The Crane
As long as I can remember my favorite two days of the year have been my birthday and Christmas.  My seventh birthday was particularly memorable.  I got a red bike with a sparkling white banana seat from my parents, my third Candyland board game from my sister (I'd lost the pieces to the first two), a purple Nerf football from my best friend, and a book from my Uncle Tom.  I don't think my uncle gave a lot of thought to that book he gave me being as Uncle Tom is not the heavy reader type; he's more the heavy drinker type.  Fortunately, however, the only package store in Uncle Tom's town is adjacent to the only bookstore in Uncle Tom's town, which is how I got the book.  This was fortunate because the book he bought me a few days prior to my seventh birthday was called The Crane and because Uncle Tom bought it, my life has been forever different.

The Crane was important to me for two reasons.  One was that the author had decided to illustrate the book himself, and the other was that after I'd read it, I didn't quite get it.  Why was it important that the author had chosen to illustrate his own book? Because the author drew about as well as I did at the time, all right, still do.  Anyway, since the pictures were so bad, I had to make them up myself and while doing so learned that reading was not just sitting around with a book in hand but rather was an activity that required active participation from the reader.  

This was very different from the lavishly illustrated Michael and His Magic Baseball Bat type books that I had been reading.  The other way The Crane differed from these books is that it didn't read like a kid's book.  At the time The Crane was like a great poem to me.  The first time I read it I felt like I'd only read every third word of it, the rest had passed me by.  So I read it again and again, and again.  After a while I thought I understood it.  This was exciting.  If I could understand a book like The Crane, then what couldn't I understand!?  

With this in mind, two weeks after my seventh birthday I was standing on a chair pulling down the most imposing looking book on my parents' book shelf.  It had 1116 pages, no pictures, and was called SHOGUN.  It took me a few days to get into it but after I did I finished it in two weeks.  I then kept my head in a book until eighth grade, when at the end of a chapter I looked up and saw a basketball and a girl.

That red bicycle I got on my birthday was hit by a car, I lost the pieces to my Candyland set, and the neighbors' Golden Retriever tore my purple Nerf to bits.  However all of those hundreds of books I read because of Uncle Tom's gift are still with me, as is the habit of reading.  And what happened to The Crane itself?  No, I don't have that either.  You see, my cousin turned nine last month and in among all his other presents was my copy of The Crane.
