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Never Go Home


The old man was unsure. It had been fifty years since he last visited his hometown of Maverick, Arizona. Nothing looked the same as he drove through the tall pines and breathed the cool mountain air. The road was rutted and washed out in places, but slowly, he drove on. Stopping from time to time in order to look at an intersecting trail or road, his confusion grew. He knew he must find the abandoned town site before dark or spend the night in the back of the van. At his age, it was not a prospect he relished. He started out early from Ft. Apache to make sure he could find the empty mountain meadow before dark. He knew the town was gone and only an overgrown dirt road remained to testify to its one-time existence. It didn’t bother him that the town was gone; he wanted to see where the town had stood; to smell the fresh pine scented air and remember his childhood on the Apache Reservation.


The sun was low and the Ponderosa pines were casting long shadows across the pitiful road when hope began to beat in his bony old chest. “Yes,” he thought. “I remember this.” The church had stood just up this hill and the spring still flowed where the steps of the now disappeared building had led down the mountain. Topping a small rise in the road, the old man was rewarded by a view of the small mountain meadow where his boyhood had been spent. The mountains and the stream running through the meadow had not changed, but the place seemed vastly empty without the rough pine houses and barns he remembered so well.


Pulling his van from the road near the center of the meadow, he killed the engine and listened to the silence. Leaning his head back on the seat’s headrest and closing his eyes, the old man savored the sounds and the smells of his youth. Flickers of memories began to sift through his mind. He remembered the strange combination of heat and chill that occurs only in the high mountains. The sun’s rays would cause you to sweat and become uncomfortable until one of the wayward mountain breezes struck your skin, chilling you to the bone. The mountains were full of contrasts like that; another reason he loved the high country so much.


The stress of the trip had taken its toll on him. Evening sunlight filtering through the windshield warmed him, lulling him into a light sleep. It had been years since his old bones and joints had felt this good. Surrendering to the comfort and the warmth, he went deeper and deeper into a restful sleep while his mind retraced his childhood in this wonderful place. Bright, funny memories filled his mind and he chuckled under his breath as sleep allowed him to relive those wonderful times. No pain, no stress, no worries; just as he remembered life when he was a carefree boy of seven.

As he slept, the faint smell of a skunk began to invade his unconscious mind. He resisted the smell. To him, cool mountain air and the smell of a skunk were always associated with death. The memory flooded in on him like a torrent of freezing mountain water. He had been seven when a neighbor shot and killed her husband while he slept. It was the first time that death penetrated his safe world. Standing behind his mother on the small porch of their home, feeling the chill of the mountain night, he smelled the odor of a skunk carried on the night breeze as another neighbor told his mother, in graphic detail, of the murder. From that day forward, he always thought of death when he smelled a skunk. This was not a memory his mind wanted to deal with tonight.

Jerking awake, the old man stretched his left arm out the window. It ached from the weight he had put on it when he dozed off. Opening the door, he slid out of the van and looked around. Dark was quickly approaching and he knew he should get the tent out and set up camp, but he couldn’t resist a short walk around the town-site. He was safe and it would be good to visit the places that made up many of his memories. What struck him first was the small size of the meadow. He remembered it as a large place with towering mountains around it. In reality, it was not much larger than a football field. Even at his age, he should be able to walk to every place he wanted to visit before darkness closed in. 

The slow gait of an arthritic old man took him up the rocky dirt road to where his house had once stood. He knew exactly where the small porch had been when he first learned about the reality of death. Moving quickly, he left that memory behind and shuffled on to where his neighbor’s bedroom had once held the murdered body of a sleeping man. Wanting desperately to gather the more happy memories around him, the old man moved up the slight incline, passing over square depressions in the rocky soil where other houses had once protected his friends from the freezing winters. The smell of wood smoke and fresh coffee crept into his mind and he recalled the first time he tried black coffee with his friend, Dennis Cook. It had not been good but neither boy was willing to admit it, so they each drank a full cup of the foul brew.

Moving further and further away from the van, his memory afire with flashes of forgotten moments, the old man crept on. Here was where the clothesline had been when he was dragged from a horse as his Apache friend, Jay Nozi, rode under the line with both of them on the back of his white horse.  There was the large rock dubbed “kissing rock” by the kids in town. No one ever got a kiss there, but it was a good place to hang out and lie about girls, as young boys are wont to do. “Little cliffs” “Big cliffs” the handcar that ran over Pachita creek on a greasy steel cable, all his boyhood places were still here, just much smaller and older than he remembered.

The cool wind blowing through the high tops of the pines caused a low moaning sound. It was the same sound he had heard as he lay deathly ill as a child. His memory connected the moaning sound with his near death and caused him to shudder. Cold chills ran the length of his spine and he moved away from that memory. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason for the order in which the memories struck him. Some made him weep with joy while others gripped his heart with panic and fear. Darkness was falling fast now.

 Turning his weathered old face into the icy wind, he looked for the van. He was sure he had walked only a short distance, but he could not see the dark colored van in the approaching gloom. Shuffling his feet on the rocky road, he moved as quickly as he could back toward the spot where the van should be parked. The effort was too much for his worn out lungs and spindly legs. Finally, he sat down on a large rock to rest and to contemplate the millions of stars beginning to show in the heavens. He might die of exposure if he sat out here all night, he thought. But a few more moments surely wouldn’t hurt, now would it? A warm, peaceful feeling covered him like a soft flannel blanket as he sat looking at the stars.

***

The morning sun was brilliant in the high altitude air. A beat up Jeep creaked and cracked as it topped a small rise and started the descent into the bowl where Maverick once stood. Inside the Jeep were two Apache Tribal Police Officers. 

“There it is,” one said, pointing to a dark colored van parked in the meadow. Moving closer to the van, the driver stopped a feet short of the rear bumper.

“Do you think he’s awake? His arm is hanging out of the window?”

“I don’t know, let’s see.” Answered the driver. “The folks at Ft. Apache said he was coming here to visit his boyhood home. They called when he didn’t come back..” Both officers approached the front of the van and looked in where the old man was peacefully resting.

“Will you look at that? He never got out of the van. It looks like he parked here and died before he could get out. That’s a damn shame.”

“Not really,” said the first one. “At least he made it home.”

***

The old man’s spirit smiled at the exchange. 
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