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A Walk in the Southern Mountains:  The Man Above 
By Willie Wilburn Walker                                                                      

   
    “Daddy, I wish you would not go walking in them woods again.”  I can hear my 
daughter’s woods ringing in my ears as I step onto the well-worn path that runs along the ridge 
top.  It’s springtime as I walk along the old familiar trail in these beautiful southern mountains.  
It is a sultry day with the prospect of rain on the horizon.  The trees are adorned with brilliant, 
blue-green foliage.  The mountain dogwood trees wear their blossoms of pink or white finery, 
on boughs that seemed to beckon like fairies, inviting me to enter this lovely Eden.  Redbud 
scrubs stand out against the shadows like fire in shade.  Bright yellow sunbeams stream through 
the tall pines, flickering off and on as the mid-day breeze whispers softly through their needles, 
making the shiny hardwood leaves sparkle like diamonds in the glades.  Along the path, blue pea 
flowers drape the vines that snake along the ground and over the stumps of long dead trees, 
giving Peavine ridge its name. 
 
    I sit down on a rough old dead log, in a clearing in the forest and listen to the sound of a 
bright yellow warbler singing his heart out to any female of his kind that might find him worthy.  
The sweet smell of honeysuckle wafts around and into my nose.  I have been here before.  Last 
time I was accompanied by a little girl dog, a Pomeranian I called Shasta.  She was born in Mt. 
Shasta, California and was the first dog I ever had.  I didn’t really want a dog, but my wife did, 
and so she came home with us.  For some strange reason, she chose me to be her slave.  She 
wanted to be near me all the time.  When she was a puppy, she lay on my shoulder and watched 
television until I went to bed, then followed me to the bed and stood there looking up at me 
with questioning eyes until I picked her up and allowed her to cuddle up to my back, before we 
both fell asleep.  She kissed me awake with a few licks of her warm tongue on my earlobe.    

    
She was so tiny, only a few pounds, but she had the heart of a lion.  Even large dogs 

were challenged if they came into my yard.  She allowed no one to get near me without emitting 
a low warning growl and baring her sharp little fangs.  Even my wife was not shielded from her 
protective attitude.  Once, when I had a small cut on my hand, she lay next to me on the couch 
and made an attack on my wife when she came too close to me.  Scorned, my wife bought 
herself two more Pomeranians and kept them away from me. 

    
Whenever I moved, Shasta moved with me.  If I got on my motorcycle, she stood on her 

hind legs and pawed at my leg until I relented and picked her up to sit on the tank and ride with 
me.  I made a padded box and strapped it on so she could be secured behind the windshield.  It 
was her favorite place to be, except in bed with me.  We rode together for many thousands of 
miles around California and the western states of America.  

    
When I looked down at her, she was always looking up at me, towering over her, 

awaiting my lead to each new adventure.  She grew excited when I would lie down on her level 
so she could lick my face.  But mostly I was always the man above, to whom she gave and gained 
unconditional love in return.  She would prance, her bright eyes full of happiness.  She panted 
excitedly, her white tail held flat over her sable-colored back, and due to its curl, jerking 



 

 

ridiculously back and forth, not side to side. 
    
Shasta knew my ways and I knew hers.  She understood and responded to even slight 

glances, emotional feelings, and my Southern-accented English.  Her feelings were equally 
obvious.  When that pretty little pink tongue licked over her lips from side to side, I knew she 
wanted to eat.  A loud snort while slinging her head quickly to the left meant, “Hey, hurry up 
and let’s go.”  She followed the snort by quickly running away a short distance and then 
returning again, punctuating her action with a little fake panting, to make sure I got it. 

      
 I was her friend, her companion, her lord, her god.  She had no guile, no deception, no 

dishonesty, nothing to spoil her pure devotion to me and mine to her.  Our souls understood 
and were comfortable with each other.  When I sat down, she curled up in my lap.  She never 
complained nor yearned for more than a little food and lots of love, though chasing the little 
bunnies she could never catch was a great joy she seldom got too much of.  

 
     I had her for eighteen years before she got sick.  The vet said she had congestive heart 
failure.  I took her to several specialists, but they could do nothing, they said.  She was just too 
old.  It would be kinder to “put her down.”  It broke my heart to watch as she became weaker 
and weaker. I  ached as she became paralyzed and could not get up to eat.  Each day I watched 
and listened to her painful little yips, knowing I had to let her go, but being too horrified at the 
thought of life without her to act.  

      
My daughter said, “Daddy, I’ll go with you and take her to the vet to do what must be 

done. It has to be!” Reluctantly, I finally agreed. 
 

      I held Shasta close in the car and stroked and scratched her ears all the way to the clinic. 
It was such a short ride there. 
 
     “Put her on the table so I can give her the shot,” the vet said without compassion.   I 
placed her down on the cold steel table and sat near her in a chair so I could hold her and see 
into her eyes.  She didn’t blink as the doctor gave her the shot.  My nose was only two or three 
inches from hers.  Her large brown eyes stared at me without blinking.  I breathed in her shallow 
breath as she breathed in mine.  The vet held his stethoscope to her heart.  In a couple of 
minutes he said, “She’s gone.” 

     
I waited, breathless, for a few seconds, then closed her eyelids with my fingers.  She 

opened them again and stared intently at me.  She seemed to be struggling to stay with me, but 
the brown fire began to fade from her eyes.  I took a deep breath and waited a few more 
seconds before trying again.  Finally, she gave up her life and left me as her eyes stayed closed.  I 
choked up.  Now, when I think of her, the tears come. I still mourn. 

     
I sit on my log here on the ridge and wonder, why do dogs have to live such short lives?  

Why can’t people love dogs as much as dogs love us?  What is it that dogs see in us that we can’t 
see in each other? 

 
    To the west I see the ridges and valleys stretched out across to the hundred-mile-long 
Lookout Mountain laying like a big smoky-blue whale with its head toward the north.  Above, 
the sky has clouded up and lightning flashes across the dark gray clouds.  I remember how 



 

 

panicked Shasta became when it thundered.  How she ran under the same log I am now sitting 
on the last time we were here, and it took me ten minutes to drag her shivering little body out. 
 
    I’ve never thought much about an afterlife, but I wonder if dogs get to go to heaven.  I 
really want to know because, if they don’t, I don’t think I wish to live an eternity without my 
little friend, Shasta. 

    
The wind has turned cool.  A thunderclap fairly shakes the ground.  Large drops begin to 

fall and I hurry back toward my car as the heavens and the mountain seems to be crying, too. 


