ABOUT AARON

Aaron, like any other eleven year old, was bursting with a peculiar
energy that maybe only eleven year olds understand. Fathers say they do
and try at times to show it. But then, as sometimes happens, they
miss points and make what seems to be mistakes that cause deep hurts in
a sensitive, young heart. Hurts that settle into a secret place guarded
by a strong lock. And if the hurts aren't healed quickly, in a little
while the key gets lost making things all the more sensitive and more
painful to deal with.

Such was the story with Aaron. His father worked very hard at his
job in town. He came home very tired most every day and seldom had the
time to spend with Aaron and his sister. Maybe the long drive back and
forth was the reason. Aaron knew the distance must have something to
do with it because whenever the family did their monthly shopping trip,
it ended up wearing out everyone. They were all glad to get back to
their house nestled in this valley surrounded by low tree covered mountains.

His father meant very much to Aaron who loved him with all the
strength of his young heart. It had often been hard to show it, let alone
to say it. Somehow the chances were far apart making things all the more
confusing. It's not that his dad didn't love Aaron; it was just that he
was always so busy. So the few times when they did things together
were all the richer and fresher in his mind. Like the walk in the forest

near the house. Or the hike up along one of the mountain creeks that

splashed down towards the lake. And of course the fishing trip——the



time when their lines got tangled with fish on each hook! Often he relived
the moments laughing out loud. He longed for the next one to happen.

There weren't many friends around because of the distance to
neighbors. Anyhow a lot of those at school who could be friends laughed
at him making him feel as lonely around a lot of people as he did the
long weekends at home. They laughed at the way he talked. Or the way
he tried to talk. The special teacher at school was very nice. She
called it a "small speech problem" that would go away with time and practice.
If only it would! The other kids even gave him a name—-"studder dudder".

He knew what he wanted to say. It's just that the words would
fight being formed and would have to be pushed out of his mouth. For some
reason something was blocking their flow. It was like a stream held back
by a dam that would let the water out at unpredictable times. The sounds
were irregular even though whole sentences, paragraphs and more were
behind straining to burst free. It was upsetting, and hard work, but
Aaron, with help from his family, was slowly gaining more control and
freedom.

Times when he'd get excited or afraid in strange ways, there would
be more trouble speaking than usual. Being in new places and meeting
new people also did the same. But at home, with his family, his pets and
the countryside to roam and explore, he felt freer and happier inside.

One special weekend was coming that had been planned by his mother,
Aaron and Tiffy, his little sister. They were going to surprise his
father with a birthday party. It was going to be wonderful. Aaron was
helping to make decorations. And he was making a surprise gift for his
dad. Something he'd spent months and months working on. Something he
just knew his dad would love——a new fishing tackle box!

He had seen the design in a magazine at school and tried very hard
to copy it following the directions the best he could. The special hinges
and wooden trays. The heavy duty handle and extra costs of finish. The
sanding alone had taken weeks to do. Every weekday after school he had
spent two hours at least before his dad would get home from work. Days
when he longed to run off exploring and playing before dinner he would
spend in the basement working away. Yet it all truly would be worth

it when he saw his dad's face.



The special day arrived at last. Aaron counted the minutes through
school. Fridays were hard enough without having a block buster to look
forward to! At home everything was nearly ready. Aaron and Tiffy
helped do some last minute decorating. Then Aaron had to hurry and put
some final touches on his gift. He had several fish and hunting decals
that he wanted to apply to the box as the final act. At last it was ready!

Mother, Tiffy and Aaron were dressed ready for Dad's usual arrival
time. But for some strange reason, no Dad! Five minutes went by. Then
ten, fifteen...a half hour...an hour. Mother tried to keep up their
spirits. But Aaron could tell she was very worried and a little upset.
Finally she gave them a partial dinner and told them to watch television
for a little while, "to be patient" because he would be home soon. The
glances out the window said something else.

Soon Aaron imagined every sound to be a car approaching. A car door
slamming. Tires squealing. A horn. And he was up and down looking out
the windows, back and forth., Finally the phone rang. It was Father. And
by the tone of his mother's voice, something was wrong which made her angry.
_ The rest of the night before bed time Mom tried to soothe the dis-—
appointment by encouraging a mini-party with cake and ice cream. Some
more television, a new game and more followed with hot cider spiced
with a drip of rum. There was laughter and much talking. In Aaron's
mind though he still could see his father's happy face when he got his
new tackle box. Sleep nestled in finally to end the party.

A door slammed!. Something banged in the kitchen. Instantly Aaron
jumped up from his bed, looked out the window and grabbed his present. He
raced down the stairs saying over and over to himself "He's home". Soon
he burst into the kitchen.

"Hi, Dad. Happy birthday. See what I have for you!" Aaron blurted
out catching his father by surprise as he rummaged through the refrigerator.
Aaron held the fishing box in his arms waiting for him to take it.

"Go to bed!" was all he said.

"But, Dad, look at what I made for you," Aaron returned with that

choking sensation lumping up in his throat. "I-I-It's f-f-f-for y-you."



"I don't want it. Now go to bed," he yelled gruffly.

A chill ran through Aaron's body. Something like an iron door
slammed shut in his mind. His heart felt torn. For the first time he
was afraid of his own father. All he could do was to stare in a stupor
at the one that meant so much to him. Maybe this was all a bad dream.
Not real at all.

"Get out of here!" his father hollered once more adding a menacing,
stumbling step forward giving Aaron a push. Aaron lurched losing grip
of the tackle box. It went crashing to the floor breaking off the handle
and sent a crack through the wide 1lid. The wooden box could just as soon
have been his heart!

He managed to flee the kitchen and settled in his bed feeling numb.
It wasn't true! It couldn't be. An icy chill gripped him causing his
whole body to shake. Even the pile of blankets couldn't keep him warm.

Thoughts began to stream through his mind. '"No one likes me. No one
understands me. I talk funny. I have no friends. My father doesn't
understand me. He doesn't love me. Why doesn't he? Is something wrong
with me? I did my best but it wasn't enough." And he cried and cried.

After what seemed like many hours of churning thoughts and sleepless-
.ness, Aaron realized that he had only one choice left. He had to leave.
The cold that shook him lifted finally. He almost felt warm again. He
would miss everyone. His bedroom with all his stuff! No! He had no
other choice. He would run away.

What would he do? Where would he go? How? Surely he could walk
as he was strong having often hiked miles alone in the woods. And he
could bring food in his pack along with some water. He could explore!

He could hike past the mountains to what was beyond. Yes! He would be
an explorer. Searching out some of the wonderful dreams that had come
into his thoughts during his many times alone. Itlwas exciting. A

great adventure. In fact he would begin that very morning before sunrise.

Aaron got up after some quick mental planning and packed his bag
trying to remember everything. A tarp for rain and shade. An extra
sweater. Socks. Cooking things. Hiking essentials——knife, compass,
matches, etc. His pack was ready. There even was some dried fruit and
nuts tucked away. Now all he needed was a few canned soups and water.

He dressed in his good hiking shoes and took along a special

lightweight jacket that real mountain climbers use. His tough jeans and
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