
       THE HOUSE THAT JACK BUILT 

 

 “Jack built the house.” The man leaned toward me. “That’s what they say -  the 

old-timers. There’s quite a story come down with regards to it. Quite a story.” 

 “Oh, please do tell me.” I said, although I was sure he was eager to do just that.  

“Well.” He said, clearing his throat. “That would have been quite a bit ago; could 

a been a couple hundred years. He built the place entirely of what lay close to hand – 

the trees from the nearby forest and the stones from the bend in the river running just a 

short bit away. The forest - that didn’t suffer greatly from the removal of its members - 

but not so for that river. You know, if you took all the rocks, right down to silt and sand, 

well then, the crumbling sides start to look like a giant’s hand has took a carving knife to 

them. By my reckoning, the banks will crash into the water and create a dam of sorts, 

which I ‘spose would be okay for some, but not for me. That water has a plan and 

stopping it up is goin’ against nature. But, I’m gettin’ off my subject.  

I ‘spect I’m the only one left who understands the truth of the tale that comes 

along with that property, part and parcel, as they say. I’ll tell what I know. You can 

believe it or not.” 

By the time he’d finished his colorful story, I was a believer. Little thrills had run 

up and down my neck as I’d listened, proof to me that I had been right in coming to this 

place, so far away from the crowd. It was just perfect.  

Now, as I sit in the big rocker on the front porch, looking out at the green hills and 

the sliver of water off in the distance, the story plays out in my mind. Here it is. 

One day, a little child suddenly appeared, right there in the middle of an out-of-

the-way mining settlement. Questioned at length and receiving no answers, other than 

his sweet smile, the townsfolk set in to think up their own reasons for this strange 

occurrence. One man declared the babe must have just sprung up from the earth – if 

not, he had to have come from someplace. But no one in the knot of people who had 

gathered around could figure just where that someplace might have been. They were 

miles from any other outpost. Perhaps he was abandoned or escaped from a band of 

pioneers to be raised by wolves, someone put in. Still. After several minutes of 

conjecture, no one seemed able to figure out how a child who was barely old enough to 



walk had survived the harsh circumstances of the time. It was, after all, the dead of 

winter.  

The snow was piled high on either side of a thin ribbon of packed dirt that could 

hardly be called a road - running straight through the town – ragged paths branching off 

to each of the cabins that strung out against the hills - designed so their porches caught 

the morning sun. In fact, the main thoroughfare was currently only wide enough for two 

men to walk shoulder to shoulder or for a single horse and rider to get over to the 

general store and back home with their sacks of grain and coffee and such necessities 

toted in coarse woven bags.  

The child was naked, which was in and of itself startling to everyone, yet when 

touched, his skin was warm and his feet were not even frostbitten. Strange, strange 

indeed. It was as if he had suddenly materialized, which is how it was finally left in the 

minds of some. Others thought the child had come down from another planet or had 

sprung from a magic seed or some other equally creative explanation, for there certainly 

was no answer to their question: “Where did you come from, boy?” 

The women looked one to the other, deciding who should take in such a creature 

as this round-eyed child with the smile on his broad face. Staring back at each of them, 

his eyes seemed to favor no one, so in the end, it was the sheriff’s wife who thought it 

best that, in the interest of leadership, she and her man give the lad a home – but just 

until someone figured out where in the world he had come from. His kinfolk, if he had 

any, must be frantic! On that, they all agreed. 

 “Why, I can’t figure out Jack-all about this kid.” The sheriff admitted. He knew 

every twig in the county and had no answer other than to cast his eyes to the ground, 

rub his grisly jaw and scratch the back of his neck. It simply made no sense. His wife, 

always one to set a good example, quickly picked up the boy and hung her shawl about 

him in the interest of protecting his dignity – the boy was buck naked, after all.  

The stranger was temporarily given the name of Jack, just until his kin could be 

located, and now found himself in a cozy room where the main attraction was a 

fireplace with an iron rod set into it’s wide stone mouth where a big pot of something 

that had once lived was ready for consumption – the neck from a felled buck or a couple 

of pheasants, if the sheriff had been lucky in his aim. The fire cast its warmth over the 



contents of the room: a pair of goat-skin chairs drawn up close with a cow-hide stool set 

ready for the support of feet in need of a good thaw. A thick mattress of straw and quilts 

nearly a foot deep laid on an iron bed in the far corner. A roughly put together wood 

cupboard held a variety of eating and cooking utensils. When the sheriff’s wife, Martha 

by name, let go of his hand, Jack settled himself on the plank floor and began to draw a 

design in the dust.  

“My heavens!” Martha exclaimed. The lad seemed to be depicting all kinds of odd 

symbols which was startling in itself, but he also called attention to the fact that she had 

not felt inclined to sweep up the cabin in - well, let’s just say, quite a while.  

“Come on now, Jack”, she said, grasping the firm little body with both hands, 

“let’s see if we can rustle up some grub, shall we?” 

Jack responded with a wide smile and promptly wiggled away to seat himself on 

the stool in front of the fire.  

“Well, now,” Martha said, observing what she took to be an exhibition of bull-

headedness, “wouldn’t’ it be a good thing to put something on your bare skin? Let’s see 

what we can find.” 

Turning away, she sighed with exasperation. The child seemed to be completely 

unconcerned about putting his bare bottom down on that stool. But, having never had a 

child, she wasn’t quite sure if such a thing really and truly mattered. Nevertheless, she 

went straight away to the cupboard and taking out a large towel she used for drying 

dishes, came back to him. 

“Let’s see if we can get something on you, shall we?” 

As in the past, Jack offered no response to her questions. He simply smiled and 

stood up to allow her to fasten the thing about his lower body in what passed for a 

diaper. 

“That’s better.” Martha smiled. 

“Ha, ha, ha!” Jack exclaimed, stamping his feet in a little jig; sending up blooms 

of dust in the bargain. 

“Well, I never!” Martha said, finding herself laughing right along with Jack – 

laughing until the tears streamed from her eyes. 



“Aren’t you just the one?” Again, she asked a question to which there would be 

no answer. 

When offered a dish-full of the stew which had been simmering in the pot for 

more than a day now, Jack silently took the bowl in both hands and swallowed it all 

down. 

“Have you ever seen the like?” Martha was rocked back on her heels. Just then, 

her husband entered the cabin, stamping his feet and throwing off his heavy bear-skin 

coat. “Gonna be well down past zero tonight. Good thing I laid in some extra wood.” He 

kicked off his heavy boots in the direction of the stack of logs that lay ready to be 

consumed by the fire. “Any luck gettin’ the kid to talk?” 

“Not talk, but I ‘spect he understands every word I say.” Martha smiled and 

winked at Jack. “He’s got some humor in him, for sure.” 

Jack put a hand to his mouth as if stifling a yawn. Or maybe he was stopping 

another string of laughs from getting away from him. Martha couldn’t be sure. 

The sheriff, whose given name was Ezra, threw himself down in one of the chairs 

and held his hands out to draw heat from the fire. “Huh. Get me a bowl of that stew. I’m 

powerful starved right now.”  

Martha kept herself from revealing what had just occurred. Why, the way that 

little boy had consumed his portion of the stew in a single gulp was still a thing of 

wonder and delight. Putting on a serious countenance, she filled another bowl and 

turned to her husband. “Ezra, do you think we ought to ride out and try to find whoever it 

was let this lad loose on us?” 

“Not me, Martha. If any body is fool enough to go out with this storm riding up on 

us, he’ll likely come back in the form of a block of ice - if at all. Damned if I’m fool 

enough.” He stared at the boy sitting still on the stool then up at his wife. “He said 

anything?” 

“Not yet.” Martha reached out a hand to tousle the boy’s dark hair. 

“Well, it’ll be a full week afore we get through this stretch of weather, so I imagine 

we’d better bed him down. Show him where the pot is, Martha. He can sleep at the end 

of the bed. Hope he doesn’t expect too much from us.” Ezra frowned, finished his stew, 



and got up. He stepped out of his clothes and wearing only his union suit, climbed under 

the covers and soon began to snore. 

“Ha, ha, ha!” Jack said.  

Martha clamped her hand over her mouth lest she break out in gales of laughter 

and wake up her husband. “I swear! Ain’t you the limit?” She whispered. 

When Martha and Ezra awoke the next day, they found Jack curled up on the rug 

in front of a fire that had been stoked up and was blazing away. There was the smell of 

freshly brewed coffee in the air. 

“Well, I’ll be!” Said Ezra. 

Martha was speechless. That this child had somehow known to keep the fire 

going through the night and had actually made a pot of coffee was so remarkable that 

she was unable to comment, other than to say, “Well!” 

Smiling, Jack jumped up and without the use of anything to separate his hand 

from the hot handle of the coffee pot, poured each of them a mug full, adding a heaping 

teaspoon of sugar from the jar whose proper place was high up on a shelf.  

“Now, how do you suppose he knew to do that?” Martha asked. 

“Hanged if I know.” Ezra answered. He was afraid to think beyond that. 

How did such a sprout of a kid do what he did? It was impossible to guess, but it 

crossed Martha’s mind again, that he was not of this earth. Clearly, this cherub with the 

sunny disposition was unencumbered by physical issues that any other child would find 

dang near impossible to accomplish. And, he was so sunny! He smiled and laughed and 

appeared unconcerned by, well, just about everything. 

“You think we dare to keep him?” Again, Martha was ready with a question. 

“Who we gonna give him to?” Ezra scratched his chin and spit into the fire.  

Questions, always questions. But, where were the answers? 

As the week went by, the snow continued to pile up outside the door, the wind 

howled around the two small windows, seeking a way in. But the putty held the glass 

firm and the cabin remained cozy and warm. Jack seemed to take it all in stride. He 

busied himself with a block of wood, somehow having found a knife. He whittled away 

until he had made a statue– the image of a man – the image of Ezra. It was beautifully 

carved with details that made Ezra shake his head with wonder and Martha exclaim, 



“Well, have you ever?” Then, he made another; this one of a woman - Martha. He 

placed them side by side on the hearth where they remained for the next fifty years. 

Somehow, the pot that hung over the happy fire seemed to refill itself with 

delicious stew. As Martha spooned it out, she held her voice in check. Dare she ask 

how this was possible? Better to let sleeping dogs lie. Each morning, there was a pot of 

coffee ready and each night, the fire seemed to maintain itself, never dying out, never 

falling into heaps of dark ashes.  

One morning, Martha and Ezra woke to see a young fellow sleeping on the rug in 

front of the fire. It was Jack, as far as they could tell, but he was much larger, more like 

a kid of twelve, they reckoned, after some whispered consultation.  

“Jack?” Martha said, softly. 

“Yessum?” Jack answered, smiling, showing strong, white teeth. 

“My God!” Ezra said. “Is that you, my lad?” 

“It is.” Jack said, simply.  

“Why, I don’t know what to say.” Martha said, twisting a handful of her gingham 

dress. 

Ezra raised his eyebrows to the sky and let them fall. “Best if you stay in, boy.” 

He didn’t dare add that the town would surely go crazy if they knew what had happened 

inside their cabin.  

“Yessir.” Jack said. 

Another week went by in which the snow decreased and finally stopped falling. 

The men and boys would now set to the work of digging out. It was no easy task, as the 

snow had piled up heavy against everyone’s door. It rose past the windows so that 

looking out was to view a scene of stark white. 

The sheriff and his wife woke that bright morning to find they now housed a 

young man of truly interesting physical proportions. He was dressed in clothes that 

seemed to have been custom made for him - for he was not of normal limb. His large 

hands and feet were well suited to the rest of him. He was, in a word, huge. 

“I’ll be off, now.” Jack said, smiling. With one push, he flung open the door which 

had been deemed by Ezra to be so hard packed with snow that’s they be snowed in 



until there was a thaw. Jack walked out into the brilliant world of blue and white and 

disappeared.  

It was George from down the way who was the first to knock on the Sheriff’s 

door. “Well, I guess we should round up a posse and try to find that kid’s family, now.”  

“Oh, they came for him this early morning.” Ezra lied. “Like to be plumb 

overjoyed, they was, knowing he was safe and sound.” 

Who was going to dispel his story?  

And so it was that Jack found his way into the forest, into a perfect spot near a 

crystal-clear river to create his own special place. The house held two large rooms with 

beams made from trees their full height and set well to hold up the enormous roof. The 

floors were wide-planks of polished pine and in each room there was a fireplace made 

of lovely rocks, the chinks filled in with shiny pebbles that the river had made smooth. 

There was a deep porch and a walkway made of flat stones that circled the house and 

eventually led to the banks of the river which, today cried out for the return of some of 

the many stones that had been stolen away. 

Now, as I look at the field of wild flowers that seem to act as a frame for the old 

place, I am filled with wonder. Could it be true that a single man had built this house, 

lived in it all alone and then, one day, just walked away? 

True or not, I don’t care. The house is mine now. I plan to move some of the 

loose rocks back where they belong; back into the bed of the river to offer it comfort and 

keep it from wandering away from its rightful place. I will plant fruit trees to see me 

through the years and a garden where corn and climbing beans will reach up to touch 

the blue skies.  

I expect to awaken each winter morning to a fire warming the room; to the smell 

of coffee already brewed.  

 


