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Sunlight glinted off the helmet face shield as the motorcycle slowed and turned onto the broad shoulder that overlooked the valley. 

The red balloon of the sun perched, as if afraid of being punctured, on the jagged saw-tooth peaks of the Cameroon Range. The broad valley below lay in shadowy twilight. 

The rider's mouth tightened into a thin line as he saw that the regular patchwork of farms was no more. The river snaking in loops from the north was now nothing but a sandy wash. 

Far to the south, three large circles of green alfalfa showed where the farms used the huge watering systems, which rotated about a central point. 

His eye followed the highway far below as it went like an arrow across the valley. 

There it was, just past the bridge about a third of the way — a small dirt road heading north. It ended about two miles from the main highway in a clump of cottonwood trees where the river almost doubled back on itself. 

He had been sitting with both feet on the ground, the twin-cylinder engine thumping softly as it idled between his legs. 

He switched off the engine and set the bike on its kickstand. Standing and stretching out the stiff muscles of a long day's ride, he swung his leg over the seat and reached into the left saddlebag for a small pair of binoculars. He focused them on the point where the dirt road disappeared into the clump of cottonwoods. 

Part of the old barn was still standing; most of the roof was missing, leaving the skeleton exposed like some prehistoric being. 

Just visible at the edge of the trees was the corner of the house. He let out a soft sigh. He had worried that possibly the house would have burned down or washed away. 

Swinging his focus to the left, he saw all that remained of the apple orchard that his father and grandfather had planted ? twisted, dead trees, in neat lines. 

Stowing the binoculars, he kicked the engine into life and set off down the mountain. 

He crossed the bridge and turned into the dirt track. Drifted sand and dry grass almost obscured the path. He rode around the great cottonwood tree at the front of the house and stopped at the sagging front porch. 

The support at one end of the porch had collapsed and the roof sagged to the ground almost blocking the front door, or would have if there was a door. It was now just a gaping hole. 

He killed the engine and swung off the bike and stood still, listening to the silence. The light breeze rustling the leaves was the only sound. 

There on the ground, partially buried in the sand, was a tire, a piece of graying rope still tied to it. He looked up and there swaying in the breeze were two strands of rope, still tied to the large branch 20 feet in the air. 

* * * 

A 9-year-old boy in bib overalls, one strap undone, no shirt, no shoes, stood turning and turning the tire to twist the rope. Satisfied that he had enough, he swung his legs through the tire and with a shout of glee spun around and around. He pulled himself through until he was laying on his back in the tire with arms and legs outstretched. The spinning slowed to stop then started spinning in the opposite direction. 

A shout from the house: "Come on, Phillip; get washed up for supper. Your father is on his way in." 

He ran around the house, the green grass feeling cool on his bare feet. 

At the back porch, there was a hand pump mounted on a low bench with a cream-colored enameled wash pan with green trim. He gave the pump several strokes, enjoying the splash of water into the basin. 

He mimicked his father's technique by scooping up the water in his two hands cupped together and blowing into the water so it dowsed his face. Two applications should be enough. He blindly reached for the towel on its peg and buried his face. 

He heard the thud of hoofs and the creak of the saddle as his father dismounted at the corral behind him. Wiping away the water on his face, he watched as his father quickly pulled the saddle and threw it over the top rail of the corral. 

The bridle was hung on a wood peg on the gate-post. In two long strides, his father was up on the porch and two huge hands grabbed him under the arms and lifted him. He wrapped his arms around the strong brown neck, feeling the comfortable scratch of his father's daylong beard on his cheek. 

"Come on, you two; get cleaned up and get in here or I'll throw it to the hogs." Phillip's mother stood at the screen door, hands on her hips, draped in a flowered apron. 

* * * 

Phillip shook off the reverie and turned toward the house. 

He hesitated, then went back to the saddlebag to get a flashlight. 

Stepping into the gloom of the house, he was standing in the living room. The large stone fireplace was still in place, but the hand-forged andirons and ornate screen his grandfather had made were gone. 

The floor was bare, with little drifts of sand in the corners. 

He stamped a foot on the wide pine planks and was reassured with a solid sound. The two-inch planks, cut by the local sawmill, had stood up well to the years. 

To his left was his parents' room. He would get in there to do what he had come for in a minute. First the kitchen. 

The kitchen really looked barren. Gone were Dad's handmade cabinets. Gone was the great six-lid cast-iron cook stove with the nickel-plated trim and the warming oven. 

The smell of fresh-baked bread assailed his nose. He remembered the weekly bath with water warmed in the cast-iron well at the side of the stove, then ladled into a galvanized round tub. 

In the winter, the heat from the stove was very welcome as he stood naked in the tub. There came a time when he had to tell his mother that he preferred to take his bath by himself. 

* * * 

As Phillip stood there in the bare kitchen, the sequence of events that brought him here ran through his mind. 

He had left the farm in 1950 to join the Army. The Korean War had just started and he felt it his duty to join and it was also a way to get off this farm and see more of the world. He was assigned to Japan as a Provost Marshal Investigator. 

In 1952, in one of the stream of letters from his mother, she told him that they were building a dam 50 miles up the river and that the river would be diverted to supply Ellington with its growing industrial businesses. She didn't know yet what the impact on their apple orchards would be but if no water was allowed, the trees would die. 

In 1955, while stationed in Germany, he received the sad news that the worst was true; no water. 

His parents did not know what they would do. They couldn't sell the place, as it was valueless. 

A week after that letter, he had received notification from the county sheriff's office that both his parents had been killed in an auto accident. 

Arriving home on emergency leave, he arranged for the burial. He turned the disposal of the farm equipment and stock to the local auction house. 

Neighbors bought some of the furniture and odds and ends. The rest he donated to the church charity. He packed everything that he wanted to keep — photo albums, his mother's jewelry box, letters and other keepsakes — into a dome-top steamer trunk. 

He had been surprised to find none of the farm papers, birth certificates, money or other important papers. Thinking his father may have had a safe-deposit box, he checked with the local bank. His father had never opened an account. 

He shipped the trunk to his Aunt Annette in Phoenix. 

Now, here it was, 30 years later, and he was retired from the Army. 

Having recovered the trunk from his ailing aunt two weeks ago and having gone through it, he had found a letter addressed to him from his father in his mother's jewelry box. 

The letter had started out: "Dear Son, This is in case anything happens to me. All the farm papers, our marriage license, your birth certificate and anything else that we accumulate is hidden in a metal box under the floor of our bedroom. It is under the short board, four boards from the southeast corner along the south wall. Step on the end close to the wall and it will tilt up so you can remove it. And Son, if you are reading this I must be gone, but I want you to always remember the love your mother and I have for you. I wish the best in the your life to come. Love, Dad." 

* * * 

He entered the bedroom. Like the other rooms, it was bare and his boots grated on the sand on the floor. 

He remembered the great four-poster bed with the down-filled quilt. 

He was very small. The thunder crashed and rolled. The rain and wind buffeted the house. He crawled out of his bed and made his way down the stairs from the loft, the way being lighted by almost continuous flashes of light. The door to his parents bedroom was ajar and he ran to the bed. Giant hands lifted him up and he snuggled under the covers between the two comforting bodies. 

Phillip moved to the south wall and used his foot to scrape away the accumulation of sand along the wall. Sure enough, there was a short board butted to the wall four boards from the corner. 

He stepped on the end close to the wall and the board tilted up. He dropped to his knees and shone the flashlight into the recess under the board. 

There it was, a rectangular metal box still with splotches of military paint remaining. 

He laid the board aside and grabbed the handle on the end of the box and heaved it up onto the floor. 

Sitting with his back to the wall, he released the latches on the end of the case and the lid came free. The light from the flashlight showed several long envelopes and two smaller very fat ones, secured with rubber bands that disintegrated when he touched them. 

He formed a pile next to him and in the bottom of the box was his dad's favorite pocket knife with scrimshaw ivory handle. 

Tears made muddy tracks down his dusty cheeks as he leaned his head back against the wall. 
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