WATT KEY

¢ a ten-year-old cant fvrvive am hif guwn?




ust before Fap died, he wold me thar I'd be fine as long

as I never depended on anvbody but myvself. He said 1 might
feel lonely for a while, but that would go away. | was ten
vears old and be'd mught me everyiling 1 needed to kmow
about living out in the forest. 1 could map my own Food and
mzke my own clathes, | could find my way by the stars and
make fire in the rn. Pap said he even figured 1 could whip
somebody three tmes my size. Te wasn't worried about me.

[t took me maost of a moming 1o ger him into the wheel-
barrow asicd haul him 1o the cedae grove an the Bluff, [ buried
him next to Mamma where vou could see the Nosubee River
Howing coffee-colored down below. It was miidl-lanuary and
the wind pulled at my hair and gray clouds slid through the
trees and left the forest depping. T felt the loneliness he'd
told me about crawling up from my stomach and inte my
throut.

I didn't pur a cross on the grave. I never knew Pap o be-
lieve in things like thar The only way you could make om
Momma's grave was the ground that was sunk in over her
and 1972 seratched on a limestone rock nearby. T don't re-
member her face, but | remember somebody else in the bed
at night, keeping me warm from the other side, Pap said she
reminded liim of a yellow finch, which is how she stays in my

piinl,



[ found a rock for Pap and seratched 19B0 on it with 4 ol
After placing it beside the dirt mound, T put the shovel in the
wheelbarrow and stared back for the sheleer. The cedar
prove trail was the only one we used enough m wear aur
tracks into it. [1 was worn like a cow path from years of walk-
g it with Pap. Not anly did he like 1o come see Miwmama up
on the blaff, but we used it 25 1 main trail 1o check the north-
east map lines. [t had been almost 2 week since 1'd run any of
them because | hadn’t wanted 10 lesve Pap's side. 1 was sure
the traps were tangled in the creeks, and it only made the
sickness in my stomach worse to think that whatever was in
them was maost likely dead,

Pap had mied to explain death 1o me, but | couldn't make
sense of it Pap said you passed on and came back as some-
thing else. Tt coubl be a squirrel o a coon. Tt could be a fish
or an Eskimo. There was no way to tell. The most confusing
part of what he wld me was thar even thaugh he would come
back as something else, there would still he a part of the old
him that floated around like smoke. This part of him would
watch out for me. 1 couldn't galk to this thing or toueh it, but
I could write to it. I could make my lextees and chen burn
them, and the smoke would carry my message 1o him.

When I gat back to the shelier, T put the wheelharmow anl
the shovel away and went inside. I took off my deerskin
jacker and hat, lay down on the pile of hides thar we hadn't
been able to sell, and stared at the Toots in the ceiling. There
was always a lot of work to do and no time to rest. But now
Pap was dead and things were not the same.

T thowght ahout death again, Most things he wld me made
sense real quick. You boil steel traps w get the scent oft. You



overlap polmetto roofing <o the rain slides down it Yoo soak
a deerskin for two days and it comes out with rwo days of
softness o it 1 could understand these things, But whar he
said nhout dying and the smoky messages and his hawe for
government—they were the hardest ideas for me 1o under-
srand.

Fe'd snid the government was afier us ever since T could
remember. The shelter we lived in was set miles into a forest
awned by a paper company and was a place no person besides
us had any cause to be. Even hul someone come by, he would
have to just about un into our shelter before he noticed any-
thing unusual. It was ane small room built halbway into the
ground with low ceilings so that Pap had w stoop o walk in-
side, The roof was covered with dicy, and bushes and trees
grew from the top. Over dme ree roots had come down into
the shelter and twisted through the logs and made theie way
into the ground at the edges. Everything thar showed above
pround was from nawre, Even the swowvepipe sucking up
through the ceiling was encased in limestone.

We practiced with our rifles three dmes 2 week (ur win-
dows were narecow slits for shooting theough and the wees
that yvou saw o of these windows were pocked and chipped
from vears of Pap and me pracucing a stage-one defense. In
stage two we moved into the hole ar the hack sile of che shel-
ter where o muddy tinnel led o the box. The box was about
a quarter the size of our shelwer and made of steel sheers chat
Pap ook from an old barn, An air pipe went up through the
ground and wias hidden inside a mee stump. Pap said if we
ever moved o stage two, we'l cave the nnel in behind us.
We had dried lood and water in the box that would lase for a



| li?‘ bick down on The bed 3nd polled the blinke? up ta mvy chin. “People keep
troi’ te catch o all the fieg ded | haven't dowe 2ey Thing, Before =y pap died,
ke told ~¢ fo kead to Alaka. faid theve were mare peaple Like of op thero."
More iyvirvelly peaple with laeq haw?”
“Nomir, More pecple that kate the soverarpat”
“How wor Jewed qet o Blarka?”

“Walk, | geer” 3

or @s long as ten-yaar-old Moon can remember, ha has lived oul In the forest B
Fin B shelter with his father. They keep to themselves, their only contact with, . =
other human beings an occasional irip fo the nearest general store. \Whan
Moom's father dies, Moon follows his falher's last mstructions: o travel 1o Alaska
to find others ke themsalves. Bul Mooa |5 soen caught end entangled In a workd
he doesn't know or undersiand; he's bacome property of the powemment ha has baen
avoiding all his life. As the spirited and' resaurceiul Meon encouniers consiables, jaus,
ingtitutions. lawyers, True Iriends, and true enemies, he adapts his wilderness ahults_
and lkearns to survive In the outside world, and éven, pemaps, m_ﬁ_llghnme thera. ~=“
[
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"For boys wha dream of unfietered life i the gres oufloors . . . Moon's i bona fide hero.”
—The Bullertin of tie Cenrer for Chilirens Soolks

“A winningly fresh book at life and colnre almost never seen in children's books.”
— The Moem Boak Magazine

“Key writes honesly sboat hunting. trapping. and the hardships of survival in thes rther
unusl coming-of-age sory,” Kirby Bevieas

“Well writien with a Aowing style, phesty of dialogee, and kots of uction.”
Sl Lebrwry dournod

Go Fish | Look inside for an interview with Watt Key.
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