest of the bank, he
followed Timmy and his grandfather until they came to a shallow
place in the stream that fed the lake. They crossed over, walked to
where the woods met with the field that had been planted in cotton
and sat down for lunch.
“I guess we need a rest,” Mr. James said. “We‟ve had a big day
and it‟s hardly reached the noon hour.”
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“I‟m ready for a jelly sandwich and some of those potato
chips,” Timmy said. “I think we should share Peter‟s apple and
have some Orange Crush.”
*****
Peter was quiet. He threw his pack on the ground and melted
into the shade. He could see nothing but the monster that had
almost devoured him. He was tired, nearly exhausted. He couldn‟t
think about food. He wanted to rest and forget, but he was afraid to
close his eyes. There was no telling what would come to get him if
he closed his eyes. He could hear Timmy tearing into his pack. It
was unreal. Maybe it was all a dream.
Peter‟s mind drifted and memories of the first time he and
Timmy had hunted around the lake moved in and out of his
consciousness. It had been in the spring, right after his uncle had
given him a .22-caliber rifle. It was an old gun that was no longer
used because Peter‟s uncle didn‟t have any boys. Timmy had
received a new, high-powered BB gun that Christmas. It was the
kind Peter‟s father had never allowed him to have because such
guns were only good for killing birds and putting out eyes. Peter
wanted to shoot a squirrel or a rabbit for Timmy‟s grandfather. Mr.
James loved squirrel and rabbit but his aim on those longer
distance shots wasn‟t good enough to go hunting anymore and he
hardly ever got to eat the wild game he enjoyed so much.
Peter and Timmy had heard something scratching around in the
leaves, behind some bushes. They had gotten down on their
stomachs, crawled on their hands and knees, and crept close to the
unsuspecting prey as slowly and quietly as any hunters had ever
moved before or since. Peter was certain of that. When they had
reached the bushes, Peter had seen that a young robin had been
scratching in the leaves for worms and insects. He had told Timmy
that they shouldn‟t shoot good birds and the robin was one of the
best, but Timmy had pointed his gun, sighted and fired. Peter had
heard the shot thump into the robin‟s chest. The bird had fluttered
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and flown a short distance away before landing and looking
directly at them.

Timmy had struggled to his feet and run after it. He had raised
his gun, aimed and shot again. The bird had fluttered again and
flown further away. Peter had hollered after Timmy to let it go, but
Timmy had shot again and, this time, the bird had not fluttered or
flown. Timmy had picked up the bird by its lifeless wing and
brought it back, but Peter had refused to look at it. Killing a bird
and tossing it back into the leaves for animals of the night to take
away had sickened him.
Despite Peter‟s bearing witness to the gruesome murder of the
defenseless robin, the hunt had continued. Later, they had come
upon a large nest of leaves near the top of one of the oldest and
tallest oak trees in the woods. The occasional, quick rustling
sounds of squirrels, accompanied by the clicking that squirrels
make when they‟re talking to each other, had reached both Peter‟s
and Timmy‟s ears and quickened their pulses. Timmy had pumped
three, then four, of his copper-colored spheres into the bottom of
the nest, but the leaves were thick at the bottom and no harm had

38

PETER‟S DREAMS AND OTHERWORLDLY THINGS

been done. Peter had refused to shoot at an animal he couldn‟t see
and had waited for a squirrel to show itself.
After what seemed an eternity, filled with Timmy‟s constant
badgering to move on and find a real target, a gray head had
popped up and four lightning-quick feet had scampered onto a tiny
limb at the edge of the nest. Just as quickly, Peter had raised his
rifle to his shoulder, placed the bead of the sight over the squirrel‟s
chest and squeezed the trigger until he felt the recoil of the gun and
heard the sound of powder exploding in his ears. The bullet had
flown with hardly a trace through the still air and severed the small
limb from its hold on the tree. A single casing had been flung out
the side of the gun‟s magazine and Peter had moved the bead of
the sight higher and closer to the edge of the nest where the
squirrel had jumped. The trigger had been squeezed again and this
time the small projectile had found its mark. The squirrel‟s hind
legs had been tossed high in the air and he had tumbled head-overheels into the nest.
Peter had lowered his gun and stared in disbelief at what had
happened. He had waited to see if the squirrel would fall through
the leaves but nothing had fallen. Peter knew he could try to shoot
out the bottom of the nest, but a rifle was no good for that. For that,
he needed a shotgun. A rifle might only wound more squirrels and
spring was not the season to be shooting game. His father would
not have been pleased with his actions. Timmy had grown tired of
waiting, but Peter needed to know that the squirrel wasn‟t
suffering. Leaving a wounded animal would have been worse than
killing the robin.
Peter had put the rifle on safety and handed it to Timmy. He
had begun to climb, higher and higher into the oak tree that held
the wounded prey. Timmy had watched until Peter had climbed so
high that the sun had turned Timmy‟s vision into nothing more
than dizzying spots that floated without purpose before his eyes.
He had become scared and begun to call for Peter to come down,
but Peter had persisted. He had persisted, that is, until a limb that
he had chosen to carry him higher refused to bear his weight and
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gave way beneath him. In the aftermath of its failure, he had clung
to the limb as precariously as it had clung to its own remaining
hold on the trunk of the tree.

Timmy had screamed at the top of his lungs at Peter not to fall.
In spite of his anguish, however, he had been able to do nothing
more than hold onto the useless weapons he clutched in his hands.
Finally, the bark of the injured limb had torn and peeled down the
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side of the tree and Peter‟s feet had come to rest on a limb that held
the promise of safety. Though he cared little about his personal
well-being, he had been unable to overcome the obstacles between
the squirrel and himself. He had descended to the ground bearing
only his disappointment.
The wounded squirrel had been left behind. Maybe that was the
reason the path had led him to the snake. Maybe that had been
meant to be his punishment. He could understand if that were the
case. No one could say that he didn‟t deserve it.
*****
It was some time later that Peter became aware of Timmy and
his grandfather talking. Timmy was scraping a lot of the jelly from
his grandfather‟s sandwich. The jelly was too much for the old
man and he had decided to supplement his meal with biscuits and
some of the beef jerky. After a while, Peter decided a peanut butter
and jelly sandwich and a banana would taste pretty good. He sat up
and reached for his open bag. Sugar ants were scurrying across the
canvas in an attempt to reach the wax paper that he had wrapped
around his lunch. Peter brushed his hand over the open flap and
sent the ants flying. He could handle ants. Snakes were something
altogether different. As he pulled the wax paper from around the
thoroughly smashed bread, his anticipation was crushed. He had
made two grape sandwiches before he had emptied the jar. The
third had been orange marmalade. Only the marmalade sandwich
was left. Peter said nothing about his disappointment to his friends.
There were plenty of potato chips left and he had a sweet pickle
rolled in a paper napkin in his pants pocket. There was more than
enough Orange Crush remaining and plenty of water.
The food and rest allowed Peter to regain some composure and
enough optimism to realize that he had survived. He convinced
himself that the worst was over. His life would continue and it
would be a better life that lay ahead. He cleaned up the area and
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strapped his pack and canteen on and looked toward where the old
cabin would be found.
“Time to move out,” Peter said with a modest amount of
authority. “It‟ll only be getting hotter if we don‟t get going.”
“We‟re going already!” Timmy complained. “I think we should
rest first.”
Timmy‟s comments fell on deaf ears. Peter was marching
through the cotton field and heading for the junction of the far
woods with the railroad trestle. Timmy and his grandfather
dropped into trail. It didn‟t take very long in the sun to make
everyone wilt under the oppressive heat. Sweat popped out of
every pore and soon there was a steady stream of droplets working
their way from each forehead, passing through and around eyes
and falling from noses and chins. The moisture rolled down backs,
gathered around waists and then seeped down legs. The drinking
water went fast, faster than anyone realized. A string of dust clouds
told of slow progress. Everything was dry and hot and getting
hotter. The old man reached down and broke a dried twig from a
dying stalk of cotton. He tossed his chew of tobacco away, stuck
one end of the twig in his mouth and began to dream. He dreamed
of when he was young and how he could pick cotton with both
hands and stuff his sack fuller and quicker than any other man or
any woman or child. That had been a long time ago.
Timmy complained with every step, but his words were lost in
the heat. As the three weary travelers inched closer to the railroad
tracks, they could see an object coming in their direction. It was
too small to be a locomotive, but it moved too fast to be mules and
a wagon. Before it had gone very far, Timmy‟s grandfather
stopped and put his hand to his eyes to shield them from the sun‟s
glare.
“Well, I‟ll be!” he exclaimed. “That‟s a tractor com‟n down
those tracks. Somebody‟s go‟n to try and cross the trestle with his
tractor before the train comes by.”
Peter and Timmy stood in amazement and raised their hands to
shield their eyes as they watched the spectacle unfolding in front of
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them. The old man and the two boys looked like soldiers, saluting
Old Glory as it proudly crossed the parade ground. The tractor
lurched forward as its big tires bounced across each wooden tie
that was covered unevenly by white gravel. The farmer could have
deflated the tires and tried to ride the rails, but for some reason, he
hadn‟t. As the tractor passed at its closest point, the three
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onlookers detected a swirl of water that was spewing into the air
with each rotation of one of the mammoth tires. Something had
punctured completely through the heavy rubber tread and air and
water were competing feverishly to escape from captivity and take
their rightful place in the open expanse of the atmosphere.
There was no way of knowing whether the puncture was the
urgency that had driven the farmer to risk his tractor and his life by
attempting to cross the trestle, but there he was. If the train came
while he was any distance from either end of the trestle, he would
have little chance of making it to safety. Peter could feel the
farmer‟s anxiety. He knew exactly the pain that the farmer was
enduring. He closed his eyes and walked on.
Timmy was captivated by the farmer‟s plight and began asking
his grandfather a thousand questions about what he had witnessed.
The old man answered every one of them as best as he could. The
water was used for weight, he told Timmy, to give the tires more
traction. The air pressure in the tire pushed the water out through
the puncture in the tread with each revolution. With each bounce,
the air and water combined and formed a frothy mess that would
gush and spew until there was no more pressure inside than out.
Timmy was unconvinced. How could any man see inside a tire
to find out what was happening. No one could do that unless he
was Superman. Who would put water in a tire, anyway?
Peter listened to all of this and accepted what Timmy‟s
grandfather had said as truth. Why would he lie? There was no
reason. Mr. James had lived a long time and had seen a lot of
things. He had a knife and a gun and he had killed one of the
snakes that threatened to challenge Peter‟s very existence. Timmy
could believe what he wanted. Peter would have asked his dad if
his dad had been there, but he wasn‟t. That‟s why he would believe
Mr. James. Old people knew everything and they never lied to
kids.
The end of the cotton field and the shade of the heavily forested
woodland brought welcome relief from the heat. Water supplies
were nearly exhausted, as were the three of them. The scene with
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the tractor had momentarily diverted their attention from the
misery that fell from the sky and wrenched every drop of liquid
from their bodies. The old man had told the boys that there would
be water at the cabin. This thought would have to sustain them for
the last leg of their journey.
The thirst that accompanied them across the cotton field
lingered in their throats as they dragged themselves through the
final obstacles between them and the cabin that housed the
precious gifts of freedom and independence. The exhaustion that
had built steadily throughout the morning and early afternoon
burdened their senses and obscured the sounds of the squirrels in
the trees and the songbirds that fluttered from branch to branch.
Timmy and his grandfather fell behind and slowed their pace
considerably from what had been accomplished earlier in the day.
As the sun was leaving its perch directly overhead and beginning
its journey toward the western horizon, the first glimpse of the
weathered cabin broke through the trees.
A surge of energy replaced Peter‟s fatigue and his legs broke
into a run that led his feet past a rock-enclosed spring that was
dumping a small stream of clear, cold water onto the receptive
earth. The spring had probably fed a creek many years ago, but
today, its waters could barely feed the voracious appetites of the
cedar, pine and maple that had adopted this place as their home.
Peter clamored up the stone and split-timber steps like a
Confederate soldier charging at the first battle of Bull Run, yelling
at the top of his lungs. He reached the porch and stood looking at
the door. He hesitated. Every emotion that he‟d ever experienced
overflowed from the mysterious depths of all that composed his
being. His plan had been to get here. It had been like getting to
Thanksgiving or Christmas. Just as the eager and impatient
anticipation that precedes those days is followed by
disappointment when the realization comes that it will be another
year before they return, so too did Peter‟s dream wither and yield
to reality when the veneer of boyish illusion was breached and he
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looked with unclouded and innocent eyes upon the harsh and
forbidding door.

Peter had come face-to-face with his dream, but the realization
of his wish left him empty. The surge of energy that had flooded
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his body was lost as rapidly as it had been found and the
unpleasant consequence of its departure was worse than if it had
never come at all. He had anticipated more. Something was absent
from this place. He had seen it differently. He hadn‟t been hot and
tired and thirsty when he had dreamed of being free. There had
been no serpent. He hadn‟t felt the absence of his mom and dad. In
his dreams, there had been no price to pay for his freedom.
Nothing that was worth preserving had been lost. There had been
only relief from the unbearable fear of his brother, the fear that he
so desperately wanted to escape.
The old, weathered door was there, confronting him silently,
bewildering his senses. What would be gained and what would be
lost if he stepped through it? What was it about opening this door
that he had not prepared himself to accept? Why had he failed to
appreciate the life he had rejected? Shame and doubt fell all about
him and the dream that had so feverishly beckoned to him now
betrayed him and became his burden.
Timmy and his grandfather arrived at the cabin and stood at the
foot of the steps. They had drunk from the cool waters of the
spring and were refreshed.
“Aren‟t you go‟n in?” Timmy asked.

CHAPTER 2

~
FREEDOM’S PRICE

Peter did not reply. He may not have heard the tentative
utterance that barely escaped Timmy‟s tongue. He may not have
had an answer to that seemingly innocent and straightforward
question or his thoughts may have already gone beyond the hereand-now and have been lost in the tangle of future unknowns that
were running wildly through his boyish mind. The cabin was no
longer a prize to be attained. Its steps, its porch and its door… the
door that confronted more than it beckoned… were real, too real.
The birds of the forest were busy, probably discussing his
arrival, and the squirrels were peering out of their nests and
scampering from branch to limb to get a better view of the strange
goings on. Leaves were being tossed about and ushered along the
almost reclaimed footpath that had led the feet of young and old
alike to the cabin so many years ago. The breeze that toyed so
easily with nature‟s new, as well as her forgotten, foliage suddenly
gathered itself and unleashed an enormous gust of hot breath that
pushed Peter an unplanned and unpleasant step closer to the
foreboding door, which rattled and then creaked ever so slowly but
unmistakably, inch by inch, open. The door teased him and dared
him, opening not so far that Peter could see the entirety of what
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was inside but far enough that he could no longer ignore its
invitation to enter.
“It opened,” Peter announced to himself as much as to Timmy
and Mr. James. “The door opened.”
“Well, go on in,” Timmy responded with a hint of
encouragement but with an even greater degree of annoyance and
frustration.
Peter hesitated. His mind raced back to the day he first thought
of running away, to all the reasons he had used to convince himself
that freedom and independence were worth the sacrifice of leaving
everything behind. His decision had seemed so justified, his plans
so foolproof. How could he have foreseen the serpent that almost
ended his dream or its equally deadly companion? What was the
meaning of the farmer, riding high atop his tractor and risking
everything to cross the railroad trestle? Why had the afternoon
been so hot that the thirst quenching Orange Crush had been totally
consumed before the cotton field was even halfway behind them?
Peter raised his right hand and brushed his forehead, sweeping
his fingers backward and then sliding them over his wind-blown
hair. A feeling of resignation fell over him and, in a moment of
inspiration, he decided to push all the uncertainties aside. He had
no answers, but youthful instinct told him to act. The door had to
be conquered and he had to do it for his men as much as for
himself. This was a leader‟s responsibility.
“O.K., I‟m going in,” Peter announced heroically. “Are you
guys coming?”
“I‟m right behind you,” Timmy assured him in complete
oblivion to the significance of the moment and notwithstanding
that he had yet to place his foot on even the first step leading to the
portal facing his best friend.
“Let‟s git a move on,” Mr. James echoed. “I‟m in need of a
place to rest these weary feet. Pete, you go down to the spring and
git yourself a sip of cool water and splash your red face before
you‟re overcome by the heat. Fill that canteen with water and,
when you git back up here, you boys are go‟n to have to rest a
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spell. Now you git on down there and hurry back. Timmy, let‟s
you and me find a cool resting place.”
So, it happened that Timmy entered the cabin in front of his
granddad and Peter‟s assault on the foreboding door after an
arduous journey around the lake and across the hot, dusty cotton
field became an event of little historical consequence. After
splashing himself with fresh, cool water and drinking until his
thirst was undeniably quenched, the canteen was filled and Peter
again approached the cabin, but this time there was hardly a
thought about his new life. His small step across the threshold was
neither noteworthy nor recorded for posterity and the interior of the
cabin was just as it had been on his previous visits.
Mr. James and Timmy had claimed two cots by an open
window and the breeze that had pushed the cabin‟s door open was
flowing easily through the room and bringing modest relief from
the stifling heat. Peter checked on the men he had led for most of
half the day and found that they had drifted into a resting state
from which neither had any intention of being recalled. He felt
relieved at not being responsible for the remainder of the afternoon
and slid his pack and canteen onto the floor at the foot of one of
the remaining cots.
The enormity of the day‟s events had exhausted him. He
glanced around the solitary room with no clear purpose, noting and
then forgetting each of the old and curious elements that his eyes
fell upon. He tried to consider how his new surroundings were
different from his room at home and how his older brother had no
presence here, no control, but his thoughts began to come and fall
away, almost as if time had elected to slow from its onward
progression, even to fall back upon itself. His eyes drifted and lost
their clear, bright expression as the certainty of who he was and
where he was began to lose its tentative hold and soon was gone
altogether.
*****
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Momentarily, Peter‟s heart thumped in his chest and he jerked,
as if frightened by one of those unseen monsters that hide under
little boys‟ beds and only venture out when darkness covers
everything and adults are not near enough to offer a comforting
hand or a long hug and a few soft words. His body sagged and he
plummeted onto the olive-drab blanket covering the cot‟s surface.
Before his head found its place, along with shoulders and legs and
feet, he was irretrievably cast into a sense of falling that had
neither apparent purpose nor end. He imagined that something
might be pulling him down or even luring him in. Yes, he
definitely felt as if something were luring him deeper and deeper
into its world, a place that was a long way from the old cabin,
which was already pretty far from the home he had left only a few
hours earlier. He soon discovered, however, that he really was
falling and not just falling like tumbling off his bicycle, but falling
further and further and further. This can‟t be the way to freedom,
he thought with some considerable anxiety before concluding that
he would fall forever. Then, he realized how unpatriotic it would
be of him to give up on freedom before he had made even the most
rudimentary effort to overcome the dilemma now facing him.
Perhaps he had fallen out of favor with heaven because he had
not forgiven his brother. He determined, quite quickly, that he
could do better in this regard and immediately began to search for
something good that might apply, at least in some small way, to the
person who made his life unbearable. Good thoughts were not easy
to come by, however, and after a thorough search through the
cobwebs of memories that little boys may or may not retain, he had
to admit, at least to himself, that heaven might be asking too much.
There had to be another way. If he were patient, he thought, as
thoughts were prone to come to him, he would be rescued by a
policeman or a fireman, like the ones who had rescued Kitten after
Kitten had fallen into the neighbor‟s water well. How long would
he have to wait, he wondered? How patient could he be?
Peter swallowed hard, as if swallowing one‟s fear could be done
in gulps like swallowing bad medicine, but there was no taste in

FREEDOM‟S PRICE

51

Peter‟s mouth, only a residue of dryness that had come when his
heart had thumped so violently in his chest. It dawned on him that
being rescued by a policeman or a fireman could be a sure trip
back home and the end of whatever hope remained within him to
find freedom. There had to be yet another way, just as there was
yet another gulp and another swallow of the air rushing by and
more of the same dryness and the same fear.
Without specifying any exact instant in time but with complete
assurance that at some point the event actually occurred, it became
apparent to Peter that he could be considered negligent in not
having called for help, as glaring an omission as that may seem to
anyone unaware of how his circumstance came to be. So, he
summoned all of the determination that he could muster and
screamed for help at the top of his lungs, full in the faith that his
effort would be rewarded. He held his breath and listened and
waited, at least until it was impossible for him to hold his breath
even one second longer. In any case, the air rushing by his small
frame made such an unnerving howl that he could barely hear his
own thoughts and he concluded that he would never hear the
arrival of whatever form of rescue might be on its way.
There was no possibility of knowing how far Peter had fallen
and no way either of calculating the distance from where he
currently was to where he was going. Nevertheless, he
remembered falling past his home, where he had seen his mom and
dad going about life in their usual way without notice of his
absence. He had fallen past his room and seen all the cowboys,
Indians, planes and boats that he had played with so often and the
musical box that held Jack, who watched over him every night. He
had seen the bicycle that awaited his return and he had seen his
brother playing catch with the neighbor‟s boy. He had even seen
his little sister sleeping in her crib. He fell past the robin and the
squirrel he and Timmy had shot, past the serpent that had
threatened to even the score for them, past the farmer and his
tractor and past the unbearably hot cotton field. Just when he
thought he would fall to the center of the earth, a giant bird, an
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eagle that he initially mistook for the flying dragon that had nearly
ripped him apart with its talons only a day earlier, swooped out of
the oppressive heat of the sun‟s brightest light with its wings swept
back and its own talons spread wide and snatched him out of
midair. The feat was quite remarkable, but the nerve-shattering
swiftness of its occurrence left Peter in a state of unmitigated
panic.
“Don‟t worry. I‟ve got you,” the eagle said. “My name is
Baldwin. Your friend, the one that you keep in a tin box on your
bedroom shelf, sent me to ensure that no harm came to you, but I
must say that I had a terrible time tracking you down. It seems you
left no forwarding address. This was quite an oversight on your
part.”
“What do you mean? Did Jack send you?” Peter demanded as
he struggled to open his eyes and survey a new world that began to
come into focus from his precarious position in the eagle‟s
clutches.
Even as he spoke, Peter was forced to dodge a host of flying
insects, streaking past his exposed anatomy. He was forced to stare
as well into the eyes of other birds of prey that seemed to be taking
considerable interest in his presence.
“Yes. The little man in the box that you look to every time
there‟s a knock in the night sent me,” Baldwin explained. “He‟s
pretty upset with you, leaving with no warning like you did and
leaving him locked up tight in his box. That was very discourteous
of you, if I may say so. If it hadn‟t been for that cowboy hearing
his calls for help and lassoing the crank, which took quite a lot of
Indians to help pull down, Jack would never have been set free and
you would still be falling to who knows where.”
“Can‟t you get me out of these bugs,” Peter requested with
renewed enthusiasm, “and what are those big birds?”
“Oh! I‟m terribly sorry,” Baldwin replied. “They, I mean the
light-winged creatures you call bugs, don‟t fly up higher, but I
must remind you that it was you who fell so far. As for those
unsavory characters looking you over, you needn‟t worry. They‟re
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just vultures and, if I may be permitted, those kinds of undesirables
simply hang around waiting for free handouts.”
With that, Baldwin tilted his tail upward, raised his wings and
began to thrust the entirety of his and Peter‟s weight, with all the
energy he could muster, toward the clear blue of the sky above. A
rush of air swept across Peter‟s face and a strange dizziness tingled
in his flesh.
“Whoa…!” Peter cried as an uneasy sensation grew rapidly and
undeniably stronger in the pit of his stomach.
“Are you going to be sick?” Baldwin asked with some urgency.
“I should have thought of that. Little boys always get sick.”
“I don‟t feel so well,” Peter moaned. “Could we land?”
“Yes. Yes, indeed,” Baldwin assured him. “We‟re almost there.
Hang on.”
“We‟re almost where?” Peter inquired.
“We‟re almost to that timeless sailboat that‟s head‟n…, I mean
heading, for the horizon,” Baldwin answered. “It‟s heading for
your horizon.”
Peter didn‟t grasp the importance of those last five words. His
eyes were focused on a speck far below him and the sensation of
turning and descending was more than he was prepared to endure.
“Argh h h h…,” Peter retched.
“Just as well,” Baldwin replied. “I sincerely hope the expulsion
of those unspecified contents resolves your discomfort and no one
below has the misfortune of finding themselves in proximity to the
inevitable results of Newton‟s force.”
“What are you talking about?” Peter requested to know as soon
as he regained his composure and his bearings.
“You‟d find out soon enough if I lost my grip,” Baldwin
answered. “Return your seat to the full, upright position and fasten
your seatbelt. We‟ve been cleared to land.”
“Oh h h h…!” Peter screamed.
Peter looked up at Baldwin and saw the magnificence of his
sleek design, his beautiful feathers and his powerful wings and
chest. Baldwin was one of nature‟s greatest warriors. Yet, he was
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so comforting and so kind, a shield against harm. The wind that
Peter had become accustomed to hearing rushing past increased its
whistle to a roar. Baldwin‟s pinions swept further back and, when

Peter returned his eyes earthward, that small speck he had barely
seen was racing toward him with unimaginable speed.
“We‟re going to crash!” Peter cried. “We‟re dropping too fast!
Do something!”
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“Full flaps,” Baldwin said calmly. “Gear down. Prepare for
landing.”
“We‟re going too fast!” Peter screamed more loudly than before
and covered his eyes as he and Baldwin began tearing through the
upper regions of small things with large wings.
Splat, went one particularly slow butterfly. Squish, went
another smaller and still nameless creature of dubious origin.
Just when it appeared to Peter that nothing within Baldwin‟s
powers could save them from certain disaster on the rocks along
the shoreline directly beneath them, Baldwin spread his
magnificent wings, arched his back and seemingly stood on his tail
in a feat of airmanship unparalleled by anything Peter had ever
witnessed. Peter felt as if his body weighed ten times its normal
weight and his feet and legs flew uncontrollably out in front of
him. His breath was pulled from his lungs and his vision squeezed
down to the point that only a tiny fraction of the earth remained
visible. Prickly explosions of energy pulsed across his forehead,
reminding him of how his arm would feel when he had slept wrong
and the arm would refuse to obey him until those crawly, unseen
things came rushing along his muscles.
“What happened?” Peter yelled. “I thought we had bought the
farm.”
“Bought the farm,” Baldwin repeated.
“That‟s what my dad says when something can‟t be fixed,”
Peter responded. “I thought my bicycle had bought the farm once,
but my dad found a way to fix it and I didn‟t get a new one. Just
now, we were screaming down like a bat out of… well, you know
what I mean. We were really pick‟n ‟em up and lay‟n ‟em down. I
can‟t believe what I saw… at least mostly what I saw.”
“I see. I think,” Baldwin said as he fluttered with increasing
effort to hold onto Peter and deposit him safely into the small
sailboat near the shore. “This will take you along another leg of
your journey toward your horizon… out there,” Baldwin informed
Peter and tried to point, rather clumsily, with one wing. “This
concludes my agreement with Jack, at least for now.”
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“You‟re leaving!” Peter cried. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Follow your destiny,” Baldwin replied. “Find your freedom
and independence.”
“But I don‟t know where it is,” Peter complained.
“That‟s simple,” Baldwin scolded. “It‟s out there.”
Peter was rapidly becoming inconsolable. The thought of being
left alone in this strange place was too much to bear. He had never
bargained on being without Timmy, and Mr. James had already
saved his life once, not to mention what Baldwin had come to
mean in a very short period of time. Baldwin knew Jack.
“Don‟t leave,” Peter pleaded.
“I have a wife and children, Peter,” Baldwin replied. “I must be
returning home. They‟ll be worried. You‟ll be fine. I‟m certain
you‟ll make new friends along the way.”
“How do I start?” Peter exclaimed as Baldwin flapped his
wings and began to rise into the distant sky.
“Raise your sail,” Baldwin called and faded into the blue as his
voice faded in Peter‟s ears. “Raise your sail.”
*****
Peter looked around and saw the familiar mixed with the
unfamiliar. Two paddles were lying in the stern of the boat and the
requisite rudder and tiller, which were swinging aimlessly back
and forth, nudged at his back as waves brushed past and rebounded
off the rocky shore. A small canvas sail was gathered around the
base of a single mast with a single spar reaching to one side of the
boat, which Peter determined to be a skiff. A rope, firmly attached
near the forward section of the boat‟s keel, was pulled tight and
hung down past the water line.
As Peter took inventory of his new possessions, troublesome
thoughts worked their way to the forefront of his consciousness,
the chief of these being that he didn‟t know how to sail. This
appeared to be, at least to Peter‟s way of thinking, quite an
obstacle, but Baldwin‟s last words kept repeating themselves in his
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mind and Peter understood that his future depended on complying
with those three words. He‟d raise the sail.
Peter leaned forward, timing the roll of the small skiff with the

arrival of each new wave in order to maintain his balance and not
be tossed into the blue-green water. He grasped the rope
connecting the sail to the top of the mast and began pulling with all
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of his might. This proved not to be an insignificant task and soon
had Peter entangled with rope, sail and mast, and nearly
indistinguishable from the rest. While hanging, part sail and part
little boy, Peter heard something hit the boat, a sudden thump. The
sound was muffled, as if something had fallen out of nowhere or
down from somewhere, but a definitive thump, nonetheless. Soon,
there were two more sounds, more like plops and less urgent than
the first thump, but clearly two separate plops.
“Stop that. I order you to stop what you‟re doing,” a cry came
from directly beneath Peter‟s feet. “What are you doing on my boat
and what are you doing with my sail? Come down from there this
instant.”
Peter was startled. He attempted to separate himself from the
rope and the sail and the mast. He couldn‟t imagine who was
talking to him or how any person or persons could have come
aboard without him seeing them, in spite of his present difficulties
and preoccupation with something he knew so little about.
“Have you no consideration?” two other voices asked in unison.
“You‟ve ruined our nap, not to mention dragging us up the mast
and dropping us from nearly atop the spar to the bare deck. We‟ll
have bruises for a month. I‟ll bet we get arthritis. Who do you
think is going to take care of us?”
Peter struggled to catch sight of whom or what could possibly
be causing this commotion and condemning him so vigorously for
his innocent actions. He could see no one and, when he had freed
himself from his self-imposed captivity, he fell to the deck near the
mast that had tried to imprison him and tumbled into the stern of
the boat.
“Watch what you‟re doing,” the two small voices pleaded.
“You could crush us with your big feet if you‟re not careful.”
“Not likely,” replied a single, huskier voice from its perch on
top of the pile of canvas, which had descended along with Peter
and lay in unkempt disarray. “This… boy… probably can‟t catch
his shadow.”
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Peter finished accounting for all of his parts, gathered his breath
and found himself peering into the eyes of an overly rotund, graystriped, short-haired cat with two seriously irritated mice standing
by his side. He stared in silent disbelief.
“My name is Aloysius,” the cat said abruptly. “I‟m the ship‟s

captain. My two mates are Cecil and Thomas. We‟ve plied these
waters, I dare say, since before you were a gleam in your daddy‟s
eye. Now, what brings you to my ship?”
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“Baldwin,” Peter replied without considering that he was
talking to a cat flanked by two mice.
“Balderdash,” Aloysius responded. “That‟s not what I asked.
Why are you here?”
“You asked what brought me here,” Peter protested. “I
answered you. Baldwin caught me when I was falling and brought
me here, not more than 15 minutes ago.”
“I‟ll not parse words with you,” Aloysius replied. “I have my
orders from Jack and my orders are to ship out. I‟ll assume that
you‟re the boy. Peter is your name, I believe. I remember now.
You, unfortunately, arrived while my mates and I were making
preparations for the voyage.”
“You were sleeping in the sail,” Peter countered. “When I
descended… I mean, when Baldwin and I landed, I could see, well,
I saw quite a bit and quite quickly, too, but I know that I didn‟t see
you or your mates.”
“That‟s a matter of perspective,” Aloysius insisted. “In any
event, Jack has authorized me to take my ship or, given a more
generous interpretation if I must say it and I confess that I see no
compulsory reason to be so explicit in the formalities of ownership
over the frailties of appearance and possession, your ship… the
Liberty… on her maiden voyage to the far horizon and to see to it
that you have a shot at what you, for some unstated, ill-considered
reason, believe to be freedom and independence.”
Peter was overwhelmed by Aloysius‟ ranting. In fact, he was
rapidly approaching the point of being overwhelmed by the whole
of the events that had led him to this place and time, but he was
relatively certain of at least two words which Aloysius had uttered
and those two words raised great concern.
“Did I hear you say maiden voyage?” Peter asked. “Haven‟t you
ever been there before?”
“No one goes there before their maiden voyage,” Aloysius
chided. “Some never go there at all and of all those who venture to
seek…who venture to sail…, how shall I put it, only a precious
few hold freedom in favor long enough to reach their horizon.”
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Aloysius looked at Cecil and then at Thomas, who had taken
the opportunity to look at each other. Cecil closed his eyes, held up
one small finger, moistened it with his tongue and felt the breeze
coming off the shore.
“There,” he said, pointing to the west, “that‟s where freedom
lies.”
“Weigh the anchor,” Aloysius ordered in his most commanding
voice. “Hoist the mainsail.”
Peter listened as Aloysius gave his commands in animated
triumph. Quite soon, however, Peter became embarrassingly aware
that Aloysius was looking squarely at him. Not only was Aloysius
casting an eye his way, but Cecil and Thomas had taken up
positions on the forward keel to ensure that they had front row
seats for the raising of the anchor and were obviously irritated that
no action was being taken.
“We‟re waiting for you, lad,” Aloysius said in a condescending
tone. “We‟re waiting for you.”
Peter took a deep breath and surveyed the path that would take
him from the boat‟s stern to the forward most point where the
anchor dipped into the water. He prepared to navigate his way past
the tangled canvas and rope in the hope that Liberty would take
kindly to his untrained endeavors and not become unduly upset. It
would be a tricky journey, but his fate depended on his execution
of this formidable task. As he began testing his sea legs for the
second time, Aloysius spoke.
“You don‟t get seasick, do you?”
Peter considered the question. He had never been on the high
seas and had never manned a ship like Liberty. The episode of
discomfort while flying with Baldwin, however, was still
agonizingly fresh in his mind. For whatever reason, an answer
erupted from his chest, around his vocal cords, past his lips and
into the small universe surrounding him.
“No!” he blurted out. “I don‟t.”
Peter had stumbled into an important lesson. From this point
forward, while striving for truth, he would always consider the
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intent of the question and the effect of the answer before giving a
response. Never, he decided, would he arm his opponents with
needless or unjust information that would be detrimental to his
quest for freedom and independence. Aloysius had asked about
seasickness. Peter‟s answer addressed the question truthfully. His
last two words seemed to add emphasis to his innocence or,
perhaps, his manhood. In either case, the answer pleased him.
The next half hour was spent dealing with Cecil‟s and Thomas‟
attempts to assist in raising the anchor and Aloysius‟ constant
critiquing of Peter‟s efforts to secure the sail and navigate the ship
toward open
water. After a
frustrating
series of minor
misadventures,
the ship and its
crew were on
their way into
uncharted
waters and
unknown
adventures.
The Liberty
bobbed along
on a benign sea
and a
benevolent
breeze that
gave Peter
plenty of time
to consider his
voyage toward
what he had
heretofore only
been able to fantasize about. As he watched the bow of his small
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skiff cut through the calm water and gazed at length at the unfurled
sail capturing unseen wind, he began to see the sail as his flag of
freedom and realized that he would never see another sail that
looked as magnificent as Liberty‟s.
Aloysius retired to the boat‟s stern and was soon curled up in
another session of quiet contemplation, but Cecil and Thomas were
much more industrious. After bickering for what seemed an
eternity, Cecil manned a position on the forward keel and Thomas
scampered up to the uppermost part of the mast and both began
searching the distant horizon for any sign of Peter‟s new world.
As Aloysius slept and his two mates manned their lookouts, the
day‟s last rays of sunlight began to fall closer and closer to the
surface of the sea ahead and lights, which had sprung to life along
the shore, competed with the stars of the sky for prominence.
Pretty soon, the cover of darkness claimed its rightful place and
Peter began to nod his head and rely more and more heavily upon
his grip on the tiller to steady the increasing burden of his weight.
Exactly when he entered the realm of deepest sleep is hard to say,
but sleep did overtake him completely and the night and the little
skiff and her crew passed many hours unobserved.
As the faintest of yellow haze began to announce its arrival in
the east, Aloysius‟ left ear began to perceive a disturbance
periodically approaching and ultimately intruding on his private
and very personal space. At first, he vowed to dismiss the modest
irritant, but as his curiosity rose, he decided to devote a small
portion of a barely opened eye to the increasing buzz above him.
For a moment, his eye could see nothing and he chastised the ear
that appeared to have betrayed him. Moments later, however, a
solitary shadow accompanied the buzz that quickly approached
from the boat‟s starboard side and, just as quickly, departed off the
port.
Before Aloysius could rouse and alert the crew, a squadron of
flying fish leapt from the ocean and showered Liberty with a
magnificent display of aerial expertise. Peter awoke to a pounding
chest and a surge of fear with arms and legs flailing so excitedly
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that he almost caused the ship to pitch into a large wave and list
awkwardly and irretrievably. Poor Cecil was caught so unprepared
that he was flung from his post and flew higher and further than
the fish that had
initiated the entire
commotion. He was
only saved by the
heroic efforts of
Thomas, who leaned
perilously far from
his perch at the top
of the mast and, with
a single hand,
grasped Cecil‟s tail
and pulled him to
safety.
Immediately,
upon taking stock of
the situation,
Aloysius raised one
of his paws and
made a mighty
swipe that
intercepted one of
the fish midcourse.
The fish tumbled from its flight path, rising straight into the air
above Aloysius and then falling at his feet.
“Breakfast is served,” Aloysius announced. “I do so enjoy room
service.”
Peter had regained his composure by this time and sat watching
the fish leap so effortlessly from the water and sail what seemed
forever. He thought he had never seen such sea creatures before
and that he had no understanding that the ocean harbored these life
forms. He decided he would have to tell his friends what he had
seen, someday.
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Morning quickly overtook the night. The number of fish leaping
from the water occasionally dissipated, but it seemed that they had
adopted a course generally consistent with Liberty‟s path. Peter
watched as Aloysius dined on the unfortunate aviator that had been
plucked from the air, but he could not bring himself to take
sustenance in the form of raw fish with a cat and two mice, no
matter how much his stomach complained. As the sun asserted its
dominance over the small boat, Peter had a remarkable realization
and felt suddenly sick and terribly alone.
“I can‟t see land!” he cried. “I‟ve lost sight of land! How will
we ever get back?”
“Get back to where?” Aloysius demanded. “We‟re sailing to
your horizon. Isn‟t that what you wished for?”
“Yes, but I didn‟t know,” Peter complained. “How could I have
known it would be like this?”
“We don‟t understand,” Cecil and Thomas proclaimed jointly.
“How could you have known it would be like what?”
“That it would take so long and that it would be so far,” Peter
lamented.
“It would take so long,” Cecil repeated.
“It would be so far,” Thomas added.
“There‟s no other way, lad,” Aloysius said softly. “Your
horizon is where it is, no closer and no further. You can‟t change
that.”
“But when will we get there, Aloysius?” Peter asked.
“My boy,” Aloysius replied, “you must focus on the journey.
It‟s the journey I‟ve been asked to start you on. I have no idea how
long the trip will last. We have a good breeze at our backs, but I‟ve
seen plenty of days, sometimes weeks and even months, when
there was no breeze at all. There are no guarantees. The journey for
one lad that was sent to me had nothing but headwinds for years
and years, but he never quit, never gave up. That‟s why it‟s best to
be prepared. Be quick and nimble on all four feet. Well, you only
have two, but nimble you must be, and well rested. Speaking of
rest, if you‟ll excuse me, I‟ll resume planning our voyage in the
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forward… I mean the bow, of the ship. The air is fresher there,
especially after a lengthy voyage. Call me if anything develops.
Come along mates.”
With that, Cecil and Thomas followed Aloysius to his Captain‟s
quarters in the bow of the boat. Peter was left to navigate in
solitude through the long morning and longer afternoon. His
progress was steady and the flying fish kept him company, but the
horizon never gave up its advantage ahead of Liberty and her crew.
Occasionally, clouds appeared to rise above the thin line that
separated an emerald sea from the blue of a sun-filled sky. There
were the thin, wispy cirrus clouds that lay along the water and
above them were the puffy cumulus that climbed into the sky like
mountains, but they weren‟t really mountains and Peter wondered
if the clouds were rising over land, over a new world of freedom.
He looked into the depths of the darker ocean and saw the reddish
purple speckles of the plankton that his teacher had said the bigger
fish feed on. Leatherback turtles came and swam with the flying
fish for a time, but then they suddenly disappeared and the
distraction from the long hours of uneventful sailing that they had
provided disappeared along with them. Later, a great white bird,
maybe a gull or sea hawk or even an albatross, circled Peter‟s boat
and made spectacular dives toward the water‟s surface with its
wings swept back like a fighter jet. The water churned where the
bird dove and glowed silver when the sun reflected off its waves.
The taste of albacore, the canned tuna his mother cooked with
macaroni and cheese sometimes on Fridays, flooded around Peter‟s
mouth and settled on his tongue and teased his hungry stomach.
Several times Peter thought he saw another ship with sails
billowing against the sky and steering a course toward his little
boat, but as hard as he looked and as hard as he wished that it were
true, no ship came closer than the elusive horizon. Just as his
spirits rose with each sighting, they fell even lower with each
disappointment until his eyes, burning in the glare of the glistening
water, closed.
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Time had
become a matter
for the sun and the
moon and the stars
to work out. The
journey didn‟t
begin with the one
or end with the
others. It wasn‟t
guided to port or
starboard nor was
it sped along or
slowed by the
light or the
darkness. Time
never told what
lay ahead, only
what had been
consumed and lay
behind. In the life
of each journey, a
traveler
concluding his or
her voyage could simply make note and comment, “Oh, how time
has flown, like a sparrow playing and winging its way on the wind.
This much was mine, but now there is only yesterday and I must
leave tomorrow to others.”
Peter gradually became aware of the easy rise and fall of his
boat as the breeze cooled and brought him back from his sleep. He
tried to straighten and stretch his legs, but they resisted his efforts
and pain shot through his knees and this was followed by more
pain in his back and neck, but Peter was too young to know how
pain caused old people to suffer. Mr. James could have told him,
but Mr. James wasn‟t here. Peter had left him behind.
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He had slept wrong, he thought, but without his bed, how else
was he to sleep? He blinked his sleepy eyes and, within a few
uncounted moments, brought his surroundings into focus. As he
looked around, he saw turbulence in the water not far in front of
his path, but his mind failed to comprehend how soon it would be
upon him. Water around the boat began to swirl and Liberty
pushed headlong into rough seas.
“What… what is happening?” Aloysius called in dismay after
his long day of sleep suddenly and without warning was brought to
an abrupt conclusion.
“I don‟t know,” Peter screamed. “The ocean is going round and
round.”
Aloysius leapt to his feet and leaned forward with two paws
draped over the bow, claws dug firmly into the battered wood, and
two paws digging into deck planks below. Water was bubbling up,
rolling in upon itself and rising high over Aloysius‟ head before
pounding down with such force that he was thrown back and soon
looked as if all his fur had been sheared from his frame. Pools of
water flooded the boat and Cecil and Thomas splashed about trying
to cling to anything that was still afloat.
“Keep her steady, bow into the waves,” Aloysius called to
Peter.
“I can‟t hold her,” Peter cried in desperation. “She‟s turning!
The rudder‟s useless!”
“Don‟t let her go over,” Aloysius yelled again and again.
“She‟ll never come back!”
Peter gaped at the spiraling waves. The water began to churn
with fish. Swells rose higher and higher until the waves lapped
over each other and broke against Liberty, showering her with
torrential spray and coating her with salty foam. More and more,
fish filled the ocean until they were so thick that they flopped upon
themselves and made mountains of waves that were almost solid
peaks of their scaly flesh. Liberty was picked up by her
midsection, spun around, and slid from the tumultuous crest into a
spinning funnel that looked as if it would swallow everything
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within its reach and
deposit it on the
bottom of the sea.
Around and around
they went, deeper
into the mouth of the
funnel until Peter
was certain that
nothing could save
them from this
terrible fate.
The churning
ocean lashed at
Liberty as if its rage
were vindictive, a
vengeful assault on
all she promised, as
if the very sight of
her signaled the end
of some watery
kingdom‟s despotic
rule. The swirling tumult contracted into ever tighter rings that
encircled Liberty and imprisoned her.
“Hold tight,” Aloysius ordered with his last breath of air. “She‟s
taking us down.”
Peter was being thrown unmercifully about the stern of the boat,
but he refused to let go of the tiller. He was determined to man his
post until all hope was lost. Cecil and Thomas were nowhere to be
seen, possibly already claimed by the depths below. Water and fish
poured over the ship‟s gunnels. The ocean opened and then
swallowed. Liberty rolled and went down. Her stern was sucked
further and further into the black of the great abyss.
Peter watched as the ocean‟s surface closed in above him and
he and Liberty sank into the deep. His hands were still frozen to his
feeble hold on Liberty. As blackness swirled around him, he closed
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his eyes and saw in that instant how he had brought himself to this
end. Still, by some providence, he heard Aloysius calling, “Keep
her steady, bow into the waves.”
Suddenly, the ocean seemed to erupt. A mighty force struck
Liberty and propelled her toward the surface. Her mast tore away.
A gaping hole opened, shattering her deck. A fin, protruding from
the back of a monster that was as black as the devil‟s heart but
white, too, as white as the bloom of a shepherd‟s purse, cut
through her bow.
Liberty exploded in
a rush of teeth and
jaws that soared
above the surface of
the sea as if
launched from the
subterranean depths.
The sea monster
crashed down upon
her pared remains as
well as the
mountains of fish
that swirled around
them. Liberty‟s stern
fell away from her
keel and was pushed
to the outer reaches
of the spiraling
conflagration. A
second monster tore
from the ocean and
flew skyward only to pound with unrelenting force back upon the
mass of fish that floated dead or dazed all around. A third and a
fourth black-and-white monster, each seemingly the size of a
battleship, repeated the soaring and crashing back that pounded the
ocean into submission. When the battle ended, the monsters fed on
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the condemned and unpardoned fish until their hunger was
satisfied and then peacefully swam into the distance, toward the
edge of the world.
Little was left on the ocean‟s surface to attest to the intensely
violent action that had taken place only moments before, but a
short distance away from where the voracious funnel had
swallowed everything within its grasp, a wide-eyed lad and a halfdrowned cat, along with two quivering mice, floated on the only
remnants of Liberty
that could be seen.
Peter‟s hands had
held tight to
Liberty‟s tiller and
rudder through the
entire ordeal and
each of the crew had
been pushed to the
outer rim of
spiraling fish by the
thrashing frenzy of
the flying monsters.
“Those were
killer whales,”
Aloysius murmured
through his
exhaustion. “No,
they aren‟t really
whales,” he felt
obligated to clarify.
“They‟re actually
dolphins.”
“They‟re big as whales,” Peter lamented, “and they certainly
seem to have earned the rest of their name.”
A large, disoriented fish floated in behind Aloysius who took
his paw and gently played with the fish under water. Peter, Cecil
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and Thomas watched as the fish regained its bearings and swam
away. Aloysius monitored the fish‟s progress until it was out of
sight and reluctantly turned to face Peter‟s puzzled stare.
“I don‟t have an appetite,” Aloysius offered without being
questioned. “Besides, I prefer sea bass, typically not found in these
waters.”
Peter didn‟t pursue the conversation. He was exhausted and had
seen more in one day than he could possibly comprehend. Aloysius
gradually curled his dripping-wet, fur coat onto part of the rudder
and a part of the stern, which dangled nearby with the word,
Liberty, impressed into its surface. Cecil and Thomas crawled
under Aloysius‟ sagging chest and tried, mostly without success, to
find warmth. As evening gave way to night, the floating menagerie
gradually gathered other pieces of floating debris together and
Peter was able to lift enough of his torso out of the water so that
he, too, drifted off to sleep.
*****
Waves were sweeping gently onshore when the first rays of a
brilliant sun began breaking through low lying clouds. Early
morning light illuminated a long stretch of tranquil sand that had
become home during the night to the remnants of Liberty and her
crew. Peter sensed the warmth of the sun washing over his body
and he coughed those deep, burning coughs as the surf washed the
salt and sand of the sea into and out of his mouth and nostrils. He
rolled onto his sun-parched stomach and began pulling his body,
on hands and knees, toward higher ground. Before he had crawled
more than 20 yards, he collapsed, crumpled like a great walrus on
one fin, eyes open, head surveying both right and left. Eventually,
his eyes closed and he lay silent.
“Peter, wake up,” two voices were calling. “We‟ve made land.
We‟re saved. We‟re alive!”
When Peter opened his eyes for the second time, Cecil and
Thomas were dancing in front of him, pleading for him to come to
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life. Aloysius was somewhat more distant, out of focus and spread
lazily on the warm sand, but the vision was definitely Aloysius.
“Leave the poor lad alone,” Aloysius admonished Cecil and
Thomas. “Let him rest. He‟ll not be dining with the Queen, today.”
The mention of food caught Peter‟s attention. He was starved
and his mouth and throat were bone dry. His eyes looked past
Cecil and Thomas and past Aloysius and saw dark spheres
scattered carelessly along the beach. Peter struggled to his feet and
began to walk, slowly at first, toward the intriguing objects
littering the sand. The closer he came to the spheres the more
quickly he sped his pace, once nearly slicing his foot across an
outcropping of iron-hard lava. He was hopeful at first. Then, upon
drawing closer, he was rewarded with the sight of coconuts.
The protective, wood-like covering of many of the coconuts had
been torn or eaten away and only the thick, brown, oval husk
remained. Peter could already taste the white meat rolling across
his tongue and feel the sweet, milky fluid trapped within the coarse
outer shell flowing down his eager throat. He fell to his knees and
gathered four of the spheres into his arms. He caressed them,
admired them and almost worshipped them. Once he was satisfied
that they were not fleeting illusions, he headed toward the beach
with them. He dropped his treasure at the lava outcropping before
continuing to the water‟s edge.
“Where are you going?” Cecil called out to him.
“What are you doing?” Thomas chimed in belatedly.
Peter didn‟t pause to reply. He rushed straight to the spot where
Liberty‟s rudder and tiller had washed ashore and pulled them
from the sand. Franticly, he dragged them behind him, stumbling
and bounding to his feet before stumbling again and finally
reaching the lava. He lifted the entire assembly of rudder and tiller
over his head and propelled it onto the lava. He was rewarded with
nothing to show for his efforts. Again, he lifted the wreckage and
propelled it onto the iron-hard surface. Again and again it fell
squarely on top of the lava until, finally defeated, it surrendered to
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his will and fell separately. The sacred bond between the rudder
and tiller had been broken.
Peter lifted the tiller and held it up to the sky before his eyes.
He surveyed his club, his caveman‟s tool, and could have at that
instant been as much a part of man‟s most ancient history as a part
of man‟s most modern world.
“The lad‟s gone mad,” Aloysius whispered to Cecil and
Thomas. “Better order up a straightjacket before he hurts himself.”
“Straightway, Captain,” Cecil and Thomas chimed,
“straightway.”
Peter knelt, selected one of his coconuts and placed it on the
lava. He raised the tiller‟s arm above his head and brought it down
with a mighty force squarely upon the unprotected oval husk.
There was an explosion of husk and meat and milk that sailed into
the air and flew in all directions, leaving hardly a trace of what had
once held the promise of Peter‟s salvation.
“I could have told him that was going to happen,” Aloysius
stated in his understated manner. “The lad‟s a little slow on the
uptake.”
“The lad never listens,” Cecil added.
“The lad never learns,” Thomas concluded.
Peter had placed a second coconut on the lava by the time Cecil
and Thomas finished critiquing their young friend. This time Peter
searched the sand beside the lava until he found one of the metal
pins that had secured an iron sleeve, which wrapped around the
tiller and laid aside the top of the rudder. Painstakingly, he tapped
the pin through the husk of the coconut and then rolled it in every
direction and, it seemed, in all directions at once until the husk
released it and he could pull it free. Peter raised the coconut above
his head victoriously and waited for the sweet milk to flow, but
only infuriating drops issued forth. Peter pulled the coconut down
and shook it violently. He could hear the treasured liquid sloshing
inside.
“It needs an air hole,” Aloysius mumbled to Cecil and Thomas.
“I could tell him, but what else is there for us to do?”
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“I‟ll bet he clubs it,” Cecil whispered.
“I‟ll bet he regrets it,” Thomas replied.
Peter threw the coconut hard upon the sand. His eyes glared at
it. He was so close, yet so totally held at bay. Every muscle in his
body wanted to toss it into the air and slash at it like Mickey
Mantle who, if he were here, would knock it over the outfield
fence. This was a conspiracy. He could feel it. It was so frustrating
and so humiliating.
Suddenly, Peter remembered how his dad‟s gas can had a
second hole in the top to let it breathe when his dad poured gas
from the can into their tractor. The thought just came to him free of
charge, almost like his mind had been considering the problem
facing him without being asked to do anything. It was his thought
and his alone. He grabbed the coconut, slammed it onto the lava
and turned the first, barren opening one-quarter turn away. He
scrounged around in the sand, found his pin and pounded as
frequently on his fingers as on the pin but finally penetrated the
husk and ripped the pin out with all his might. Into the air went the
coconut and sweet, white milk poured over his face and into his
mouth. Peter swallowed and yelled at the top of his lungs. The
savage that lay hidden in the boy climbed out, danced around and
rejoiced.
“We‟ve liberated a monster,” Aloysius sighed.
“A monster, indeed,” Cecil acknowledged.
“Peter is lost,” Thomas wept.
The crew watched as Peter gulped down the sweet milk,
crushed the depleted husk and vigorously pried out and consumed
every morsel of white meat the besieged coconut would relinquish.
After his frenzied feeding, Peter retreated to the shade of a few
palms at the edge of the shore. Aloysius, Cecil and Thomas were
soon in trail. The grim reminder of the coconut‟s fate, however,
remained strewn without concern on the white sand beach.
“Time for a little horizontal lab,” Aloysius joked.
Soon, morning was exhausted on the small stretch of land that
had accepted Liberty and the crew who had manned her so
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valiantly. The afternoon came and went, mostly with little attention
to the waves that rose and fell along the beach and no apparent
concern for the magical terrain that had come to their rescue. Cecil
and Thomas were the first to become active and their tiny
footprints hardly left a trace as they scurried hither and yon,
crisscrossing the immediate vicinity but inching imperceptibly
toward an imposing sand dune just inland from their position.
Their growing curiosity about what lay beyond their tiny morsel of
this newly discovered land soon began to approach that typical of
most every child anticipating Santa to arrive with wished for and
imagined toys before the dawn of Christmas morning. Whatever
awaited their inspection beyond that hill of sand had to be found
out and Cecil and Thomas were determined to overcome their
natural fear of venturing too far into the wide open and unprotected
exposure of barren sand.
Their bravery came in small doses and trepidation subsided
reluctantly. In fact, progress was made one dare at a time, usually
with Cecil venturing ahead first and Thomas being forced to
reclaim his honor after Cecil flaunted his heroic achievements.
Near evening time, Cecil was the first to conquer the great sand
dune and his barely noticeable whiskers finally pushed above the
dune‟s crest about the same time as his nose determined that
nothing threatening was winging its way toward him on the silent
wind. His two animated eyes were the first to catch a glimpse of
paradise or, to be more precise, paradise lost.
“Devastation,” Cecil gasped.
“Ruin,” Thomas affirmed.
“How could anyone have done this?” Cecil asked.
“How could no one have stopped this?” Thomas countered.
“We must tell the Captain,” Cecil announced.
“The Captain will never believe us,” Thomas argued.
“Better that he not believe us than blame us,” Cecil replied.
“Agreed,” Thomas nodded.
Both mice turned and the speed of their eight blazing feet lifted
tufts of sand high in the air. They spoke not another word and
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made not the slightest detour as they headed straight for the palm
sleeping quarters Aloysius had fashioned for himself earlier that
morning. They arrived at their encampment with hardly a breath
between the two of them and began making the most urgent and
inspired gestures. Even the best of Roman pantomime actors would
have given an olive branch to reward their efforts.
“Can‟t you see I‟m dining?” Aloysius asked in royal
annoyance. “Gather your wits and your breath and speak to me in
your native tongue. Upon second thought, disregard that order and
speak to me in the King‟s English.”
“But Captain,” Cecil eventually blurted out, “we‟ve seen it. I
mean, we‟ve seen what it‟s not.”
“I‟m having crab, if you care to join me,” Aloysius offered. “I
would have preferred lobster, but lobster wasn‟t on the menu this
evening.”
“All the trees have been cut,” Thomas yelled at the top of his
lungs.
Aloysius was caught totally off guard and a crab wiggled from
his grasp. His lower jaw dropped and his marble eyes looked
askance at Thomas.
“What‟s that you said?” Aloysius demanded.
“The entire land beyond the dune has been cut to the ground,”
Thomas replied.
“This place has been leveled,” Cecil interjected.
By this time, Peter had been alerted by Cecil‟s and Thomas‟
performance that something was emphatically wrong. He rose to
his feet and dashed to the aid of his friends. The club that had been
fashioned from Liberty‟s tiller was firmly in his grasp.
“What is it?” Peter asked forcibly. “What have you seen?”
Peter was dripping with curiosity, even more so than Aloysius,
which is to say quite a lot, for Aloysius was notoriously curious
and not to be underestimated in this regard. Peter, however, had
conquered the coconut not many hours earlier and his barely
hidden savage was eager for another conquest. His fame and
fortune, his destiny, was his for the taking.
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“You and I need to have a look over that endless wall of sand,”
Aloysius said flatly.
Peter and Aloysius looked into each other‟s eyes, but before
they could begin their assault on the dune, Aloysius heard a faint
but disturbing sound. His ears turned first one way, then another
and then back.
“What do you hear?” Peter asked.
Aloysius paused and aligned his ears as if they were antennae.
He listened intently, rubbed his whiskers and returned his gaze
toward Peter.
“Drums,” he whispered, “lots of them are talking.”
“Talking from where and about what?” Peter asked. “My
Indians have drums and they‟ve never talked to me. Indians talk
with smoke signals.”
“There‟s a mountain,” Cecil stammered.
“Rising on the far shore,” Thomas added.
“Let‟s have a look,” Aloysius ordered.
The four of them gathered together, assembled their less than
considerable fortitude and headed inland, to the great sand dune.
Cecil and Thomas blazed the path. The closer they came to the
crest of the dune, the more distinct the pounding of the drums
became. It was an ominous sound, as if the end of time were being
announced. The drums more than filled their ears. They filled their
heads and pulled at their very souls. The pounding was hypnotic,
unrelenting, devouring everything in its path.
“I can‟t believe my eyes,” Peter exclaimed when he anxiously
peered across the same desolate landscape that Cecil and Thomas
had witnessed. “Who could, who would do such a wicked, wicked
thing?”
“Oh, my word, no words can describe this!” Aloysius cried.
“This is such wanton destruction.”
“Look there!” Peter yelled. “There, on the side of the mountain,
I can barely see movement. It looks like the whole mountain is
crawling with ants. It could be an army, an enormous army or what
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looks like an army, marching toward the summit. We‟ll have to go
in to get a better view.”
“We‟ll not go today, lad,” Aloysius cautioned. “It‟ll be night
soon and we shouldn‟t be walking about in the dark, although I’m
perfectly capable of conducting operations any time of day or
night. Even so, I
recommend we err
on the side of
caution. Besides, it
will take us most of
a day‟s journey to
reach the base of
that mountain and
we‟d be better
served to arrive
there at a time when
we won‟t be so
easily detected.
Tomorrow suits our
needs much better.”
“I agree,” Cecil
said as he nudged
Thomas for
additional support.
“It‟s unanimous,”
Thomas declared
before Peter could
offer an alternative course of action.
“O.K.,” Peter agreed, “it‟s unanimous. I‟ll gather some
coconuts and we can search the beach to see if any more of the
Liberty washed ashore. Maybe, there‟ll be something we can use
on our trek.”
“Those drums are worrisome,” Aloysius stated. “I wish we
understood more about them. It might be wise to set a guard
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tonight, no sense in being unprepared. Cecil, you and Thomas are
our volunteers.”
“But, I didn‟t say that I volunteered for anything,” Cecil
protested.
“Not one word,” Thomas concurred.
“You can sleep tomorrow,” Aloysius continued. “Peter can
carry you and we‟ll travel much faster.”
“Let‟s return to the beach,” Peter said with his club digging into
the sand. “We have a lot to do.”
Preparations for the next day‟s journey continued until the last
vestiges of sunlight disappeared. A search of the beach for more of
Liberty‟s wreckage proved to be of enormous benefit as Peter
found a portion of the mast and a large part of the sail. With a little
rope and a lot of ingenuity, he was able to fashion a makeshift
backpack that would serve nicely for transporting coconuts and
even act as accommodations for Cecil and Thomas. Though nerves
were on edge and the faint sound of drums continued throughout
the night, Aloysius, and to a lesser degree Peter, enjoyed a restful
slumber while Cecil and Thomas kept their vigil.
*****
The day‟s journey into the land of devastation began early. The
motley band of survivors marched with determination and purpose
toward the strange, majestic mountain. On this morning of
expectation and uncertainty, the ubiquitous giant was ringed by
morning haze and topped by westerly clouds. Peter led the way, as
he had become accustomed to leading those who agreed to be led,
carrying his new backpack with its cargo of four coconuts plus
Cecil and Thomas. Aloysius trailed closely behind, being careful
not to place his paws on any surface that would soil his freshly
manicured nails. Not far into the barren landscape, Peter stopped
and, of course, so did Cecil and Thomas. Almost in unison,
Aloysius also stopped. There, before them, were two grand
avenues leading straight to the mountain. The roads ran parallel
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and were divided by what looked to have been an elaborate canal
with golden docks and fabulous, brightly decorated boats, but the

FREEDOM‟S PRICE

83

canal had gone dry, the golden docks were only painted stones and
the boats were torn apart.
“Come here,” a voice called out to Peter and Aloysius. “I see
you. You must come here and be registered.”
Peter and Aloysius looked in alarm at one another. They had
not seen the small rodent with its long-haired, glossy brown fur
and its long tail sitting at the side of the grand avenue, but it was
too late to run. They
had been discovered.
As they approached
the curious little
animal, they could
see that he wore a
pair of rounded
spectacles, had a
tablet in front of him
and held a long pen
in his hand.
“How many of
you are there?” he
asked.
“Who are you?”
Peter replied.
“I am Gregory,”
the scribe said
politely, “but I must
know who you are
so that you can be
registered.”
“Why should we be registered?” Aloysius asked.
“It is required, so that we can keep count,” Gregory responded
very graciously.
“Keep count of what?” Peter immediately asked, his voice
showing youthful impatience and annoyance.
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“So that we can keep count of who is registered,” Gregory
replied plainly.
“That makes no sense,” Peter admonished without regard for
Gregory‟s authority.
“It makes perfect sense,” Gregory replied. “You can‟t pass until
you‟ve registered. Sign here.”
With that, Gregory turned the tablet toward Aloysius and
handed him the long pen. Aloysius accepted the instrument, which
was large for an animal as small as Gregory but exceedingly small
and difficult to operate for paws as plump as those belonging to
Aloysius. In any event, Aloysius eventually managed to mark four
“Xs” on the first page of the tiny tablet that he surmised was
similar to parchment.
“I‟ll sign for one and all,” Aloysius told Gregory. “I am the
Captain of the Liberty and these are my passenger and crew.”
Cecil and Thomas poked their heads out of Peter‟s canvas pack
and surveyed what was going on in the outside world. They
inspected every aspect of Gregory. Almost immediately, Cecil‟s
eyes widened and he nearly fell from Peter‟s pack in excitement.
“Gregory, Gregory,” Cecil screamed. “It‟s me, your cousin
Cecil. I‟ve seen your picture on grandfather‟s mantel a thousand
times. Don‟t you recognize me?”
Gregory glanced at Cecil and studied him briefly. He gave no
hint of recognition and returned to inspecting Aloysius‟ markings.
Aloysius returned the long pen and made a genuine effort to offer
sympathy to Cecil for not having his greeting acknowledged.
“Grandfather said he was like that,” Thomas consoled Cecil,
placing a hand on his shoulder. “Don‟t take it personally.”
Despite the sympathy and the consolation that Cecil received
from his friends, his feelings were gravely wounded. He and
Gregory were family and family should always be family. How
could Gregory have denied him? Such conduct was no better than
that of a marsh rabbit.
“The count is four,” Gregory affirmed. “You must pay a toll for
four to pass.”
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“Pay a toll!” Peter shouted in disbelief. “We have no money.”
“If you cannot pay the toll, then you must pay a tax,” Gregory
replied calmly.
“What tax?” Peter demanded.
“The tax that‟s required of those who register and cannot pay
the toll,” Gregory explained.
“If we cannot pay the toll,” Peter shouted, as if his irritation at
Gregory‟s circular logic could be expressed best by the loudest
words he could muster, “how do you expect us to pay the tax?”
“With the money you saved from not paying the toll,” Gregory
reasoned.
“This is an absurd conversation and you are impossible to deal
with,” Peter said while pointedly shaking his finger at Gregory.
“This calls for diplomacy and understanding,” Aloysius
cautioned as he stroked his whiskers and pushed his paw over his
brow and toward his pointed ear. “Would you take collateral?” he
asked.
“An I.O.U. is not acceptable,” Gregory said bluntly as he
removed his round, bookkeeper‟s glasses and stared indignantly at
Peter.
“This is getting us nowhere,” Peter barked in growing
frustration.
“We have coconuts,” Aloysius replied with a firm voice that
seemed to add; “and, if I might say so, you do not.”
“How many coconuts have you?” Gregory asked. “I see none
and I see very well with my glasses.”
“Four, we have four,” Aloysius replied.
“Four are accepted,” Gregory agreed in a tone of absolute
authority over man and beast.
“That will leave us with nothing to eat and nothing to drink,”
Peter complained bitterly.
“We‟ll be fine. You must trust me,” Aloysius assured Peter.
“Give Gregory the coconuts.”
Peter reluctantly complied, although he would have done almost
anything to have avoided relinquishing even one coconut into
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Gregory‟s custody. He removed the backpack from his shoulders
and carefully ushered Cecil and Thomas to safety so that he could
stack the coconuts beside Gregory. Gregory counted his collateral
and marked an “X” on each one. His pen went back and forth from
tablet to coconut and coconut to tablet with each mark. Cecil
watched each movement that Gregory made. His eyes never
wavered and his jaw remained clinched tight. Not a single word
came from his mouth, but his demeanor gave no doubt that he
regarded Gregory as a traitor to his family and as an enemy to his
friends.
“The collateral is sufficient. The tax is paid,” Gregory
announced. “Now, you must elect which road to take.”
“Don‟t both roads lead to the mountain?” Peter asked without
acknowledging that any choice whatsoever was remotely
necessary.
“Yes, but you must elect which one you will travel,” Gregory
replied. “It is required.”
“We‟ll travel on the right side,” Peter stated bluntly, “unless, of
course, we elect to travel on the left.”
“That‟s not helpful, Peter,” Aloysius counseled.
“You must elect the road you wish to travel by secret ballot,”
Gregory informed his captive audience. “Please mark your
selection on the tablet and cover it so that it remains secret.”
Aloysius took the tablet and passed it around so that everyone
could vote. Each page of the tiny register turned ballot was folded
over itself after a choice was recorded to conceal the previous vote
and the official results were returned to Gregory.
“Which road have you chosen?” Gregory asked.
“You said to select by secret ballot,” Peter complained with
increasing contempt for the little creature that had abused their
senses for far too long.
“So I did and so you have,” Gregory admonished him, “but you
must tell me the road you have chosen so that I can register your
choice and let you pass.”
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Having tired of this endless game, Aloysius retrieved the tablet
from Gregory and ceremoniously counted the votes. The first was
in favor of the right road. The next two votes favored the left.
Aloysius abstained from counting his, the final, vote.
“We have chosen the left road,” Aloysius informed Gregory
while pushing Peter away and refusing to divulge the undisclosed
selection on the final page.
“That road is closed for repairs,” Gregory stated. “It has been
closed for a very long time and will likely be closed for much
longer than anyone cares to know. The wealthiest among us are in
need of riches and the poorest are in need of care. There is simply
no money for roads and our bridges hardly span the gulf between
us. Well, regardless of this or that, you must make another
selection or allow me to assign you to journey on the right road.”
“If the left road is closed,” Peter screamed directly at Gregory,
“why did you have us vote? There was no need!”
“You are wrong,” Gregory said calmly but very pointedly. “It is
required that you vote and so you have.”
“Very well, very well, we agree,” Aloysius replied before Peter
could utter another sound. “May I make a suggestion?”
“Yes, I am pleased to accept suggestions,” Gregory replied. “I
am very open-minded.”
“The coconuts need care, as do your poor,” Aloysius began.
“They will not last long in the hot sun and you will lose your
collateral. We can shade them in our canvas bag and protect them
while you tend to your registrations and collections and, most
importantly, to your voting.”
“You are quite correct,” Gregory quickly concluded. “You
make an excellent point. The coconuts should be protected from
loss.”
“Peter,” Aloysius hurriedly continued, “why don‟t you put the
coconuts back in your pack to help preserve Gregory‟s collateral
and we‟ll be on our way?”
Peter wasted no time in loading the coconuts into his canvas
bag and Cecil and Thomas climbed back into their comfortable
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quarters. Gregory allowed the four travelers to pass without further
interference, as there were no other requirements to be met, and
there was silence for a long while until Cecil spoke.
“He‟s no cousin of mine,” Cecil stated flatly. “His lights are
dimmer than a total eclipse.”
“That‟s an understatement, if ever I‟ve heard one,” Thomas
added. “His lights are down for the count.”
“I wanted to ask him why the canal was empty,” Peter said once
the silence was broken.
“The answer is elemental, my dear boy,” Aloysius replied and
paused for dramatic effect. “There is… no water.”
“There is no water,” Thomas repeated and laughed
uproariously.
“Someone‟s been reading too much Sherlock Holmes,” Cecil
quipped.
*****
Conversation between the travelers continued to be light and
their journey proceeded along the grand avenue through miles and
miles of what had surely been lush, green forest but what was now
only clear-cut wasteland. Old, dry tributaries from the canal ran
beneath the road in both directions at regular intervals. Once
spectacular cities located on each waterway had become dens of
despair. Every structure that could be seen appeared to have been
looted and everything of value, down to the basic fabric of society,
had been stripped from its rightful place. Not a single citizen
ventured into sight and the air was devoid of sound, except for the
drums, which periodically subsided before returning and pounding
louder and more insistently with each step toward the great
mountain.
By-and-by, a lone traveler approached the grand avenue from
what appeared to be the precise line of one of the long and dusty
tributaries. He wore a fleece coat that draped around his neck and
shoulders, extended the full length of his extremities and hugged
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the ground. In short, he was fully enveloped by it. He was a tall,
lanky, wolf-like man with animated eyes, a long nose, a wagging
tongue and a juicy smile that nearly consumed the meaning of his
words, if not the
words themselves,
as soon as he had
spoken them. He
showed little
concern that he had
only himself to talk
to and only himself
to listen. His
delirium was half
akin to madness and
half to genius, but he
was clearly a man of
not much practical
use.
Even so, his
craziness made him
a man that
commanded
attention, close
attention. In a
peculiar fashion, his
listening to himself was no easier than the chore faced by others,
for a black, knitted top hat had fallen down and nearly covered his
hairy, pointed ears. The appearance of this visitor blinded the
senses of all who looked upon him. He was concealed within the
disguise of his device in much the same manner as winter‟s
lingering snow camouflages the emergence of an early spring
meadow.
“I‟ll not go there again!” he pronounced even before he had
uttered a salutary greeting of any kind.
“Go where?” Peter asked in reply.
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“Why not go there?” the stranger responded. “You should have
asked, „Why not?‟”
“I beg your pardon,” Peter responded as courteously as he
thought necessary to avoid more criticism from Aloysius. “I
believe there is as much value in knowing the place as there is in
asking about the reason.”
“Not so,” the stranger interrupted. “Any place will do, but there
is only one reason.”
“That‟s ridiculous!” Peter muttered. “You said clearly and…
well, like you really meant it, that you would not go there again
and there can be only one place and, whatever the reason, there
will always be one and only one place.”
“There is wherever I shall not go again,” the stranger countered,
“and they are as many in number as I have been.”
“This is pointless,” Peter argued. “Everything here is pointless.”
“Without reason, everything is without reason,” Aloysius
concluded.
“I must be on my way,” the traveler stated a bit too earnestly. “I
have far, too far, to go before I reach my destination and my weary
feet have had little reward for all of their considerable effort, but it
is they that have taken me this far and they that have only each
other to blame. If not for their ceaseless plodding, I would have
arrived long ago.”
“This is beyond reason,” Cecil added.
“This is beyond pointless,” Thomas echoed.
“Before I go, I shall leave you with the greatest of gifts, a gift
that you shall treasure forever,” the stranger rambled on. “It shall
be my present to you and I shall not dangle it before your eyes as a
carrot is dangled before a donkey. There are no strings attached.
Only puppets have strings and you, my friends, are not puppets.
Not one. Not all. Not any of you. But first, I must implore you for
some assistance, for the more you share with me the more I shall
give to you. I wish to leave you a gift of true value. A little
assistance will lead to untold rewards. Here is my hat. It is a small
hat that holds little. Fill it generously. All of this and more shall be
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returned to you. All of this and more shall be your reward for a
small gift of generosity.”
With that offer of a great reward for a small gift, which sounded
much like a seasoned pitch from a seasoned scoundrel to Peter and
his friends, the strange man removed his knitted hat and gestured
for it to be passed among them. Unfortunately, no one was moved
to receive the hat or to be relieved of any valuables, which would
have been extremely difficult to produce, in any event. The hat
attracted only silent stares and was soon repositioned atop the
stranger‟s head, covering his hairy, pointed ears.
“You have failed to see and failed to accept the opportunity that
I have offered,” the strange man growled, “but everyone makes an
occasional mistake and I shall not hold yours against you. Come
closer and I shall share with you an elixir that will turn the
landscape forest green, the water crystal clear and the sky as blue
as the King‟s blue eyes. Come near. Gather round.”
“I can see clearly in light and darkness,” Aloysius replied. “We
have no need to blur our vision with your elixir and no need to
come within your grasp or under your spell.”
“You are all fools,” the almost totally wolf-like man shouted as
saliva flooded past fang-like teeth. “You shall reap no reward and I
shall not return to this place again. I depart and leave you to your
trivial affairs. I shall travel elsewhere. Wherever I am is where I
shall be found.”
All eyes watched as the stranger resumed his solitary discussion
and left our travelers to ponder this chance meeting. He had arrived
and departed as a momentary gust of wind arrives and departs,
leaving those left behind with a feeling of having escaped its
ceaseless passage and having been brushed aside by a shadow
more than having been touched by a presence.
“Who is richer and who is poorer?” Cecil asked.
“We are all poorer,” Thomas replied.
“We are surrounded by tragedy,” Aloysius sighed, “and I
confess to having seen no greater tragedy than we have witnessed
together.”
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“I‟m certain we have met the father of all serpents,” Peter
judged. “Let‟s move on. We must move on.”
*****
The road became lonely once again. Distance was measured in
time lost, for the road seemed to repeat itself and provide no
assurance that progress was being made. The mountain was there
before the previous step and it was there after the last. A short stop
for nourishment broke the monotony briefly, but soon it too was
almost forgotten. Legs began to ache and feet began to plod more
than step. A shimmering haze obscured much of what lay ahead
and eyes gave up
their vigil on the
mountain and rested
wearily on nothing
worthy of notice
until the shimmering
appeared to rise and
advance toward
them without notice.
An old man with
hair as long as a
horse‟s mane and
carrying a great
burden of books
upon his back
silently came from
the haze like an
apparition. His stride
was uneven, each
step showing the
effects of the weight
that he was forced to
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manage. A beast trailed in the man‟s footsteps. A tether was held
lightly in the man‟s hoof-like hand.
When the parties had approached each other sufficiently close
to be hailed, Peter called out, “Old man, why do you carry such a
burden when your beast carries none?”
“Because the burden is mine,” the old man replied with a
whinny, “and this beast is also my brother. My brother has carried
many burdens and will likely carry many more before he leaves
my care, but I cannot ask him to bear the weight of this.”
“I see that you carry books,” Peter continued without giving the
old man‟s words time to have their full meaning.
“Yes, but my books are not the burden,” the old man replied
while struggling as much to get his breath as to balance his load.
“The burden is the record of life that they contain, all that has been
and all that should have been lived through the centuries.”
“Can you set aside your burden and share your knowledge?”
Peter asked. “I am searching for freedom, a new life of freedom,
and I would like to know where to find it.”
“Neither man nor beast can set aside this burden,” the old man
cautioned. “The freedom you seek is not to be found. Rather, it is
not to be rejected. Freedom is everywhere life is, but so, too, is
fear. You find what you seek most, the choice is yours.”
“I… I mean we… are searching for freedom,” Peter declared.
“We would never reject it.”
“Does the flame of life burn eternally in your chest,” the old
man snorted, “or is your stomach gnawed upon by the fangs of the
unknown and the unseen?”
“When I was little, I was afraid sometimes, but not anymore,”
Peter replied bravely. “Jack is my protector. He watches out for
me, especially when night falls and my room is all pitch black.”
“The choice to accept or reject freedom is your burden, not one
for Jack,” the old man counseled. “Conquer all that imperils life or
surrender to all that imprisons and sucks away the juices of life‟s
fruit.”
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A pause cast its spell over the travelers. Peter listened, for he
was sure that the old man would continue to share his wisdom.
“Life cannot be saved in a teapot,” the old man continued and
rewarded Peter‟s patience. “You must drink your fill every day or
you must surrender all that remains. I carry a heavy burden, but the
record of life that has been lived is a joy to carry. It‟s the burden of
life that could have been lived, life that has been consumed by fear,
life that is unlived that is the heaviest of all. I have given you what
you asked, now do what I ask. Do not increase my burden. Do not
fail as so many have failed.”
The old man and his beast faded into the shimmering haze.
They were lost from sight in exactly the same manner as they had
appeared, but the old man, in his wisdom, offered Peter a final
thought.
“Who is your brother, Peter? Do not confuse the eagle with the
dragon.”
The old man‟s words remained long after his image had
vanished. Peter looked toward the mountain and began walking.
He would have to think. There was no need for more words. The
old man had said all that needed to be said. Every ounce of energy
would be required for the journey.
*****
As their footsteps continued and the road stretching before them
toward the thin line of the horizon gradually and with increasing
difficulty came to be trodden underfoot, there also came within
sight a conspicuous meeting of prominent looking men. Upon first
glance, these men appeared to be wearing the finest of suits and
gripping at extraordinarily large lapels. Peter was taken by surprise
as he approached and watched the lapels of these fine suits extend
and seem to grow behind and to the side of each distinguished
head, becoming as apparent as the horns of a ram. Also, to Peter‟s
surprise, the hands with which these prominent men gripped their
lapels seemed to be as hardened and as cloven as those of common
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cattle. Though questions as to the true circumstance of these men
continued to present themselves, this collegiate gathering was
clearly to the right of the avenue in a stone building of purest,
white granite, but it could just as well have been to the left and of
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wood as black as ebony and no insinuation of industrious or
neglectful conduct should be interpreted from such happenstance.
The structure in which these men stood had great portals and
great windows, except there were no actual portals or windows
filling the space reserved for them and the tables and chairs and the
banisters and railings that had undoubtedly made for an organized
assemblage of great consequence were also nowhere to be found
or, most assuredly, nowhere to be seen. In fact, even in this great
hall in this great stone building, there was not a trace of the wood
that had touched so many oft-shaken and, more often than not,
shaking hands.
Upon closer examination, given that closer examination is
almost always prudent, these men looked not to be fine at all but to
have fallen upon desperate times and their fortunes showed an
appalling lack of good and an abundance of bad, very bad. Indeed,
the closer one came upon them, the sorrier their lot grew.
A voice from within their simmering hubbub rose to be
reckoned with and its volume was of such magnitude as to be
heard with distinction, as that word applies to a perceptible
differentiation and not to fame or eminence or high honor. Peter
immediately recognized a quality about these people, as the word
quality is often loosely used, that was remarkably similar to people
his father referred to as “Republicrats” and he determined that he
would refer to them in this manner until something better occurred
to him. He was considerably surprised and equally pleased to find
that the term was already in local use and officially accepted by the
entire assembly gathered before him.
“Mr. Chair, the Republicrat from the Great Oak Forest wishes
to resign as Secretary of the Secret Record as I no longer have
pencils or paper with which to preserve the official minutes. Of
course, all other historical records will continue to be reviewed and
revised by pen and parchment before being sealed until the Day of
Declassification is upon us.”
“I second the motion. All opposed, mark your ballot,” the Chair
replied. “There being none opposed, the motion passes.”
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Mr. Chair was obviously the name of the leader of these people
even though no chairs actually remained in the entirety of the great
building. Peter quickly grasped an understanding of the dilemma
this must have caused, given that every chair had been forsaken
and an argument could be made that the name of their leader no
longer applied or had any basis in fact. Sometimes, however, fact
and fiction were inseparable and the application of one could be
substituted easily for the other, especially if tradition supported the
practice. Peter explained these concepts to Cecil and Thomas as his
father had explained them to him, but Aloysius remained skeptical
of these early conclusions and continued to listen closely to the
curious proceedings.
“Mr. Chair, the Republicrat from the Pine-Wood Mountains of
the North motions that all illegal, ill-gotten and ill-advised
contributions to our coffers no longer be required to pass beneath
the tables of this great council, although I recommend that the
phrase „are to be laundered in the dark of night‟ be added to the
Grand Charter handed down to us by our forefathers.”
Peter was quick to understand the predicament that being
required to pass anything under nonexistent tables would pose. He
was at a loss, however, to see how doing the laundry at night could
ever apply to contributions or coffers, especially since his mother‟s
coffer was the kitchen cookie jar.
“I second the motion. All opposed, mark your ballot,” the Chair
replied. “There being none opposed, the motion passes.”
“There‟s not a reputation among the lot of them,” Cecil said
with a shake of his head.
“No, they‟ve all been sold to the highest bidder,” Thomas
replied with equal dismay.
“I wonder what‟s in the packages their laundryman delivers,”
Aloysius mused with a cattish chuckle.
“I don‟t know,” Cecil replied, “but I‟ll bet not one of them is
registered.”
“And… I‟ll bet their laundryman is a cat‟s-paw,” Thomas
quipped.
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“Don‟t you mean a fool?” Aloysius snapped, his smile erased
and his whiskers bristling.
“Of course, of course, for certain,” Thomas repeated as he stood
corrected and shaken and very much behind Cecil.
Cecil‟s eyes widened as he looked directly into Aloysius‟
penetrating stare and scrambled to exchange places with Thomas,
who proved to be a very elusive friend. Mercifully, the incident
was overshadowed by more pressing events.
“Mr. Chair, the Republicrat from the Cyprus Swamps of the
Low Country proposes to establish a new subsidy for the lumber
industry to sustain it through this period of difficulty and to double
the tax on the timber industry to replace lost spoils from our
dwindling treasury.”
“But, Mr. Chair,” an anonymous voice rose, “we have no trees,
no timber industry and, therefore, if it pleases the Chair, no lumber
industry.”
“Silence,” roared the Chair with great displeasure. “I‟ll hear
none of it. I second the motion. All opposed, mark your ballot.
There being none opposed, the motion passes.”
“Mr. Chair, if I might have the floor,” a thin wafer of sound
pleaded.
“Who is that wishing to have the high honor of addressing the
Chair?” Mr. Chair bellowed. “I pledge to defend and never yield so
much as the space of a single footprint upon this floor, but if you
must speak, step forward and be recognized.”
Another wafer of sound drifted through the great hall. It was
almost imperceptible, but it was determined and undeniable. It
fluttered, but it also flew, as certain of its path as any ship-of-state
sailing on harvest wind.
“Mr. Chair, the Republicrat from the Gardens of the Weeping
Willows wishes to inquire by what Article of the Grand Charter
have you entered into every home, every factory and every office
and taken every sliver of wood that was once the treasure of our
land.”
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“Out of order… you are out of order!” Mr. Chair stood and
proclaimed, which was exceedingly difficult as Mr. Chair had
never been properly seated. “Though I need not defend the actions
of this office, I have declared that we are officially in a „State of
Drought‟ and, to attempt resolution of this unnatural condition of
the natural order, I have required our elders to design a plan which,
it seems, requires a great deal of wood. As long as such state
exists, I have the power to suspend and supersede the Articles of
the Grand Carter. Indeed, I have confirmed this with the Advisor
General who has, in turn, confirmed it with me and we, in turn,
have confirmed it with each other and, as all advice is officially
secret, there is nothing more to be said. Nevertheless, may I remind
you that I have preserved your freedom to approve my actions,
even though you may not approve of them, and I have preserved
your freedom to obey my orders, though in obeying them you may
disobey your moral judgment and ethical principles? Freedom
being what freedom is and one freedom being, more or less, as
good as another, I recommend that you enjoy the freedom you
have and not concern yourself with any other, or the drought may
get worse.”
So, it continued. Motion after motion was proposed and
nonexistent ballots were not marked with nonexistent pencils and,
as there was no opposition, all motions passed until finally the
Chair raised his empty hand, as he had no gavel, and was about to
pound the air where his podium once stood. The great Republicrats
from the former woodland areas almost adjourned, or were almost
exiled to sectors of the land where the most atrocious of falsehoods
were plausibly denied. However, before the gathering could release
its firm grip on its large lapels and file with the semblance of great
dignity down its once majestic aisles, a voice of unmistakable
authority clamored above the still simmering hubbub and brought
the Republicrats to martial attention. There was silence, except for
a breeze that filtered through abandoned doors and windows and
the sad songs of birds that sailed overhead in search of lost homes
and families. Into this silence came more suggestions of
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outrageous indignities than had ever before brought insult to the
land‟s pain. This voice, from the largest of men, butted heads with
solutions more than with untold problems.
“Mr. Chair… Mr. Chair…, the Republicrat from the Maple
Capital of the World, the land of syrup and majestic molasses,
motions that, lest some scoundrel should find our just deeds
objectionable, we should protect ourselves, one and all, each one
and everyone, against loss and bad faith among those whom we
govern with merciful heart and strong hand.”
“Yes, yes, and let‟s not forget our unjust deeds,” a nasal-toned,
whining voice added.
“Mr. Chair,” a third voice rang out, “as we are all honest men
and subject to the laws of man…,” “and of nature,” someone
commented, “and do not hold ourselves above the commands of
our elders…,” “even though we may surrender in times of trial and
temptation to the lesser heights of honorable conduct,” a voice
confessed in a less than audible murmur, “we should proceed to
investigate ourselves in order to assure our continued favor in the
eyes of our brothers and sisters, no matter how distantly related.”
“Let it be done. Let it be done,” an energetic lad of lesser years
than many of his distinguished associates cried out in utter
abandonment of his meager station in the assembly.
“So, too, let us prosecute ourselves,” a judicial voice demanded.
“Far, far beyond that, we must convict ourselves and sentence
ourselves to the harshest of terms,” the most hollow of elderly
voices barely managed to assert.
“Then, above all,” a practiced voice cried out, “we must pardon
ourselves. How could there be justice without pardons all around?
Who could serve? Who would serve, without pardons? Let us raise
a toast to the law and to our pardons.”
“A toast to forgiveness and to those who give us our marked
ears,” cheered a single, intoxicated voice.
“Those are earmarks, you mentally deficient edifice,” came a
ripping aspersion that tore across the open air.
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“Rubbish,” shouted a robust man with a larger-than-life aura
about his person. “That‟s all rubbish. Simply deny whatsoever is
inconvenient and embrace whatsoever is providential. Who, pray
tell, is the father of truth? Some truth may claim to be a son of fact,
some a daughter to reason and still other a mere cousin to opinion.
Yet, each has its lineage and every family has its dark closet. Seek
from the closet only that which eyes wish to see and speak only of
that which ears wish to hear. Truth, like pain, can offend the senses
when there‟s too much of it. Don‟t poke your nose so deeply into
the bloom of today‟s truth that tomorrow you cannot sniff the
pleasant scent of another. Inhale if you must, but inhale faintly. So
too, stand if you must, but stand easily. A convenient posture may
argue well when the senses are in a single frame of mind yet may
collapse under the weight of differing circumstances. An
affectionate inference, a suggestion of kinship, carries itself with
far more attitude than an unnecessary claim made without the
benefit of proof. Truth is frequently the bashful maiden among all
that may be embraced, while a falsehood, a lie by any other name,
is less timid, deceitfully clever and the most deliberate of common
suitors. All other things common: common sense, common ground
and even the common good are routinely banished in favor of
fiction and promise. We are charged to prevail, always prevail.
This is our duty, our mandate. This… is democracy and…
freedom.”
“I have heard it all and I have heard quite enough,” the Chair
concluded. “We shall vote. All opposed, mark your ballot. There
being none opposed, the motion… or whatever it was… is passed.
We stand adjourned.”
“That‟s not what freedom is about,” Peter attempted to assure
his companions and himself. “I know that‟s not what freedom is
about.”
“Freedom is a great thing, isn‟t it?” Thomas asked.
“Yes, but you don‟t get it for nothing,” Cecil warned.

102

PETER‟S DREAMS AND OTHERWORLDLY THINGS

“Maybe they get invited to walk in parades,” Aloysius sighed.
“It certainly would beat sitting, or standing, on committees that
make laws for woodlands that have no trees.”
“We should form a committee to make new freedoms,” Thomas
proposed.
“The last committee formed to do that came up with
Communism,” Aloysius advised.
“That won‟t work,” Cecil grumbled. “It‟s been tried before, but
it took too much explaining.”
“My father says that a Republicrat‟s tenure in office should last
only so long as his good behavior,” Peter stated. “In that way,
grownups wouldn‟t have to try and vote them out of office so
often.”
“There just aren‟t enough votes to get the job done,” Cecil
complained.
“We could use dead people‟s votes,” Thomas suggested, “but
nowadays it costs too much to buy really good dead people out of
their coffins.”
“We‟re thinking about this the wrong way,” Aloysius laughed.
“What we really need is more famous Republicrats with fancy
statues… and eloquent epitaphs.”
“That won‟t work either,” Cecil complained again. “Just
because they have fewer partners doesn‟t mean there will be fewer
accomplices.”
“Actually, I think we would have been better off if we had
stopped with Jefferson and Lincoln,” Thomas interjected. “Cecil
and I like those statues and Cecil has traced our relatives back to
Monticello.”
“We have to move on,” Peter reminded his friends. We‟ll not
find what we‟re searching for in this place.”
*****
The afternoon continued to advance much faster than our
travelers. Peter was reminded of the cotton field which had been

FREEDOM‟S PRICE

103

conquered at such great expense of effort and determination, but he
did not share his thoughts with his friends. The trek to the
mountain was a challenge in its own right and not a function of
earlier successes and certainly not a mirror of past near failures.
His mind would have to focus on the future and remember only the
lessons from the past.
As evening came upon them, Aloysius held out his paw to slow
Peter and then to stop him altogether. The Captain had spied
activity on the road ahead that clearly would impede their progress.
“What do you see?” Peter demanded.
“A lone drummer at the side of the road,” Aloysius replied.
“The creature looks amazingly like Gregory, but it has a broad tail,
it carries a drum on its back and it‟s… my goodness… five times
his size.”
“Well, there are four of us and only one of him,” Peter boasted.
“Let‟s continue full steam ahead.”
“Patience,” Aloysius cautioned. “We should employ words long
before we sling spears and arrows. These people and this land have
suffered greatly and we gain no benefit from causing further harm.
Besides, why make an enemy when we might more easily make a
friend, and friends are a substantial comfort in times like these.”
“I guess,” Peter mumbled without great conviction.
“Don‟t you know?” Cecil questioned.
“You should know,” Thomas asserted.
The drummer never budged as the four strangers approached
and he never missed a beat of his laborious task. He watched
calmly, braced in his stance like a sentry at the castle gate, tail
rising to the rhythm of a soldier‟s step.
Upon gaining a clear view of the drummer‟s webbed, hind feet
and broad, flat tail, Cecil raced forward. His heart pounded. His
face was alive with expectation.
“Cousin Phineas!” he exclaimed.
“Not again,” Thomas moaned.
The dedicated drummer refused to acknowledge even the
occurrence of Cecil‟s greeting. Cecil turned his back to the
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drummer in disgust and near mortal humiliation. To have been
refused
acknowledgment
once was difficult
enough. Twice was
beyond endurance.
Nothing was beyond
Aloysius, however,
and he strode past
the drummer
without saying as
much as a hiss or a
growl.
“Stop!” the
drummer ordered.
“You must not
pass.”
“I‟ve already
passed,” Aloysius
grinned with cat-like
pleasure.
“Please,” the
drummer pleaded,
“do not go further.”
“What is your name?” Peter, seizing his opportunity, quickly
demanded.
“I am Phineas,” the drummer responded.
“I told you! I told you!” Cecil cried in relief and jubilation.
“I can‟t believe my ears,” Thomas marveled.
“Why are you drumming?” Aloysius asked.
“I am an elder’s son,” Phineas explained. “My purpose is to
play my drum so that the great eye in the sky knows when to open.
Other sons play so that the great eye knows when to close. We are
trained by the elders near the summit of the mountain. Our people
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rely on us for the days and the nights and the seasons, and we have
never failed in our duty.”
“Your great eye doesn‟t need a drum,” Peter admonished, “and
it doesn‟t open and close. That‟s the sun and the earth revolves and
orbits around it.”
“You must not question our teachings,” Phineas replied. “To do
so would cause the great mountain to roar and to punish the land
and our people.”
“That‟s ridiculous,” Peter said in disbelief.
“Control your emotions, Peter,” Aloysius requested of his
young friend. “We must listen more and talk less. Phineas has a lot
to tell us and we have much to learn.”
“Perhaps Phineas could tell us what genius destroyed the land,”
Peter stubbornly barked.
“Yes, Phineas, can you tell us what great Caesar conquered
your people?” Aloysius continued.
“No armies have set foot on our soil,” Phineas replied proudly.
“We are a peaceful people.”
“But, your land, your cities and your civilization are destroyed,”
Aloysius cried.
“No!” Phineas protested. “That is not true, but we have had
years of drought. The mountain that calls the rain from our western
shore has remained silent and its fire has grown cold. The elders
danced and called to the mountain to awaken and to bring the rain,
but the mountain sleeps. Our great leader, Mr. Chair, asked the
elders to design a plan to awaken the mountain and end the
drought. The elders said that we must build a grand pantheon to
celebrate the mountain‟s gifts to us and build a magnificent fire to
awaken the mountain and give it strength. We took the trees from
our land and the timbers from our cities to build the pantheon and
fill the mountain with nourishment. Tonight, we give fire to the
mountain and its noble voice will call the rain. This is our belief.”
“So, that‟s what the Republicrats were talking about,” Cecil
moaned.
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“I could have told you that,” Thomas asserted, “but without
pencils and paper, it takes longer to connect the… clues.”
“This is not the belief of any civilized people,” Peter declared.
“This is madness.”
“You should not judge so harshly,” Aloysius warned Peter.
“There is much we do not understand. We should go, we must go,
to the pantheon and speak with the elders. They had a canal.
Perhaps, they have a ship.”
“A ship, we need a ship to sail to Peter‟s horizon,” Cecil
replied, “and then home. We need a ship to sail home.”
“I just hope to live to see the great eye open again,” Thomas
muttered. “Phineas, you keep pounding that drum.”
“I shall,” Phineas called as the four travelers departed, “but the
mountain will not welcome you.”
“This mountain sleeps,” Peter whispered to himself, “more than
Aloysius.”
*****
None of the elders‟ sons tried to deter Peter and Aloysius and
their crew as they continued along the great avenue to the base of
the mountain. The closer they came, the louder the drum beats
became until there was not another sound that could be heard. The
small band of travelers reached the foot of the mountain precisely
at sunset and a brilliant flame rose over the great avenue and
quickly began making its way up the mountainside.
“Torches,” Aloysius surmised. “Each elder must be touching
his torch to another‟s just beyond him as they are lit. No mortal
could climb this mountain so rapidly.”
Within minutes, the miracle of the fire ascending the mountain
was complete. A whiff of white smoke began to trail across dark
clouds peering over the mountain‟s peak. These clouds billowed
higher and higher and their rapid growth made them appear as
great mountains stacked upon lesser mountains. They seemed to be
competing for supremacy in the sky and over the land. Soon,
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flames were climbing above the rim of the long-silent crater‟s edge

and then the burgeoning flames leapt high, giving the ever-

108

PETER‟S DREAMS AND OTHERWORLDLY THINGS

darkening clouds an ominous cast and lighting the façade of a
golden pantheon.
“My word,” Aloysius gasped, “my words are insufficient!”
“Such beauty,” Cecil added.
“What a show,” Thomas yelled.
As the stunned and awestruck travelers looked on, the fire grew
larger and, when everyone thought it could grow no more, it
doubled its size and consumed the entire sky. Ash began raining
down on the land and the stars were erased from the sky.
“I don‟t think we‟re going to find a ship,” Peter yelled in
Aloysius‟ ear. “My journey is over. My freedom is lost. I came all
this way, and for what?”
“Don‟t lose hope, Peter,” Aloysius shouted. “Remember, your
destiny is yours to choose. Anything is possible if you hold tight to
the ship‟s tiller and head the bow into the waves. Keep steering for
your horizon. Don‟t give in to fear.”
“How can I continue?” Peter cried. “Liberty was taken by the
sea and we‟re witness to the end of time. The entire mountain is
burning. The sky has vanished along with the stars and the land has
been laid to waste.”
“You must not be deterred by appearances and foolish
thoughts,” Aloysius shouted. “Remember to dream and to believe.
You must. It‟s your dream, Peter. It‟s your dream. Overcome the
fear. You‟re carrying freedom on your shoulders. The burden is
lighter if you choose to live your life. Choose well, Peter. Choose
well.”
As Aloysius‟ words challenged conflicting thoughts in Peter‟s
mind, a terrible thunder erupted in the rolling blackness above
them and streaks of fire raced across the sky. The ash that fell upon
every earthly thing turned to rain and a strong wind picked up the
canvas from Peter‟s shoulders, turning it into a sail that carried
Peter skyward. The pin from Liberty‟s rudder that Peter had used
to breach the coconut shell fell from the backpack into his pocket.
“Come along, Captain,” Cecil called out to Aloysius.
“Grab the rope,” Thomas shouted.
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Aloysius raised a paw, slapped at the rope dangling above the
ground and immediately was lifted into the air. Cecil and Thomas
scurried down from their canvas sanctuary and raced along the
twirling and whipping rope to rescue their Captain without so
much as a moment‟s thought for the hazardous journey stretching
out below. Turbulent air billowed into Peter‟s canvas, completing
its transformation
into a majestic sail
and spilling the
remaining cargo of
life sustaining
coconuts, which fell
back toward the
great avenue and
toward Gregory and
the stranger in the
fleece coat, as well
as the old man with
his burden and the
Republicrats and
Phineas and even to
the sand where the
name of Liberty,
impressed upon her
stern plate,
continued to guard
the beach.
Aloysius and
Cecil and Thomas looked up and watched as the force of the
storm‟s winds wrested their rope from its hold over the sail and
Peter ascended without them into the clouds, past where even
Baldwin could soar. As they faded from Peter‟s sight, he rendered
one final salute and waved good-bye, but through the tiniest of
openings in the flames and the smoke and the darkest of turbulent
clouds, Peter saw, or thought he saw, a small skiff sailing in the
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ocean near where Aloysius and the crew had fallen. Nearby, a
giant eagle, exactly like Baldwin, was descending with a young
girl who, from all appearances, was about Peter‟s age. Peter could
still feel his feet flying out in front of him and the uneasiness in his
stomach that Baldwin‟s aerobatic maneuvers had caused and he
knew, if it were Baldwin he saw, that Baldwin would see to it this
time that there was no problem with the inevitable results of
Newton‟s force.
Peter felt the rain on his face and heard the thunder roll across
the sky. As he looked one last time toward the fiery mountain
lighting the world he rose above, the mouth of the crater erupted in
a calamitous explosion and a new land flowed outward in all
directions. Peter blinked and was lifted beyond all that had pulled
upon him and all that had lured him away from the celebration of
unbounded space. He was free!
“Freedom‟s not much fun unless you‟ve got someone to enjoy it
with,” Mr. James‟ voice echoed in Peter‟s ears. “You‟ve got to
trust in the dream, Pete,” the voice continued. “Of course, it‟s your
decision.”
Peter looked up and saw the tall, imposing figure of Timmy‟s
grandfather beckoning to him, but Mr. James was not alone. He
was standing alongside a woman who looked much like the woman
in pictures of Timmy‟s grandmother and he was clearly much
happier than Peter ever had known him to be. There was an
element of strength about him, even independence, which never
before had been a part of him.
As Peter tried to grasp all that was happening around him, Mr.
James‟ voice reached out again. Peter strained to hear what was
said and, as he focused on the old man‟s voice, he closed his eyes
and concentrated without taking so much as a single breath.
“Tell our baby girl that we understand, Peter,” Mr. James‟ voice
requested. “Tell her not to worry. We‟ve always understood. Don‟t
forget, Peter. Give her our love.”
Peter struggled to clear his eyes. He blinked again and again
and rubbed his eyes with his hands. He stretched and yawned and
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took the deepest breath he had ever taken in his entire life. This
time, when he pulled his hands away and opened his eyes, Timmy
was standing over him.
“The wind is blowing the rain in,” Timmy explained. “That‟s
why you‟re so wet. You must have tried to get out of bed and
fallen on the wet floor while you were still asleep. I tried to wake
granddad to help with the windows, but he doesn‟t wake up so well
anymore when he‟s tired. Can you help?”
Peter looked around and rubbed his eyes again. Could Baldwin
and Aloysius and Cecil and Thomas and all the others have been a
dream? He struggled to get up. Timmy needed him. Mr. James
needed him.
“Wake up young man,” his mother whispered. “You went back
to sleep again and it‟s time for breakfast. It looks like you and
Timmy will have to play in the basement today. There‟s been a
storm that‟s lasted most of the night and the weatherman says it
won‟t stop until afternoon. Come on, Peter. It‟s time for you to get
up. You don‟t want to dream your life away, do you?”
Peter rolled over and fought with the sheets covering his bed,
which looked much like majestic sails to his bleary eyes. He
kicked his legs, which reached to the edge of space, and his feet
touched the stars, though these stars were on the blue bedcover that
his mother had purchased just for him over the strong objection of
his mortal enemy… his older brother. In the process of exploring
his universe, his toes hit a hard metal object, which was unusual
even though his cowboys and Indians had, on occasion, found
ways to crawl into bed with him when terrible storms rumbled
through the night. He sat up, reached under the tangled web
covering his bed and wrapped his fingers around a small iron pin.
It was the pin that had held Liberty‟s rudder and tiller together.
Peter was certain of it, at least as certain as a young boy‟s certainty
of such things goes and as it gets more certain with time and with
telling and retelling.
Peter pinched himself. He pinched as hard as he could pinch,
even where he had soft pink skin, trying not to hurt himself
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anymore than he thought necessary to assure that he was not going
to be awakened again. He stared at the pin. He remembered Mr.
James‟ message and he promised himself that he would not forget.
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He believed in the wonders he had seen and in his new friends, but
his own bed felt good and his room looked good. Freedom and
independence needed to be acquired early in the day. By evening
time, he thought, it‟s best to be home with Mom and Dad where he
could enjoy a hug, a hot meal and a soft bed. After all, a little boy
can‟t go gallivant‟n around look‟n for his horizon on an empty
stomach. Perhaps, it would be possible that he could preserve and
enjoy freedom and independence, everything he sought and
everything a little boy needed, right here.

“On the dawn of each tomorrow,
Life reawakens,
And in the early hours of each young day,
Life comes forth anew.
There is diversity to each of life’s renewals,
And the difference is made of dreams.”
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