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Passion in all its forms is a mental
thirst,

a fever,

a torturing unrest . . .

James Allen
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“There are drivers and there are passengers,”
my father says, “and there are the wannabes.” He takes his eyes
from the road and glances at me. “Those are the people you got to
watch out for.”

He hasn’t bothered to shave. A patchy gray
stubble pokes out along his sagging jawline. Or is he growing a
beard?

“A passenger wanting to be a driver,”he says,
“a driver wanting to be a passenger. Doesn’t work.”

“Hmm,”I manage and focus on the passing
scenery. Without snow, late fall in western New

York is depressing, as if the dim, colorless
landscape were lit by a bare hanging lightbulb. A stark forest of
leafless trees encroaches upon the highway. The ground cover is
littered with decaying leaves and fallen branches. There are no
signs of life, redemption.

He continues. “Just as well your mother
didn’t want to come. Drives me crazy, so tensed up, telling me to
slow down, watch out for this, watch out for that. I tell her, ‘you
drive’, but no, she just wants to make me miserable.”

I keep quiet. Defending one was used for
ammunition later, something like – You know Marge, Christie agreed
that you complain too much, especially when I’m driving. Instead I
say, “None of this is remotely familiar.”

“It’s the highway. Built twenty years ago.
It’llcut the travel time by half.”

“You’ve gone back?”

“A couple of times.”

“How’d the place look?”

“Gone through some changes.”

“Good or bad?”

He shrugs. “Hard to say.”

I could ask what he means, but I already
suspect – storms rage, moss gathers – end of story.

My father pushes a lever and the window hums
down. A rush of frigid air breaks into the comfy heat, rattling my
eardrums.

He takes a deep breath. “Smell that.”

Diffusing into the car is a dank odor
reminiscent of wet dirt and worms. I button the collar of my
coat.

“Cold?” he asks.

“I’m fine.”

“No, no, I want you to be comfortable and
enjoy the ride.” The window then slides up, cocooning us in
quiet.

We are heading to the cabin. The one my
father owned for three years. He had bought it when my brothers
were teenagers and I was around twelve, starting my period, trying
to figure out how to curl my hair, wear eye shadow. The drive was
an hour and a half over asphalt, then gravel, then dirt. The place
had been purchased to reel us in, to keep us from growing up,
moving on, but by the time we were teenagers, it was too late. We
all wanted to stay in the city. We had lives, lives that were put
on hold in the ‘boonies’, ‘the dueling banjo backlands’, my
brothers would say. Every minute there had been endless. I wonder
now if we had electricity.

My father laughs. “Electricity? Of course.
And running water and a propane tank. All the comforts.”

“But time went on forever,”I say, “as if we
were in a blackout.”

“Problem was you guys didn’t like not having
a television.”

“That must have been the problem – no
television.”

“But there was plenty to do. We had a radio,
books. Your mother brought games, cards.”

A memory comes to mind – how after a couple
of hours the playing cards stuck together and couldn’t be shuffled.
“Oh, yeah. Blackjack.”And we fall silent.

I was supposed to be taking my mother
Christmas shopping, going to the mall, having lunch, but
Thanksgiving dinner took a nasty turn when my brothers, Rob and
Dan, related anecdotal stories about the cabin, stories that made
my mother laugh and my father head for the bourbon. By the time the
pumpkin pie was sliced, my father had gone from blubbering to
caustic to blubbering again. ‘Ingrates’ became ‘assholes’, before
he started to weep. It was then, as my brothers corralled their
wives and kids and slunk into the night, that I promised to join
him on this trip, a hopefully brief detour down memory lane.



Mentally, I begin a Christmas list. My
nephews are getting to be a funny age, too old for toys, too young
for clothes. I couldn’t go wrong with video games, but I don’t have
a clue.

“So, Dad, what would you like for
Christmas?”

He snorts and checks the rearview mirror.
“Don’t get me anything, honey. Just want you to be happy.”

Oh, brother. My parents never talk about my
marital status – single and approaching forty, but there’s always a
lingering sub text in their questions, “Should we set another
plate?” , “Did you do anything special for your birthday?” Of
course, I could mention Jeff and finally put to rest any
assumptions of theirs that I might be too picky, too shy, or a
lesbian. But the relationship, at this juncture, is tentative – he
still has a wife.

“Dad, I am happy. Does that mean I can cross
you off my list?”

No response. Clearly a sign I’d be heading to
the men’s department to buy something brown. “What’s your shirt
size again?”

The car barrels down the forsaken stretch of
highway. “Ask your mother.”

Amid the desolation, there arise the
occasional new builds, full of angles and skylights, tucked neatly
into wooded areas flanked by shiny SUVs and satellite dishes. Who’d
live there? I assume a large percentage are energy-squandering
isolationists with more than their share of disposable income to
burn. In reaction, I consider the cabin. Its modest simplicity
almost seems beatific.

“When you went back, did you get to see the
inside?” “No, just parked by the road.”

“Sorry you sold it?”

“Had no choice.”

Whether that was a yes or a no, I couldn’t be
sure. My recollection was that the ownership of the cabin came to
an abrupt halt after both my brothers, one a senior in high school,
the other a junior, skipped school, loaded themselves, eight
friends (three of whom were sexually compromising young women)
along with a keg of beer into a van and drove to the cabin, where,
for twelve hours, a party ensued that would have gone unnoticed,
except for a bonfire that spread to some adjacent trees threatening
to decimate the area’s only redeeming feature – the woods.
Subsequent to the event, my father was served with papers, taken to
court and fined five thousand dollars, an exorbitant fee at the
time. Shortly thereafter, the place went on the market and both
brothers got jobs in a nursing home kitchen where they had to wear
hairnets. I was thrilled.

“Why not look for a place now?”

He fiddles with the rearview mirror.
“Wouldn’t be the same.”

I have no parry, no words of consolation,
support. Perhaps chasing the past, then reeling it forward is
trickier than one would suspect.

For the third time that day, I check the
signal on my cell. Jeff promised to call. He’s probably en route as
well, heading back to Chicago from his in-laws in Cincinnati.
Holidays for him and his wife are still spent together for the sake
of the generations both above and below. There’s no reason to do
otherwise. My commitment to anything long term is likewise
uncertain. At least for now.

From the highway, an exit looms. My father
puts on the blinker. “We’re almost there.” We veer to the right.
He’s staring ahead. The corners of his mouth are relaxed in a faint
smile.

Soon we’re maneuvering along a worn country
road that curves, rises and falls. Scrubby homes with mismatched
windows, peeling paint, hug the road. Rusty Interstate signs and
mailboxes that stand on crooked posts roll by. The newfound wealth
and mini-estates seen from the thruway have not stretched this far.
Signs of life appear. A cat stares out beneath a car without
plates; a Shepard-mix, chained to a tree, freezes. The forsaken
animal bares his teeth and lunges at us. His eyes bulge as the taut
chain yanks hard. The dog yelps in pain, then cowers. God, get me
out of here.

Before long, the car slows. Less than twenty
yards ahead is a sign with an arrow. I decipher the faint lettering
– Sherwood Lane – and my father makes a left. Immediately, we are
facing a steep incline. The Chevy engine revs up, sounding heavy,
lumbering. Gravel spits out from beneath the tires. I grab the hand
rest. The angle is unsettling, unnatural in a car, prone as if in a
dentist’s chair. How could I have forgotten this? Still, one thing
is familiar – my ears pop like before.

The dismal road tightens even more, barely
wider than a single drive. “Are you sure there are still houses up
here?”

His judges the sides. A wayward branch
scrapes the car. “Of course.”

Barely perceptible the path splits and a more
reasonable incline appears. He navigates a slow, bumpy turn. Within
moments, I’m sitting upright but the progress has slowed. My heart
is beating hard and I want this to be over. What if we can’t turn
around or crash and burn into a ravine? Miraculously, however,
there’s a clearing. I lean toward the dashboard.

“It’s coming,” my father whispers.

An open area yawns before us. The road widens
and there’s order to the otherwise untamed woods. Grass is planted
on both sides of the gravel road. To the right, lined-up railroad
ties

prevent a roll down a disappearing
embankment. On the left,grass climbs a sloping mound. My glance
travels up the hill. There it hovers, staking a solid claim in the
wilderness.

The cabin’s mostly hidden behind a sizable,
protruding deck. Propped and leveled by huge posts and crossbeams,
the porch extends well beyond the sloping hill. Attempts to hide
the underpinnings have begun. Sheets of lattice are tacked on in
some spots.

He turns off the ignition. “This is it. What
do you think?”

“That deck. It’s new, right?”

“Yeah, wasn’t here last time.”He surveys the
area. “Gotta be a great view from up there.” “Hmm.”

“Maybe I’ll just get out for a minute and
stretch my legs.”

I don’t like the sound of this. “You’re not
going up there, are you? Dad, it’s not our property.” “Don’t be
silly. Can’t do any harm to take a look.”

I’m horrified. Sure it’s an empty building,
but there’s something creepy about my father nosing around like
some stalker. “Dad, they probably have motion detectors or
alarms.”

“Christie, I’m not going to break in. Come
with me.”

Not wanting to either stay behind or head up
the hill, I begin to protest when a disembodied voice calls out,
“Looking for someone?”

The human voice is unnerving. At first I’m
not sure where it’s coming from. Then, I see.

Standing on the slope, half-hidden in the
shadow at the far side of the deck, is a stocky, gray-haired man in
a flannel shirt.

I lean toward my father. “We should leave.
Tell him we’re lost.”

“Don’t be silly,”Dad says. He pops open the
door, gets out and calls up. “We used to live here. I’m with my
daughter to see the place.”

“Want to take a better look?” The guy waves.
“Come on up.” “Sure it’s no bother?”

The two men’s voices echo, sounding louder
than they should. “Hell, no. Good to have company.”

The place must be doomed. Not only off the
beaten path, but a portal, once entered, leaves every soul
desperate for stimulation.

Dad turns. “C’mon Christie. Let’s see the
place.”

My imagination slams into overdrive. Who is
this guy? Where’s his car? How many city slickers has he shot and
buried?

“Dad, I don’t think – ”

“Suit yourself,”he says and turns on his
heels.

My father doesn’t climb the grassy slope but
walks toward a timberline where a gravel driveway turns upward. I
now recall a circuitous route that travels up and around the cabin,
which then merges into the road we just came off of. I re-evaluate
the man. On second glance, he appears less sinister. He’s wearing
wire-rimmed glasses and Dockers.

My father climbs the driveway and the man
walks down to meet him. They shake hands, then both look
appraisingly at the cabin. What the heck, and I get out of the
car.

“Bought the place three years ago,” the man
says as we enter through the side.

The kitchen area is no longer. Gone are the
metal cabinets and cracked linoleum floor. I’m standing in a mud
room. The walls are knotty pine and the tile floor is ceramic. A
blue and white gingham café curtain covers the lone window that,
from the upper half, shows the woods behind. Cubbies, like the kind
used in Kindergarten classes, line one wall. Some coats and
sweaters are hanging inside. Footgear – Rubber Duckies, winter
boots, slippers – are neatly paired and resting on a mat.

My father reaches down to untie his
shoes.

“Don’t bother,”the man says. “Wife’s not
here.”

My father nods knowingly and we cross another
threshold. The first uncensored words from my father are, “Holy
shit.”
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