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My Story

I never thought a person could live so many lives in one lifetime, but 
here I am.

In a way, I guess I’d never thought I would have much to tell. 
I mean, I’m not really that much different from anyone else. Sure, 
I’ve had my ups and downs. Maybe they’re a little more up and more 
down than most, but not by much.

I suppose I wouldn’t even be writing this if my life had just 
kept going along like I thought it would. Well, actually, it probably 
wouldn’t have gone on much longer if it had continued like I thought 
it would, but I’m getting ahead of myself.

I should go back to the beginning. That was about three years 
ago. I was a different person then. Three years might not seem like 
much to you, but my experience that first year changed my life. It 
was a journey I never expected to take. I want to share that with you 
now, while I’m still the person I am, because I may not be this person 
tomorrow.

That may sound confusing, but explaining it is what my story is 
about. I think you’ll understand after I share it with you.

I’m sure I sound hopeful right now, but I can tell you that my 
story didn’t start out that way. In fact, I remember it beginning during 
a pretty dark time in my life. Before I get to that, though, I should 
probably tell you a little about myself.

My name is Yosh, which rhymes with Josh. I’m twenty-three 
years old and I live on my own. In a way, I’ve always lived on my 
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own. I don’t mean I was raised by wolves or anything. What I mean is 
that after my grandfather, Abe, died when I was nine, I moved around 
from foster home to foster home. I wasn’t a very easy foster kid to take 
in—or maybe I was just unlucky—and I was bounced around a lot. 
Anyway, it wasn’t what you’d call a stable childhood. I always felt like 
I had to look out for myself because no one else was going to do it. 

Don’t get me wrong. There were some fantastic people who took 
me in. Without them, I probably wouldn’t be here. A new home usu-
ally started out cool, but just when I’d start to feel at home, my new 
foster parents would split up, or my foster dad would lose his job, 
or they’d have to move. The only time I felt like I really had a home 
was before all that, when I lived with my grandfather. I can’t say that 
anyone really raised me, but if anyone did, it was him.

I’m sure my life would have been a lot different if Grandpa Abe 
hadn’t died so suddenly. I know he would have planned things out for 
me if he had the chance. He was always thinking ahead, but he was 
always right there for me at the same time. He was great, but he didn’t 
stay with me long.

I know every kid thinks that his grandparents are great, but I’m 
not talking about that. Grandpa Abe really was different, and I’m not 
the only one who thought so. I may be an orphan, but that doesn’t 
mean I don’t have family. I’ve got aunts and uncles and cousins, and 
I even stayed with my Aunt Joan for a while and then my Aunt Joyce 
when I was growing up. All of them thought my grandfather was 
great, and they don’t say that about anyone else.

Anyone who knew him thought the same. My grandfather took me 
in after my parents died in a car crash when I was four. It sometimes 
feels bad to say, but I don’t really remember my parents all that well. 
Grandpa Abe would always tell me that they loved me more than I could 
imagine. As a kid, I spent a lot of time trying to imagine that. There were 
lots of times later on that I felt alone as a child, but not while my grand-
father was alive. I only really started feeling alone after he was gone. 
When we were together, I didn’t know what loneliness was.

Grandpa Abe had the most incredible way of finding everything 
interesting and meaningful. There was a peace that seemed to sur-
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round him all the time. I never knew him to get angry, even when I 
thought he should. He could turn things around that seemed like such 
a big negative deal to me, and suddenly they would be the best thing 
that could have happened. How something could go from terrible to 
fantastic in just a few words is something I could never understand. 
Those were happy years. Too bad they didn’t last longer. 

I know you’re supposed to be sad when someone you love dies, 
but I wasn’t sad. I was pissed off. When Grandpa Abe had his heart 
attack, I was scared. The hospital was bad enough, but the look on the 
doctor’s face made it pretty clear that things were not okay. Even a kid 
knows that look. That’s when I realized my grandpa would never be 
coming back, and things would never be fine for me again.

It didn’t take long for that numb feeling to give way to anger. 
Why did everything bad have to happen to me? Why did I always 
have to get the short end of the stick? Everyone else had parents and 
brothers and sisters. All they had to worry about was not getting what 
they wanted for Christmas or their birthday. I got to be alone and I 
missed my grandfather terribly. It wasn’t fair.

I don’t really think I let anyone into my world after that. I felt 
miserable, and I wanted to feel more miserable. If I was miserable and 
no one else really cared, then I would make them miserable too. Why 
should I be alone in my misery?

That’s the funny thing about being fed up. You start to become 
very comfortable with feeling down. It’s like that’s just who you are, 
and you accept it. If you don’t have anyone who cares enough about 
you to help you get out of it, then you actually start to believe that it’s 
normal to be miserable and depressed.

I lived that way for so long that anger and frustration became my 
two best friends. That anger followed me when I got out on my own. 
I tried going through the motions and did what I was supposed to do, 
like finish high school. I even went to college for a year. I was smart 
and I’d learned a lot on my own, so I knew how to think.

If there’s one thing that being alone teaches you, it’s how to 
think and how to trust yourself. Maybe I trusted myself too much, 
because I couldn’t see the point of college. They just tell you what 
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you have to learn, and you just play the game until you graduate so 
you can get a job.

So I left college after a year and thought I’d just go straight to 
the getting-a-job part. I tried a few jobs, but they all just seemed too 
much like busywork. No one I worked with was going anywhere and 
they all seemed so thoughtlessly unaware in their own little lives. 
Everything felt so pointless. I always got bored pretty quickly. After 
a few weeks, the boss would catch on that I was just trying to get by 
and then I’d be out again looking for another job.

It seemed so futile. Everyone was just playing the game in order 
to get a paycheck so they could turn around and buy some useless toys 
like a new computer or a cool car. Or it might be a bigger house or a 
motorcycle. Whatever it was, it just meant one more thing they lorded 
over everyone else. In the end, everyone really wanted to be on va-
cation but slaved away to chase their toys, giving up all the time they 
had. The world seemed to think all those people were successful and I 
was a failure. After all, I couldn’t even hold down a job. While every-
one else seemed focused on building lives and careers, I was building 
up frustration in an indifferent world. That world didn’t care for me and 
I didn’t care for it.

I suppose it might have been different if I’d had someone to share 
my frustration with, but I wasn’t looking for anyone’s help. I never 
had any help and I wasn’t about to ask for any now. I’d always made 
it on my own. I’d make it on my own now, too. At least that’s what I 
thought in the beginning.

But moving from one failure to another was getting to be too 
much. It’s one thing to be an idealist as a kid or when you’re in col-
lege, but the world doesn’t give a damn about your idealism. It just 
wants you to show up for work and play its game or get out of the way. 
Well, I sure as hell wasn’t going to play the game, and this screwed-
up world had no room for me.

I remember one day just sitting there contemplating my predic-
ament. How was it possible that I was feeling better than everyone 
else who had it so easy, but I couldn’t even make it on my own? 
How could I possibly be better than them when the world was tell-
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ing me I was so much less than any of them? This world did not 
make sense to me.

I guess when your world stops making sense, you stop caring. And 
when you stop caring, you stop feeling. All I know is that I didn’t care 
anymore and I was tired of feeling like a failure. I was so fed up with 
trying and falling flat on my face that I didn’t want to try any more. I 
felt trapped and couldn’t see any way out except one. So I decided I 
wouldn’t have anything else to do with it. I was going to check out of 
this ridiculous world. Anyway, it wouldn’t miss me if I were dead.

I remember that morning well. I was sitting in my apartment. It 
was a dark room lit by a single small lamp. I sat on my old sofa, star-
ing at a wall that was bare except for a calendar and a single picture of 
my grandfather as a young man. In the photo he was standing proudly 
at attention in his military uniform. He had found a purpose in life. I 
was lost.

I had been up all night with just a faint breeze coming through a 
single open window for company. Through that window I could hear 
the city starting to come to life. The delivery trucks with their low 
beep-beep-beeps had stopped backing up an hour earlier. The sun had 
not yet risen over the skyline, and for a while all the buildings blended 
into the same shade of gray. Then the sun broke out from behind the 
clouds on the horizon and lit up the world’s many fractured pieces.

I sat on my beat-up sofa, clutching the broken medallion my 
grandfather had given me before he died. Other than my memories, 
the medallion was about all I had left of him. I don’t know how it 
broke, but that’s how it was when he gave it to me. I pressed my 
thumb hard across its sharp broken edge and stared off into space. The 
other side of the medallion was smooth and perfectly curved with a 
small raised lip on both sides. The contrast between the two edges had 
a familiar feel.

I can’t tell you the number of times I’d held that medallion. If 
there was anything that comforted me, it was the feeling of holding 
that piece of my grandfather’s life. It was a comfortable puzzle—
sharp and smooth, kind of simple yet etched with some unknown writ-
ing on one side and a sun or flower pattern on the other.
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I had long ago given up on making any sense of the markings. 
In my childhood, I thought the medallion was some sort of special 
map, or maybe a clue to my grandfather’s life. There were times 
when I was younger that I thought it might have been a medal that 
he earned for his bravery during the war. I could see him doing 
something brave.

It didn’t make any difference, though. I had made up my mind. 
Today was the day I would clear up my affairs. Most had already been 
taken care of.

I packed away my few belongings and stared at the picture of my 
grandfather. I felt ashamed, as though he could see me and was dis-
appointed in what I had become—or rather, what I had not become. I 
unhooked the wire from the nail that held the picture to the wall. As 
I turned, I tripped and fell, sending the picture out of my hands and 
crashing to the floor.

The shattered glass seemed to fly up in slow motion, each shard 
catching the light and sending reflections shimmering across the 
room. That picture had been with me as long as the medallion had! I 
picked it up slowly to be sure it hadn’t been torn or cut. It seemed to 
be fine. Relieved, I started to set it down, but then my eyes grew wide. 
There was writing on the back!

The picture had been framed for as long as I could recall, and I 
never imagined there would be anything on the back of it. I stared at 
the writing. The words grabbed me, like a new conversation with an 
old friend, the kind that starts back up exactly where it had left off 
years earlier.

My Dearest Yosh,
My time with you has been the greatest joy. Know that you are 
loved beyond your ability to know. I have seen in you the qual-
ities that make for joy and fulfillment, the like of which you de-
serve: curiosity, determination, honesty, sincerity, and reverence. 
You do not yet know the value of these things, but I know them 
and know that you possess them. I want you to know that you are 
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never alone, for that which resides everywhere resides with great 
abundance in you.

With My Love,
Grandpa Abe

I felt a tight knot in my throat as I read those words over and over 
again. How could this be? How could I have let him down? I was not 
the person he had seen—yet I longed to be that person.

I couldn’t remember having cried for many years, but while sit-
ting there alone on the floor the tears welled up and didn’t end for a 
long time. When I finally stopped sobbing, it felt like something had 
changed. I was exhausted, but the heaviness I had been feeling for 
days and weeks was gone.

I sat there, empty but numb, staring through the picture as much 
as staring at it. As I slowly ran my fingers across the writing my focus 
changed, and I found myself looking directly at those words again. It 
was only then that I noticed a name, printed in Grandpa Abe’s hand-
writing, at the bottom:

Jim Cramford
Chama, New Mexico

Why would my grandfather put someone else’s name at the bot-
tom of a note he had written to me? I had practically memorized every 
letter he had ever written to my folks or me, but I had never seen that 
name. Why would he put it there?

At first I tried to dismiss its importance. What difference did it 
make anyway? Jim Cramford was no one to me and I was no one to 
Jim Cramford! I sat there steaming in my loneliness.

Somewhere in there a thought lodged in my mind, a glimmer of 
hope. Maybe this ‘Jim’ might know something about Grandpa Abe. 
My grandfather was the person who had mattered the most to me, 
and Jim must have been pretty important to Grandpa Abe if he wrote 
his name there. If Jim was important to my grandfather, maybe Jim 
Cramford was someone to me.
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My curiosity began to grow. Without intending it, I found myself 
picking up the phone and calling directory assistance. They were no 
help. The Internet turned up nothing. I looked through the few papers 
I had from my grandfather and found nothing there either. Instead of 
waning, my curiosity only grew stronger with each dead end.

Eventually, I called my Aunt Joyce. I hadn’t spoken to her in a 
while, and she knew nothing about what I was going through. She had 
always tried to be there for me but had enough troubles of her own. I 
didn’t need to burden her with any more worries.

When she answered the phone, I skipped right past the small talk 
and asked her if she recognized the name Jim Cramford. She thought 
for a while, but nothing came to mind. I kept pestering her, though. 
Something must have jogged her memory because she suddenly 
seemed to remember a ‘Jim,’ who might have been my grandfather’s 
friend from his years in the Army Air Corps.

My grandfather had loved to fly and had been stationed at Brooks 
Airfield in Texas during World War II. Aunt Joyce said he hadn’t talk-
ed much about his time in the military. What she knew about that time 
she had heard from her mother who had said Grandpa Abe had come 
back from the service a changed man. Changed, but not in the way 
that most people are changed by war. He had changed in the opposite 
way. At the time I had no idea what that meant, but it would soon make 
sense to me in a way I could never have imagined.

It seems Grandpa Abe had written to my grandmother pretty of-
ten while he was stationed in Texas. My aunt had saved her father’s 
letters and remembered that they were packed away in a box in her 
attic. She went to get them while I sat on the phone imagining my 
grandfather as a young husband with my aunt and my father as his 
children, hanging on his words, just as I had done many years later.

I was still lost in my thoughts when Aunt Joyce got back on the 
phone and told me she had found the letters. As she went through 
them, she got lost in reminiscing about her childhood with her mom 
and dad. Eventually, she found a paragraph that finished with “My 
buddy Jim just had a daughter. They already have a son, so they’re 
happy they had a little girl. They decided to name her Sharon.”
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At least Aunt Joyce thought it was “Sharon.” It was hard for her 
to make out the name because it was at the end of the page and the old 
paper was pretty frayed. I thanked her for going through all those let-
ters, told her I’d see her soon, and ended with an impatient “goodbye.”

There were two listings for “Cramford” in Chama, New Mexico. 
At least that’s what directory assistance had listed. Neither of them 
was Jim or Sharon. I called the first number and a woman answered 
the phone. She was curt, said she didn’t know who Jim Cramford was, 
and hung up saying she didn’t want to be bothered again.

I had a little better luck with the second listing. This time a man 
answered the phone. He started out sounding like he was very suspi-
cious. After I managed to convince him that I wasn’t a telemarketer 
or a stalker, he opened up a bit. I asked him about Sharon Cramford, 
and he said that the person I was probably looking for was a woman 
named Shuren Figueres. She was his cousin and had been known as 
Shuren Cramford when they were younger, before she was married.

Then I asked him about Jim Cramford, since I hadn’t gotten a 
listing for that name. He told me that Jim Cramford, his uncle, was 
Shuren’s father and that Jim lived nearby but didn’t have a phone. I 
thought that was strange—but who was I to judge? I was still getting 
used to the name Shuren. I’d never heard it before, but then I guess 
not many people had heard of anyone named Yosh, either. 

The cousin was kind enough to give me Shuren’s phone number. 
I thanked him and hung up as fast as I could. As soon as I got a dial 
tone, I was back on the phone calling Shuren.

After the third ring, a woman answered. Her tone couldn’t have 
been more different than either of the other Cramfords—no anger or 
suspicion. Her voice was practically chirpy. I thought she must be 
pretty oblivious to all the misery in the world to be so happy talking 
to a perfect stranger. There was a disarming openness to her answers 
that I both resented and admired.

The only time she hesitated was when I explained that I was 
Abe’s grandson and was looking for his old friend Jim. There was a 
noticeable pause. I thought the line must have disconnected. Trying to 
reestablish contact, I met the silence with a series of “hellos.”
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In a suddenly measured voice, she told me that her father was the 
Jim Cramford I was looking for and that he did not live far away. She 
said he would be happy to hear from me and that I should call back in 
an hour, which I agreed to do.

I hung up and turned back to clean up the fortunate mess I had 
made. I marveled at how my plans for the day had changed so dramat-
ically. An hour later, I was back on the phone to New Mexico.

The phone rang and a man’s voice answered, “Hello.”
“Is this Jim Cramford?” I asked.
“Yes, this is Jim. Are you Yosh?”
“Yes,” I responded. “I’m Abe’s grandson.”
Jim cleared his throat. “Well, Yosh, Abe was a very good friend 

of mine. Even though I lost contact with him many years ago, I knew 
that he’d taken you in after your parents died in that terrible accident. 
In fact, the last time I talked with Abe he spoke very highly of you. I 
think you must have been about eight years old at the time. After that 
I lost touch with him. I had no idea what had become of you.”

His voice was slow and deliberate and carried the same warmth 
that his daughter’s words had conveyed. He sounded noble and wise.

 “Actually, Grandpa Abe passed away eleven years ago when I 
was nine,” I said. “He had a heart attack. It was all pretty sudden.”

“Well, Yosh, I’m sorry to hear that Abe died so long ago. I sus-
pected he’d passed away when I didn’t hear from him. I know that 
you have other family, but we were unable to contact any of them. We 
tried for a long time.”

 “I’m embarrassed to say that he never told me about you,” I said. 
“I found you kind of by accident.”

 “That’s nothing to be embarrassed about, Yosh. You were just a 
child at the time and I’m sure you had your hands full. As I said, he 
told me a lot about you. From his description, I knew that one day 
you’d probably call.”

I sat back in my chair, puzzled. Why would I have been likely to 
call Jim? My call was just a fluke. It had happened by chance.

Feeling the need to clarify, I sputtered, “I found a note to me on the 
back of a picture of Grandpa Abe. Before today I’d never seen it, but it 
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had your name at the bottom. For some reason I felt like I should call 
you. I mean, I don’t know why else he would have put your name there.”

“That’s fine, Yosh. I’m happy you called. I’m sure that Abe would 
have wanted you to contact us.”

I started to get a tight feeling in my throat. It had been so long 
since I’d heard any words of encouragement or support. Or maybe it 
had been so long since I’d allowed myself to hear any. I didn’t know. 
I got choked up, which I’m sure came across as silence.

When I finally spoke I was unable to censor my thoughts. “To be 
honest, it’s been a little rough for me lately, and I thought it would be 
nice to speak with someone who knew my grandfather. Other than my 
Aunt Joyce, he was the closest family I had.”

Now there was silence on the other end of the phone. Suddenly, 
I felt embarrassed. Maybe I’d been too personal with this stranger. At 
the same time I really didn’t care. I just wanted to hold on tightly to 
this connection with my grandfather, one I had never known existed.

It was probably only a second or two of silence, but it seemed 
longer before Jim’s voice came back on with a question I certainly 
wasn’t expecting.

“Yosh, before Abe passed away, did he give you anything?”
“Well, the only things I have from him are his picture and a bro-

ken medallion. My Aunt Joyce has a bunch of his letters and I’ve 
got—”

“You have the medallion?” Jim interrupted.
“Yeah, but I don’t think it’s worth anything. It’s broken.”
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In an instant, his tone seemed to change from curious and sur-
prised to urgent and concerned. What he said next was even more 
unexpected.

“Yosh, there’s probably a great deal to discuss, but I think it 
would be best if we spoke in person. When can you make it down to 
Chama?”



The Medallion

It was now my turn to be surprised into silence. I must have been 
quiet for longer than I thought, because Jim wanted to know if I was 
still on the phone. I managed to get out a “Yeah, I’m still here. I guess 
I could make it down there just about any time.”

I could hear Jim whispering to Shuren before he came back on 
the line and asked, “Can you make it down here tomorrow?”

I was surprised that he wanted to see me as quickly as I wanted to 
meet him. I tried not to let that show and just said, “I suppose I could, 
but I don’t want to impose on you.”

“It’s no imposition, Yosh. It’s what your grandfather would have 
wanted.”

How could he know what my grandfather would have wanted? I 
wondered.

I didn’t question it, though. It felt good to be relevant to someone, 
even if it had nothing to do with me. I know how friends can be. May-
be meeting me was a way of seeing Grandpa Abe, or at least a way of 
sharing a part of Grandpa Abe that he missed. 

I just said, “All right, I’ll fly down tomorrow.” I didn’t have much 
cash, but this was something I just had to do.

“Great, Yosh. It will be a pleasure to meet you in person.”
He gave me Shuren’s address and told me Chama was small 

enough that all I needed to do was ask for directions. We said our 
goodbyes and he hung up.
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I sat there with the phone in my hand, feeling like a drowning 
man who’d just been thrown a lifeline. Today was the day I was going 
to end my life, and suddenly I felt more hopeful than I had in a long 
time. It was strange to think about it so bluntly. The finality of my 
anticipated demise had never really sunk in until that moment.

How could one short conversation change my life so much?
But then, nothing had really changed. This would probably be 

just another wild goose chase. Still, there was a faint glimmer of hope 
in Jim’s words. There was a sense of purpose in his urgency. I had 
failed to find purpose for myself, but maybe he could find some for 
me. Was that all I needed—someone to give me a purpose—or was 
there something else too? How could this brief conversation have 
awakened me to the enormity of what I had planned to do?

I put the phone down and instinctively felt for the medallion in 
my pocket. I rolled it around between my thumb and fingers. In some 
strange way, my grandfather had reached out across the years and 
given me hope in the form of this broken piece of metal.

With newly found purpose, I was back on the phone and onto the 
Web, making flight arrangements and renting a car. The first flight to 
Albuquerque left early in the morning, but I was packed and ready to 
go fifteen minutes after hanging up the phone. I sat back in my chair, 
lost in thought.

I hadn’t traveled anywhere in a long time, and I’d never been to 
New Mexico or even to the southwest. I had no idea what to expect, 
but at least it was something to look forward to, and I wondered if this 
was what hope looked like.

My musings were interrupted by the realization that I would be 
going away for a few days, and I had quite a bit to do before I left 
town. I had pretty much been a recluse for the past week and really 
didn’t care what I looked like. Now I had to get back out into the 
world. I got up and walked over to the bathroom.

I looked into the mirror hanging over the sink and barely rec-
ognized the gaunt face that looked back at me. It was hidden by the 
stubble of the past week’s neglect and by my light brown mop of hair, 
which badly needed a trim.
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I shaved and was surprised at how pale I’d become. I always 
tanned easily, just like Grandpa Abe had, but I’d been going outside 
mostly at night, and my skin had forgotten what the sun felt like. In 
all the pictures I’d seen of her, my mother had been fair, with beau-
tiful, sharp features, and my father’s face had seemed strong and 
proud. As I shaved, I could see them both in me. I was taller now 
than my father had been but still a couple inches short of Grandpa 
Abe’s six feet.

He had carried his stature well, unlike me. I looked at myself 
slouching in the mirror and remembered how straight Grandpa Abe 
had stood. He had always towered over me with his high cheeks and 
his lips pursed in a perpetual, wry smile. He always looked like some-
one who had just heard a joke that everyone else had missed and was 
content to enjoy it by himself.

I had been in pretty good shape before I fell into this funk, but 
Grandpa Abe always seemed fit and never sat still. He had a solemn 
determination that was carved into his dark eyes and a sense of pur-
pose when he walked. I always wondered what it was that drove him. 
Maybe Jim shared that with him—maybe not. I didn’t want to get my 
hopes up, but it was already too late for that.

In nervous anticipation, I spent the rest of the day tying up loose 
ends. I managed to get in a phone call to Aunt Joyce that evening to 
let her know where I was going and told her I’d call her from Chama. 
Excited as I was, I was also exhausted. I lay down on my bed and was 
asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.

It felt like I had just gone to sleep when my alarm jarred me awake 
out of my dreams. I called a cab, got dressed, then hurried downstairs. 
The cabbie looked like he’d been up all night and he didn’t have much 
to say. We rode in silence through the yellow glow of the streetlights 
and the near-empty city streets. 

We approached the airport and were greeted by the strong smell of 
jet fuel and the harsh rumbling of engines overhead. The usual crowd 
of early-morning travelers was there, mostly suited for work in distant 
cities and focused on their plans for the day. As I went through check-
in and boarding, I realized I was no different than any of them. I was 
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also focused on my day and the plans I’d made. I, too, was lost in my 
thoughts of where life was taking me. 

It wasn’t long before I was sitting on the plane, clearing the city, 
and flying south over endless farm fields barely visible in the moon-
light. I kept my thoughts to myself. Mostly, I marveled at what a dif-
ference a day makes and wondered about this friend of my grand-
father. As I sat there, lost in thought, I reached into my pocket to 
confirm that the medallion was still there. 

I nodded off and woke to see the retreating darkness give way 
to reds and purples announcing the coming of a new day. We began 
our descent into Albuquerque around seven in the morning with the 
city still nestled in the shadow of the Sandia Mountains. We touched 
down and taxied to the gate. Soon, I was marching off the plane with 
the rest of the passengers. I picked up my rental car and hoped they 
wouldn’t notice the one-year age difference on the fake ID I used to 
get into bars. The car about maxed-out my card and left me with just 
enough cash for gas money. Before I knew it, I was headed north on 
I-25 toward Santa Fe.

As I drove north, the cool air and the gentle hum of the engine 
lulled me into that place where my thoughts just seemed to bounce 
around, going off on one tangent then another, till I wondered how I 
had gotten to a particular thought.

I marveled at how quickly I felt alive again.
Wasn’t it just yesterday that I had thought everything was going 

against me? How was it possible that the choice between life and 
death could hinge on so little and that this journey could capture me 
so totally?

The miles passed by, and I felt the problems of my past falling 
away behind me. This was country that was totally new to me. It felt 
like a blank slate, clean and uncluttered. I took I-84 up from Santa Fe, 
turned north on Highway 17, and pulled into Chama just before lunch.

At first glance, it looked just like what I pictured for a small 
southwestern town.  It must have had a population of a little over 
a thousand and was tucked into a valley in the Rocky Mountains of 
northern New Mexico. 
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Looking more closely, though, I could see that there were two 
Chamas. Most of the town was made up of small family homes set on 
tree-lined roads just west of Highway 17 with a scattering of inns and 
bed-and-breakfasts. But the area along Highway 17, which ran right 
through the middle of town, was different. It was lined with galleries, 
restaurants, small shops, inns, and bars.

The varied architecture reflected the different faces of the town. 
Brick buildings with classic western facades alternated with adobe 
structures and wooden houses behind white picket fences.

The people were a mixture of locals and visitors who were there 
for the shops or to ride the narrow-gauge railroad that left from the 
terminal there to go up into the mountains. Taking it all in, Chama 
seemed like it was both stuck in the past and moving fast into the fu-
ture. I knew that feeling, so I was comfortable with it.

The people were friendly enough with directions, and like Jim 
had said, Chama was easy to navigate. Before I knew it, I was walk-
ing up the path to Shuren’s door, wondering if I was just getting my 
hopes up for no reason.

Shuren’s house was a small, well-tended home with a couple of big 
elm trees framing the front porch. It had a fresh coat of light-gray paint 
with white shutters and a white railing around the porch. I walked up 
three small steps that rose to the porch and stood in front of a bright red 
door. There was no bell, so I knocked. I heard footsteps and then the 
door swung open to reveal a short woman with a broad smile.

“Hello, you must be Yosh,” she said.
“Yes. I wasn’t sure I was at the right house.”
“You’re at the right house. We were expecting you. I’m Shuren.”
For some reason, I had pictured her as much taller, but her man-

ner was every bit as warm as I’d imagined. She was probably in her 
late fifties and dressed in a long blue skirt with a white blouse. Shuren 
had just a hint of a southern accent, or maybe it was a western accent. 
I wasn’t sure. It was her smile that made me feel more at home than 
her words. She held the door open and invited me in.

There were two men in the room, both dressed in work shirts 
and jeans. They studied me intently as I entered the house. I won-
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dered what they thought of me in my polo shirt and khakis. Shuren 
introduced the older one to me as her father, Jim. The younger one 
was her son, Luke, who looked about thirty. A picture of confidence, 
he was just a little taller than me. He stepped forward and gave me 
a firm handshake. His hand was rough and tanned, marking him as a 
man who spent his days outdoors. I wondered how different his world 
must be from mine.

“Welcome to Chama,” Luke said. “Mom told me you’d be com-
ing down to see us, so I wanted to be here. I’ve heard my grandfa-
ther’s stories about his friend Abe since I was a kid. So it’s a pleasure 
to have you with us.”

“Thanks,” I said. “It’s kind of you all to invite me down. I really 
had no idea that my grandfather had such a close friend until yester-
day.”

Jim had just stepped toward me and I shook his outstretched hand. 
I was surprised at what I saw. I had been expecting an elderly man, 
and I knew that he must be in his early eighties, but he looked like he 
was only sixty years old. His grip was strong and steady. Though his 
skin was weathered, his eyes were sharp and penetrating.

Smiling, Jim said, “Welcome to our home, Yosh.”
“It’s wonderful to meet you,” I replied, wondering what I would 

say next.
As it turned out, I didn’t need to think of much. Jim invited me 

to sit down. He had a thousand questions. I could see Luke smiling 
and realized he must have witnessed his grandfather’s interrogations 
before, or maybe he’d experienced them himself. 

Jim wanted to know everything about Grandpa Abe’s last years—
and about me and my life since my grandfather had passed away. It 
would have gone on like that all afternoon if Shuren hadn’t interrupted.

“Dad, Yosh must be hungry. Why don’t we eat before you finish 
talking his ear off?”

It was only when Shuren mentioned lunch that I realized how 
hungry I was. In my rush to get to Chama, I hadn’t eaten anything all 
day. Soon, the house was filled with the aroma of grilled onions, fresh 
cornbread, and country stew. Lunch was on the table before I knew it. 
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I was feeling pretty much at home here. Actually, I was feeling much 
better than being at home.

The conversation over lunch was much lighter and mostly re-
volved around my questions about life in Chama and their questions 
about my family and my years with Grandpa Abe. I told them how my 
grandfather had taken me in after my parents died. I spoke about the 
little things we did together and the talks we had. I recall telling them 
that I barely remembered the detail of those talks, but I remembered 
how good they made me feel. Even though Grandpa Abe and I didn’t 
go many places, I felt like I was traveling all over the world through 
his stories. Jim smiled knowingly. It seemed he and Grandpa Abe 
must have taken similar journeys together.

For my part, I learned about their family and the relatives that they 
had in the area as well as what it was like to grow up in a small town. 
As it turned out, their family was a mixture of Native American, Span-
ish—via Mexico from the 1600s— and European with a long history in 
that area of New Mexico. Shuren had married young and then divorced 
when Luke was in his teens. It sounded like an amicable separation be-
cause she had decided to keep his name, while Luke eventually decided 
to take his grandfather’s name and went by Cramford.

I was beginning to understand that Shuren and Luke were pretty 
independent sorts, and I liked that about them. With lunch winding 
down, Jim ushered us all back to the living room, and it was clear that 
he still had a lot on his mind. I came to see that he was a man who 
didn’t like wasting time.

Over the next few hours, Jim probably learned more about me 
than many of my closest friends had over years. Occasionally I’d 
throw in my own question, or Luke or Shuren would ask something. 
It became clear pretty quickly, however, that this was Jim’s show and 
he was quick to return to his inquiry.

His questions to me weren’t the superficial ones you usually get 
when you first meet someone. He asked a lot of why questions. Why 
had I chosen this or that? Why did I live alone? Why did I quit col-
lege? Why did I keep switching jobs? Still, it didn’t feel like an inter-
rogation. He just seemed genuinely interested.
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The conversation finally got around to his friendship with my 
grandfather. It turned out they had met while Grandpa Abe was flying 
out of Brooks Airfield in Texas. But then a few minutes later Jim said 
that they had met in Chama. This made no sense to me since Chama, 
New Mexico and San Antonio, Texas (where Brooks used to be) are 
about eight hundred miles apart.

Before I could confront him about this, Jim asked me about 
Grandpa Abe’s last years. I told him what a happy time that had been 
for me. Eventually, I explained how my grandfather had died sudden-
ly of a heart attack, though he had seemed fine the day before. I took a 
deep breath and tried to keep from getting choked up. We all sat there 
and for a while no one said a thing.

Jim finally broke the silence and asked, “Yosh, did you bring the 
medallion?”

At first his question didn’t register with me. I was still lost in my 
thoughts about Grandpa Abe. But then it shook me out of my reverie. 
I looked up and said, “Yes.”

I felt for the medallion in my pocket, pulled it out, and held it up.
Jim held out his hand. “May I see it?”
I handed it to him. For just a moment I felt suspicious. Had I 

come all this way just to deliver the medallion to him? I hadn’t even 
known about Jim two days ago. Still, I felt that I could trust him. Or 
maybe I needed to feel that I could trust him. For some reason I sensed 
that he had no intention of keeping it. Don’t ask me why.

Jim looked at the medallion like it was something precious he 
had lost a long time ago. He walked over to a small walnut desk at 
the side of the room, opened the drawer, and pulled out what looked 
like an old cigar box. He brought it over and handed it to me. I lifted 
the lid and looked inside. I could feel Jim studying my face. In the 
box was a piece of a broken medallion similar to mine. I held it in my 
hand. It felt the same as my medallion. It had the same sharp break 
and the same smooth edge.




