Yeah!

“Yeah?  Well, my Dad’s so lame,” Jake snickers, “He wears white socks to church.”

“Awww!” Our hoots and hollers echo off the locker room tile walls, punctuated by a towel snap too close to his exposed butt for his comfort.  He shoves back which only brings more jeers.


“My Dad’s so lame,” answers Dexter, “He talks about being my age and having a crush on some actress named Doris.”


It’s a game we like to play when there is nothing else to do.  Practice is over and no one’s in any hurry to go home.  A lab report and studying for a math quiz is all that’s happening there.  Well, true, dinner would be welcome to help fill the Bottomless Pit, but it’s Tuesday, Mom’s yoga night, so I’d actually be making it for her.  

And even after all that, Tina, my girlfriend, was caught texting me last night at 11:30, so she gets no electronics for the rest of the week.  Talk about lame.


“My Dad’s so lame…,” I think, but let that go too.


Unfortunately, I can’t play this game because as far as everyone else knows, my dad died when I was just a kid.  Jake is the only one who knows the real truth, and I’m pretty sure he’s told no one.  At least, no one’s made any comment to the contrary.


He’s much bigger than me, always has been, so he beat out the story a long time ago after we’d been wrestling on the playground.


“So if your dad’s so dead,” he asked, stuffing in the sandwich and looking over the walls, “How come there’s no pictures around?”


Ever since, I’ve known there are some lies just too big to cover up.  It’s a good lesson, but this one, except for Jake, just seems easier to let lay.  People seem to accept it alright, and I’ve actually gotten some pretty good sympathy out of it.  Most of the time, it just doesn’t matter in the scheme of things.

My mom’s certainly put it well behind her.  She’s done fine for me all on her own.  She’s worked a lot of different jobs, but has always—well, usually—been there for me.  I know summers have been hard because sometimes, she’s actually had to quit a job so she could be home.  Now I’m all grown up, it’s not so much of an issue.

I remember my Grandma being there a lot too, but she died the year I started Middle School, almost as if she’d waited ‘til I was alright.  My Mom’s always been proud she didn’t have to send me to a day-care.  I agreed, and worked hard to convince her when I was 10 that I’d be OK for a few hours on my own at home after school.  Jake was in the picture by then, and his Mom was close enough to run to if I needed anything.  So it worked out fine, and she got used to it.

The guys all think my Mom is pretty hot.  It’s hard for me to tell, of course.  Dexter says he’d Do her in a second, but what does he know?  He thinks Shironella is a good singer.

She--my Mom I mean—has blondish hair, kinda brown, kinda long.  She’s slim in a way.  Howie said she’s “built”, holding his hands to his chest, but I punched him hard for that.  We scuffled until somebody else made another joke, but I’ve never really liked him much since then.

I barely remember my Dad, the creep.  My most vivid impression is a foot tapping incessantly while I was trying to sit on his lap.  From what little my mom has revealed, he was always scheming, looking ahead to the next great plan.  Finally, there came a plan that didn’t involve us, apparently, because one day he was just gone, didn’t even take his clothes.  A few days later, the police came by to ask a few questions, but she had no answers.  It was the most honesty, I think, she ever had around him.

But once in awhile, in a strange mood, her eyes glaze over and in a sigh, she says, “Oh, but that man could dance…”

So the locker room empties to the point it’s just a few of us left.  We’re dropping the wet, smelly gym stuff into the bags, and hefting the backpacks over our shoulders.

“Okay, guys,” Jimmy wants to know, “Who’s really going to the dance?”

“Awww” is a collective moan, “Too lame, too lame.”

“Yeah, the dance is for turds.”

“You say that, Mikey, cause you got nobody to dance with.”

“Yeah, he does, I’ll bet sweet Marsella would just die to dance with you.”

“Awww!”

“Then we’re all better off for her being dead.”

“Awww.”


Outside and down the sidewalk, they peel off until it’s just me and Jake.

“So Dude,” he asks, “You taking Tina to the dance, or what?”


“I guess so.  We haven’t talked about it much.”  My fingers in my pocket have caressed the phone, but I remember again she’s out of reach.


“How ‘bout you, man?  You going to ask Lisa to dance?”



“Dude, she’s like doing something with her parents.  I heard her telling Becky in study hall.  How twisted is that?”



“That sucks, it’s Homecoming.”


I know he’s been working up to it all week.  Tina and I had been going out for about 3 weeks now, and this would be a first for us.  We planned to meet for ice cream and then head to the dance.  We’ve held hands a bunch and kissed a few times already, but I’m thinking Saturday night will take it to a whole new level.


At home, there’s some organic frozen lasagnas I put in the oven.  I’m pretty good at a salad, tossing in some shredded carrots and cukes the way Mom likes it, and hold off on her favorite dressing until she actually gets here.  The homework is safely in the back of my mind, so I figure I can treat myself to a game of Destroyer on the computer, taking advantage of the peace and quiet.


After my Dad left, except for a lot of crying, things were pretty calm for a while.  We moved to an apartment in a different part of town where the refrigerator never worked right, and Mom was nervous about some of the people lingering outside.


We watched a lot of movies, stuffing popcorn, snuggled on the couch under a blanket and laughing.  Old cartoons were our favorite.  We counted how many times Jerry was squashed by an anvil compared to the Road Runner.  Some nights we’d fall asleep there and I’d wake up to some grown up movie I couldn’t follow.  I’d nestle back down into the dream of how sweetly she smelled.


Like I said, Grandma spent a lot more time with us.  Mostly, it was the days, sometimes it was the nights.  I remember because if she sat at all it was in the chair next to the couch, and if I was falling asleep, she’d make me go to bed.


Eventually, I began to understand some of those movies Mom picked out for herself, and some I could even stand to watch with her.  They were better when they involved a hot star like Maggie Kelly or Serena.


Sometimes, strange men would visit and try to get to know me.  It was cool if they came back a few times because we’d watch a lot more sports and action movies, and eat some steaks.  I didn’t like it when they were still there for waffles, though, because they’d start coming around a lot more often and begin to want to tell me what to do.


Until suddenly they wouldn’t be coming around at all.


“How was your practice today, Hun?” she comes through the door in a whirlwind of grocery bags and organizational activities.  I jump up to help.

“Fine.  Coach says I might have a chance to make varsity next year.”


“Honey, that’s awesome!”  She high fives me on her way to the garbage with the kitty liter.

“He says to make it, though, I’d have to play indoors this winter…”


The pained look of regret and denial shadows her face immediately.  “Honey, you know we can’t really afford that.”


“Well, maybe I could quit band and we wouldn’t have to keep paying for the trumpet.”


She brushes the hair off my forehead—a gesture I love and hate—looking at me long and deeply.  “I love hearing you play in those concerts.”


“I love playing soccer more.”


“I hate that you’d have to make a choice.”


“I could work weekends.”


“Oh, my little man,” I hate it when she calls me that, “You already work so hard.  I’ll see what I can do.”  She pauses for a moment, thinking, then “Maybe I’ll talk to Michael.”

Now this was an interesting twist.  Michael was a dude—a Doctor of something or other—who’s been coming over more and more in the last year.  In June, I actually had to stay a week at Jake’s while he took her to San Francisco for a conference or something.  It was very strange to have her travel so far away with someone I barely knew.  I made sure she called as soon as she landed to know she was safe.  

A few times, we’ve been on outings together, mostly day trips.  One time we spent a weekend at the shore.  It was a lot of fun mostly.  They gave me a lot of room to do things on my own, time on the boardwalk arcade and things like that that Mom never liked to do.  It was a little awkward, though, when they wanted to watch a movie in his room and she came back very late.  He obviously is serious about her.  This hint of asking for help might be a signal that she is willing to up the level herself.  I’m not so sure I like where this is going.

I set the table while she changes her clothes.  I light a candle for us which is something I know really helps to calm her.


“Mom,” I ask her a little later, “Can I have $20 for tickets to take Tina to the dance Saturday?”


Her face goes a little funny.

“But, Honey, that’s the night you’re going camping with Michael.”


“Aw, Mom,” I whine in my best voice, “Not this weekend, it’s Homecoming.”


“Honey, you said ‘yes’ weeks ago and Michael reserved a shelter.  It really means a lot to him.”


“Mom, what could we possibly do for a whole weekend?  He’s your dude, not mine.  You go with him.”


I’m starting to feel a little desperate.  I barely remember the conversation, and didn’t really think he was serious.  This couldn’t be happening.  I mean, the dude’s ancient.  We’d have nothing to talk about.


But my Mom sticks to the plan and deflects every argument I throw at her.  Friday, I’m even sure a cold is coming on.  My throat is sore, and I’m coughing and sniffling, but she smiles and only offers to make my lunch for once, and kisses me off to school.


Oh well.


Saturday morning, I hold my eyes closed, conjuring dark clouds, bolts of lightening, and a deluge of raging floods.  But finally opening them, I’m depressed by the sunshine and surrender to the inevitable.


He arrives, all good humor and organization.  The back seat of his convertible is full of equipment, some of which actually still sports price tags.  It’s apparent this is not all habitual to him either.  This is great: we’ll be two duffers in sleeping bags, rolling off the side of a mountain.


Kisses from both of us to my Mom, who nervously jokes about her two men, and we’re on our way.  I’m determined to answer anything he says with silence or grunts, hoping he’ll be discouraged, turn back, and get me to the dance on time.


He surprises me, though, popping in a CD and cranking the volume so loud we couldn’t talk if we’d wanted.  It’s some band I’ve never heard, but it actually sounds alright.  He throws me a thumb up with a grin and we speed along the highway.  Four lanes turn into two.  The wind rocks through our hair.  Hills rise up around us.


When the CD ends, he asks if there’s one I’d like to share with him.  


“Yeah, I’ve got some.  That was pretty good.  Who was it?”


He names the band, saying they’d influenced Clapton who I have heard of.


“Alright, nice,” I nod, sliding in a CD of some pretty awful head-banging stuff--stuff I don’t even like--and set it just as loud.  If he’s going to give me the room, I’m going to drive the point home.  My head shakes as fast as the chords crash, and he just takes it like he’s in some cerebral trance, a smile of his own determination set in place.  The hills grow into mountains.


“Where’s this place we’re going?”


“Not far now, a place my friend’s dad took us a few times when I was your age.”


“Will we be able to get a pizza there?”


His laugh resounds with good humor, but makes me feel a little foolish.


“We’re going camping.  There’s no pizza.”


“I thought you said we’re staying in a shelter.”  I’m figuring rustic, but still expected to be fed.


“There’ll be food, but we’re going to make it.”


“Awww, Dude, not on an open fire.”


He just smiles, like he knows a lot, more than me, like there’s some surprise ahead.


I saw a show on TV once about tribes in Africa, how they send young kids alone out into the Bush for three days with no food, no protection, and they come back men.  Suddenly I panic, thinking this is about to happen to me.  No man will return, I guarantee, just a wet, miserable, starved, weepy kid who told you he knew nothing about the woods.  It’s already darker and I really want to go home.


“When we get there, are we going to have to hike for hours with everything on our backs?”


Laughing again, he looks sideways at me, really enjoying my discomfort, I’m sure.


In the parking lot, it’s cold and the wind blows through my sweatshirt like I have nothing on.  If the temperature drops any more, I’m sure I’m not coming back at all.  It dawns on me that this has been his plan all along: a diabolical scheme to get rid of the bothersome kid and have my Mom all to himself.  To warn her, I check my phone, but there’s no service way up here.  I’ll need my wits to survive.

He comes out of the woods with a little cartlike wheel barrow, and we load our stuff from the backseat.  He’s well-prepared, or ridiculously over-stocked, I’m not sure which.  And far from organic, half of it’s metallic: a green suitcase, a silver bucket with a lid, jugs of water, sleeping bags, and some boxes of food.  Add two satchels of clothes, and the cart is over-flowing.


We roll it about half a mile, taking turns, along an asphalt paved path.  Fairly high up the side of the mountain, it winds around rising, higher and higher through trees with occasional glimpses of the valley below.


The colors of the leaves changing are beautiful, spectacular actually.  My body is warmer from the walk.  The air feels pretty clear, making me almost light-headed, but I know we’re not up that high.  I keep looking around to check on him, wondering where on the path he’ll abandon me, but he’s always there, just lagging behind, taking photographs with some big fancy camera.


We reach the camp and the view is really awesome.  Right on the edge of a high bluff, it drops away like a cliff-face, seemingly thousands of feet down to miles of farmland, rolling hills, a lake way off.  The sun is on its way down, so the light takes a golden shadowing, accented by the leaves.  A hawk, maybe an eagle, some huge bird, circles below us effortlessly.  I stare in amazement, truly surprised that something like this could be so beautiful.


He hands me the camera.  It’s got so many buttons and dials, and looks so heavy, I’m afraid to take it.  He adjusts something and smiles.


“Now it’s automatic.  Just point and shoot.  Take as many as you like, anyway you like.  It’s digital.  We can load any you want on your computer when we get back tomorrow.”


I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, but I start clicking away.  At first, I’m just grabbing the whole view before me, figuring I’ve got to have something to show Mom.  He demonstrates how to review the pictures and I see they all look pretty much the same, so I start focusing in on some of the trees, and a little later right in on individual leaves.  I even notice a difference in how a tree looks depending on if the sun is shining on it or through it, depending on where I’m standing.


Scattered around us are these shelters, platforms with a roof and a back on them, a hard floor. He finds ours and we move our stuff in.  He unpacks two piles of vinyl that turn into mattresses after he has me figure out the contraption to pump them up.  It turns out the green metal suitcase actually unfolds into a stove with a bottle of gas inside and flaps to keep the flame from blowing out.  And the silver pot has a bunch of other pots, pans, plates, cups and silverware inside, each a little smaller, actually pretty ingenius.

The sunset before us eventually captures our full attention, bringing us together with the few other people to the brink of the mountain to watch its finish.  I’ve seen little to compare so golden and majestic.  Pockets of light conversations happen around us, but he says little to me, so I’m free to click to the will of my eye.


Cans of soup and a pot of beef he throws together for an amazing feast so satisfying.  A small bundle of wood beside a circle of rocks he turns into a small fire as the darkness comes complete and the night cold sets in.


He asks me to find a couple of straight sticks and puts marshmallows on the ends.  I think we’re going to have a strange swordfight.  Instead, he has me stick them into the fire to burn, pops them with a candy bar between two graham crackers—unbelievably delicious.


He offers me a cup of coffee.  I take it though I’ve never had one before.  It’s awful, but keeps my hands warm around it.  We sit on little logs for a long time, the fire popping, crackling and dancing in front of us.

He asks a few questions about school, predictable stuff about classes, teachers, easy answers.  He asks a few about what I might like to do for work (I would’ve puked if he’d added ‘when you grow up’).  There’s no real probing, but I appreciate he’s trying.  Most of the time, we just let the crackle of the flames be enough sound, and somehow it just seems perfectly fine.


“You know, I’m pretty fond of your mother,” he says at last.


I just poke the fire with my stick.


“I’m hoping to spend a lot more time with her.”


I keep poking.


“I can understand you might feel a little uncomfortable with that.”


The fire’s going along just fine and probably needs no more poking, but I keep right at it.


“I thought this might be a nice way to get to know you a little better.”


My stick has burned pretty short by now.  I can feel the fire hot on my face.


“I told you I came here with friends when I was your age.”


I need a new stick.


“It’s the kind of thing I would have liked to do with my father.” 


Smoke stings my eyes.  They start to water.


“But my father really wasn’t that kind of a dad.”


After staring so long at the fire, I can see little looking out into the darkness.


“He was always so busy.  We barely did anything together.”


My fingers grope for a new stick.


“So I don’t know the first thing about being a dad.”


This one pokes really well too, and I’m thinking about poking it right into him.


“So, I’m thinking maybe we can just be friends.”


Above the flames, up where the rising smoke blends with the darkness, I see it’s not so dark after all.  Stars punctuate the black in millions of brilliant glittering pinpricks, an ocean of twinkles.  A soft breeze moves the trees like the sound of waves on the beach.


Even more incredibly, there’s a pulsation of light, a shimmering almost invisible, but a bluish greenish color of dazzling intensity.  Like a heartbeat, it shimmers, suddenly rich with red, then recedes as if imagination only.


“Aurora Borealis.” He says quietly.


“What?”


“It’s the Northern Lights.”


“Dude!”


“Yeah.”


I’m thinking maybe my Mom does need a friend too after all these years.  Maybe it’s been a little tough and lonely on her, raising a son by herself.  Maybe I’ve been a handful sometimes.  Maybe she could enjoy being with someone who really liked her kind of movies.


I suppose I could make a little room.  After all, I’m not going to be around forever.
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