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“We have to be progressive, because the future is coming whether we like it or not. But being sensible is also a good idea, as learning from history is a lot less painful than learning from mistakes.”
1. Road Rage
“Dammit, Chrissy …” Bad idea. I took a breath and tried again. “Chrissy, I do love you. But you’ve seen how my mom ended up. Do you want us to get caught in that trap?”
Christine didn’t answer. Focus, Paul, Focus, I chided myself, this is for all the marbles. But then I realized the vehicle in front of me had stopped. And I was doing sixty.
I stomped on the brake pedal in a panic. Rubber squealed and my sunglasses went flying as the steering wheel shimmied in my fists. The force of the skid pushed my forehead to the windshield, which gave me a perfect view of the tailgate I almost caved in.
The vehicle was an ancient SUV with oxidized beige paint and Scout II in pitted chrome letters. And of course the owner had added the ubiquitous icons of redneck America: an I’m-a-holy-Christian fish with TRUTH inside, a National Rifle Association decal, and a Family Values are MY Values bumper sticker.
Religion, guns, jacked-up trucks with big tires, and obsessive family values… all the things that embarrass me about being an American. Not to mention my own family.
“Paul … ” Christine’s voice over the ear bud brought me back to the matter at hand. “I love you too. But I want … more for us, Paul. You’re forty. Do you want to miss out on so much because you’re afraid of ending up like your parents?”
Her voice wasn’t wavering, but was that desperation I heard? Traffic started moving as I recovered my Oakley sunglasses from the dashboard and considered her challenge. Christine was the best girlfriend I’d ever had, but did that mean she should be the last girlfriend I ever had? If …
Brake lights flared. Again I squealed rubber to keep from ramming the redneck billboard in front of me. I tasted blood and realized I’d bitten my lip. Never mind the driver’s lack of consideration for people in a hurry, how could that rattletrap be allowed on the road? And it’s speed limit plus ten, moron!
I had to buy some time to deal with Christine. “Chrissy,” I forced a loving tone, “listen honey … I’m getting into traffic. But we can figure this out. Let’s go to that Italian place you love with the neon Pagliacci sign. We’ll get that back booth in the fireplace room – and we’ll talk. Just let me go slumming with Mom this afternoon and we’ll figure it all out. Okay?”
There was a moment of silence and then a firm intake of breath. “Going out to dinner is not an answer, Paul. It’s avoiding the issue. I have to have an answer.”
My mind raced as I struggled for something brilliant to counter with. But I couldn’t say what she wanted to hear, and nothing else would make her happy. In the silence I felt something slip away.
“Well, Paul …” When Christine finally spoke again her voice was flat and resolute. “I guess that no answer really is an answer.” The line went dead.
I yanked the ear bud out and threw it down as nausea rose in my throat. It was as though a rug had been pulled out from under me and I was falling. Should I call back? Text her?
Then for the third time I had to crush the brake pedal as the jackass in the Scout slowed to let a car merge in front of him. Frustration turned to anger as I licked my lips and tasted blood, a primal reminder of how badly I was losing at everything.
Christine was beyond my control, but the idiot in the truck was about to find out who he had just pissed off. I am Paul Archer, and I may have been raised in a trailer park, but I’m the lead partner in a start-up importing company with connections to China. I kick ass at everything I do, and dealing with rude drivers on the highway is no exception.
I brought my breathing under control and cleared my mind of everything but the vehicle and the road. I imagined a Ninja about to strike. Visualizing a victory and how to achieve it is critical in battle. I think that’s in The Art of War, but I never finished that book.
My first attempt to pass failed as a BMW forced me back into my lane. A white mini van followed, the urchins within staring at me through the windows. My frustration and blood pressure soared. I should have a Beemer.
Instead I had a luxury SUV, just tall enough to give me a good view of the junker truck holding up traffic with that damned Family Values sticker. Why do people think that choosing to breed makes them special? The only thing it did for my parents was give them a chance to mess up somebody else’s life.
The green and white sign that announced my exit in a half mile flashed by but there was an opening to pass. I jammed the accelerator to the floor and the powerful V6 beneath the hood sprang to life.
I swerved sharply over and glanced in the general direction of the jerk driver as I passed. Using peripheral vision and careful not to make eye contact I caught a brief glimpse of a gaunt unabomber face obscured by mirrored sunglasses and a baseball cap pulled low. The after image of the face struck me as familiar. Perhaps a memory from an episode of America’s Most Wanted?
My blood pressure peaked. If I missed this exit the redneck had won. But my 4Runner gained speed and at the last moment I pulled the wheel hard over and gritted my teeth. Thankfully there was no sound of metal on metal as I cut across the lane in front of him and through the yellow triangle to my off ramp.
“That’s how we do it DOWNTOWN hillbilly boy!” I shouted out loud, the feeling of victory too intense to do less. As I did a celebratory fist pump I wished the jerk could see me – it must suck to be him today! My imagined ninja knelt over his slain foe, disdainfully wiped the blood from his katana, and disappeared into the woods.
Tension flowed out of my back and arms as quickly as it had built up, and for the moment my concerns about Christine were forgotten. Still celebrating, I took my hands off the wheel and raised them high to signal a touchdown.
But a glance at the rear view mirror turned victory into a knot in my throat. The old truck had followed me off the highway. My heart palpitated and the hair on the back of my neck stood up.
Breathe slowly, I reassured myself, there’s nothing to worry about. It was just his exit. No reason to think he’s following me. Yet.
The traffic light at the end of the ramp was red with a line of cars stopped in front of it. I slowed to make sure I didn’t get to the light before it changed and end up trapped with the ugly truck behind me. With the eyes of the junky truck driver making the back of my neck tingle I reached up to flick the door lock switch.
The light changed before I had to stop and I breathed a sigh of relief. As long as I was moving I was safe. Around the corner I checked my rear view mirror. The Scout was still there. But with only two directions possible it was fifty-fifty he’d go my way even if he didn’t intend a redneck assault. And he wasn’t honking or gesturing, so maybe I was okay.
I angrily smacked my hand on the steering wheel, careful to do it so that the driver behind wouldn’t see and be further provoked. Dammit! Road raging hillbillies should not be allowed on the streets.
When I turned into mom’s trailer park three blocks later the usual muffled music thumped and groups of kids played on the road. I struggled to find the courage to look at the rear view mirror, and what I saw made the lump in my throat grow larger. The mirror was filled by the bottom of the Scout’s grill and a huge roll of steel cable, probably a winch, mounted on the high bumper. Why didn’t he just flip me off and get on with his life?
If I drove to the back side of the trailer park I could flip a U-turn and head back out, but I’d have to pass right by him. And I’d feel like a coward. There were a few more corners to mom’s space and he might still turn off. The Scout was a trailer park kind of vehicle and he probably lived there. So why was my mouth so dry?
I crawled along at the park speed limit of five miles per hour with the beat up vehicle in slow pursuit and took the first left. The Scout followed. My breath was shallow and I realized I was biting my bloody lower lip again.
There was now no room to turn around. Mom’s trailer was around the corner with a dead end just beyond. I imagined running for mom’s door with the angry driver behind me and flashed back to Junior High School and racing from the bus to avoid the park thug. Not this trailer park but one like it. I kick ass in the corporate world but I’ve never been much good at throwing punches. With cold sweat in my armpits I pulled my iPhone from my belt and held it ready.
One last turn and I stopped in front of my mother’s place. But there was no way I was getting out right away. The street was barely wide enough for one car and turning around would be an ordeal of several back and forths. I was trapped by a barbed wire topped chain link fence ahead and the road rager behind.
Without turning my head I watched through the side view mirror as the door of the Scout swung open and a thin man jumped out. He was too tall for me to see his face, but he was wearing a torn T-shirt with an unbuttoned, loose fitting denim shirt over it. The wind blew his shirt open and my heart froze. Tucked in his waistband was the distinct shape of a gun.
I pushed 911 on my phone, slid down in my seat, and hit the “door lock” button again. How was this happening?
A woman’s voice answered. Calm, almost bored. “911 – what is the nature of your emergency?”
Time to focus. He’d be on me in seconds. “This is Paul Archer. I’m in front of space A-seven in the Shady Oak trailer park at Hampden and Carnes. A guy’s been road raging with me and he’s coming at my car with a gun!”
“What kind of car are you in, sir?” Did this idiot not understand I was about to be attacked?
My mind was clear, but he couldn’t be more than a few steps away. “A silver 4Runner. License SSZ-449. This guy is going to shoot me! I need a cop NOW!”
“Yes sir, I will …” the sharp rap of metal striking the window next to my head sent a jolt up my spine. The phone flew from my grasp as my heart stopped and my mouth turned to dry leather. There was nothing between me and the gunman but a few millimeters of safety glass. I could not turn my head to look at him – was he tapping on my window with the barrel of his pistol?
The metal rap on the window repeated, as sharp and loud as the gunfire I expected to follow. As I forced my head to turn I could feel the joints of my neck scrape together and expected to find myself looking down the barrel of a gun.
The man was tall, and with my eyes averted downward I found myself looking at a black leather belt and a round Winchester Rifles buckle holding up faded jeans. The shirt hung open with the gun in plain sight and it filled my vision. Should I run away? But he was right beside my vehicle. And how do you outrun a bullet?
A voice broke through my panicked thoughts. A calm voice, slightly mocking. “Geez, Paully. Whatcha’ doing in there? Choking the chicken? I thought you had a girlfriend now.”
Confusing. How did the hillbilly know my name? And hadn’t I seen that snake tattoo wrapped around his heavily veined forearm before?
Recognition slammed into my adrenaline hazed brain like a brick through a glass window. “Aww, crap.” The fear evaporated and I had to laugh.
I threw the door open and jumped out to find myself face to face with the beaming visage of my younger brother, Gary. Normally I spent a great deal of energy avoiding him, but the fact that he wasn’t a crazed murderer was enough to overcome my embarrassment of being related.
“Gary! What the hell!?” I shouted.
He swept past my outstretched hand and grabbed me in a bear hug. I outweigh him but he is taller and stronger and he lifted my bulk off the ground with ease.
We both laughed as he dropped me and pulled away. We made quite a pair of brothers. Me the image of a middle class business man, soft skinned and flabby around the middle, but with a seventy dollar haircut and a pressed polo shirt and Dockers. He as skinny as a rail with weathered, tattooed skin stretched taut over whip-cord muscles and a home hack-job haircut.
People say that we look alike when we smile, but that’s hard to imagine. My cheeks are round and full while Gary’s suck in below the cheekbones. “Gaunt” is a word often used to describe him, and when you see him you know he grew up tough, hard, and fast.
Gary looked at me and shook his head. “What’s up with you, Paully? You drive like shit and then you just sit there with the door locked? What’s up with that?”
“Oh,” I didn’t know what to say. The dramatic transition from fear left me giddy. A flood of memories replaced it, memories of living in rough neighborhoods where I buried my head in books and Gary got tough.
Then another image intruded: a five year old girl with a cherubic round face surrounded by a halo of blonde hair. It was a memory I had decades of experience repressing, and by reflex I pushed it back down. But the giddiness I felt at seeing Gary was gone and I wanted to be elsewhere.
“I don’t know,” I stammered, having forgotten the topic. “Just … I don’t know.”
And then I remembered the night we were celebrating my scholarship and the police knocked on the door with a search warrant for Gary. Mom sent him to Idaho to live with Dad, and when he ran away I never gave him much thought. And to be brutally honest, I was relieved he wasn’t around.
“That’s Okay, dude. That’s Okay.” Gary assured me, “It’s just good to see you. It’s crazy how long it’s been.” He craned his head to look over his shoulder. A siren blared nearby and through the trailers we could see a police car turn into the park with red and blue lights flashing. “I wonder what that’s about?”
Crap. I guess the police don’t just forget about it if you hang up. I looked for my phone but it must have fallen beside the door.
“Gary, I didn’t know that was you following me.” I realized I’d better give him some perspective on what I was about to say. I pointed down to his waist. “What the hell are you doing with a gun? Are you a cop? Are you … why?”
When Gary resurfaced in Denver I discovered my little brother, covered in tattoos, had converted from blossoming street thug to holier-than-thou, born-again, bible-thumping family man. Seeing him pray oh-so-thankfully for his blessings in an apartment with a squawling baby and Goodwill-reject furniture was too depressing to witness.
“Am I what?” Gary’s reply brought me back to the present.
“Are you … what are you? Why do you have that?” I pointed at his gun.
He shrugged. “For protection, you know. It’s legal. Why not?” He looked over his shoulder. “That cop’s definitely looking for somebody. Maybe we better go inside.” He motioned to the door of mom’s trailer.
Would the cop give up and leave? But why would Gary carry a gun? I didn’t even know anyone who owned a gun.
“You scared of something, Gary?” I wanted to know his situation so I could sort it all out. “Is someone after you?”
Gary laughed. “Yeah … I’m scared of you boy!” He playfully slapped me on the side of the head, then laughed again. I don’t like it when Gary plays rough. Nothing short of a hammer blow will stop him from coming at you.
“Knock it off. I think you’d better know …”
He cut me off with a playful but stinging swat to the side of the head. Didn’t he know that hurt?
Still with a broad grin, Gary said “Know what? Know I’m going to kick your ass?”
“Look. I saw you and the gun, I didn’t know it was you, and I …”
With a whoop Gary grabbed me and pushed me against my truck. His shoulder compressed my chest and knocked my wind out. He laughed again. “I don’t need no gun for you, Paully boy. Get ready for your ass whuppin!”
“No, wait … “
“Come on, boy! This is for hogging the Atari!” Still laughing, Gary feigned punches and elbows to my gut that barely connected. He wasn’t trying to hurt, it was just Gary thinking he’s funny. I tried to push him off, to catch my breath, to speak; he was having fun, but it was humiliating that he held me so easily.
Tires crunched on gravel and skidded to a stop. I looked up at a police car a half a dozen yards away as the doors flew open and cops with guns drawn jumped out.
“Freeze! Police!” the female officer screamed from the driver’s side. This was a bad dream.
Eyes wide, Gary pushed away and sent me heavily to the ground. He spread his arms apart with palms open and faced the cops, which revealed the gun at his waist. I smacked my head against the fender on the way down, making stars explode in my vision and leaving me unable to shout a protest.
“Gun!” the female cop yelled.
Gary instinctively reached back to pull his shirt over the butt of the pistol. I could see the look in the cop’s eyes change. They crouched lower as they reacted to Gary reaching for a weapon.
It all happened in slow motion. I tried to shout that it was a mistake, tried to pull myself back up to stop it, but there was a loud popping sound and Gary froze in place.
“Noooo!” I shouted, as Gary slowly fell backward, his eyes wide open. “Nooooo!”
Gary hit the ground hard. I threw myself on top to cover his body with mine. His eyes were wide and stared straight into the sky. His mouth was open.
The police moved closer, eyes scanning warily in every direction. I spun towards them, still shielding Gary, and realized I had a gun pointed at me as well.
“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot again! It’s a mistake! It’s a big mistake!”
“A mistake?” the female cop snapped, “what do you mean?”
I turned back to my brother to see if I could help him, maybe keep him from bleeding to death. I searched for a bullet wound and instead found three thin wires hooked to his clothes. No blood. And his eyes were beginning to shift back and forth.
I traced the wires back to where they were attached to a boxy looking gun in the younger cop’s hand. A Taser, like I’d seen on TV.
“Ohhhh.” Gary made a moaning noise.
The two cops came up to us. The woman reached down and plucked the pistol out of Gary’s holster and they finally pointed their guns away.
“Now what is this all about?”
* * *
The cops stayed to make sure Gary was okay but he refused treatment. Fortunately he was still incapacitated while I explained why I called 911. He just sat on the trailer steps and stared holes through me.
The cops asked about the gun, but Gary had a concealed carry permit and they didn’t seem alarmed. They unloaded it and gave it back and told him not to reload until after they left.
At first Gary was indignant, or at least as indignant as someone can be while partially paralyzed and drooling. But when the cops explained they were on a call for a man who said he was being threatened with a gun and saw Gary beating me … well, eventually Gary had to laugh. His mobility returned slowly as he made jokes about what happened, though every look cast in my direction was a glare.
Gary waved when the patrol car finally disappeared around the corner. The street was silent as he turned slowly to face me. I gulped, and wondered if he was going to come after me for real now. Not that I could blame him. And I was more than a little scared. Even when we were kids and being four years older made me the stronger one he could always get in a nasty shin kick, or punch to the stomach, or a knee to the ‘nads.
Without a word Gary put the black bullet holder, the magazine, in to the butt of the gun. With practiced and methodical movements he did something I’ve seen on TV a thousand times: he pulled the top part of the gun back and let it slam forward with an ominous Chuck Click. Gary pulled the magazine back out, inserted a single stubby bullet into the top, then slapped it back into the gun. Making eye contact with me now he snapped a lever on the pistol and put it back into his holster.
I had to say something, so I blurted out the only words that came to mind. “I told you I was sorry, Gary. I really am. I don’t know what else to do.”
For a long moment Gary stared straight through me. Then he chuckled, gave a crooked smile, and let loose with an exaggerated sigh to let me know it was alright. He moved forward and shook his head.
“Oh, Paully. Paully Paully … if I gave you half the ass whuppings you deserved, you’d be dead by now.”
Relieved at his reaction, I raised my hands in mock adoration. “Thanks so frickin’ much for the graciousness … LT.”
Gary laughed. When we were kids I’d nicknamed him Little Turd, but when Mom was around I had to use initials. He called me BS for Big Shit, but BS was still a bad word with Mom. Even though she said it herself when inspired.
Gary clapped me on the back with the palm of his hand and pushed me toward the stairs. “Kinda’ gives a whole new meaning to ‘don’t tase me, Bro!” He laughed again. “Heck with it. Let’s go in.”
It occurred to me that neither of us had ever knocked on the door. I pulled Gary back. “There’s no way Mom’s home. She would have been out that door in a minute when the siren pulled up. What do you say we go out and grab a bite?”
Gary grimaced. “Nah. I think Mom wants to cook.”
That was my assumption as well, since she asked me to come over around lunch time. Mom liked to cook, and I liked to eat when she did.
“But she’s not home.” I said. “C’mon, let’s go get a meal and catch up. She’ll be home by the time we come back.”
Mom hadn’t mentioned she’d invited Gary, probably because I would have found an excuse not to come if she had. Though under the circumstances it was nice to see a familiar face not associated with Christine – weird and misguided as he was, he was still my brother. And he seemed to have gotten past the fact I called the police on him and almost got him killed.
Gary pulled away and climbed the stairs to the small porch and scratched white aluminum door. He paused and shook his head again when I joined him but did not make eye contact. “You know, I just hate paying someone to cook a meal when it’s so much cheaper to get groceries. Especially Mom’s cooking. I don’t mind waiting.”
I could read his face. He couldn’t afford to buy lunch. “Well hell, Gary. I’m buying. It’s the least I can do after getting your butt fried with a taser.”
Gary looked uneasy. But he couldn’t turn me down. “Well … sure. Sure thing, BS. But I’m buying my own. You still OWE me for that taser shot.” He put his hand on the doorknob. “Would fast food be OK?”
The doorknob turned easily. The look on his face turned to concern at the unlocked door. “We just better check on Mom.”
Gary pushed the door open and we stepped into the trailer together. Although it was a source of embarrassment, that old trailer still had a feeling of “home” to me. I shifted my gaze from the open kitchen on the left to the living room on the right. It was a trailer, but neat and tidy, and Mom had always done her best for us here and in the other trailers that preceded it.
Beside me my brother took a sudden intake of breath and stopped dead in his tracks. As I looked into the living room everything seemed normal.
Except that the hide-a-bed in the couch was pulled out. And on it was my mother, and she was naked. And on her was an old man, my father, who I hadn’t seen in years. And he was naked.
They were both frozen like statues, but they had clearly been doing it. And by it I mean the holy IT. The thing you start wanting to do at twelve and never want to think of your parents doing at any age.
For an eternity my brother and I stood and stared at the most eerily obscene tableau imaginable while they stared back; my sixty two year old overweight mother with my bony and splotched seventy-four year old father. The silence was broken by a loud cough from Dad, and then Mom shrieked at the top of her lungs.
Gary and I turned as one and got jammed in the narrow door as we tried to rush through together. Laurel and Hardy never did it better. A few long seconds later we had slammed the trailer door and were on the concrete patio at the foot of the stairs pacing around each other and not making eye contact.
For some moments, I couldn’t say how many because time had become irrelevant, we walked around like zombies. Finally, I tapped Gary on the shoulder. “Gary … how about you shoot me now?”
For a moment I was afraid he took me seriously. Then he smiled. “Only if you call them cops back to taser me again. I want that memory burned out of my head.”
We both laughed hysterically. In a moment we were gasping and leaning against each other and swatting one another on the back.
When it finally subsided, I said, “so … you still want to go out to eat?”
“Damn, Paul. You think I could eat after that?”
And we both cracked up again.
2. Hi Dad
No one came out of the trailer and Gary and I weren’t about to go back in, so we sat on the stairs and talked.
Gary showed me pictures of his two kids, Tammy and William. “William started rolling over at three months,” he proudly proclaimed, “but Tammy is the independent one ….”
And he said a lot more but my mind wandered. How independent can a baby be?
When he realized I wasn’t enthralled by stories of his kids Gary switched to talking about his job. Stories about rowdy customers and adventures in customer service. And of course he managed to throw in a few words about his church. I cringed every time, sure he was going to start preaching at me.
I listened politely and commented occasionally, but could a guy who worked in a discount store understand the implications of meeting with representatives of the Indian Government in Mumbai and communist officials in China? Could he understand throwing every available dollar of credit into a risky business venture?
For that matter how rational could anyone be who believed in religious superstitions? Hearing a man in modern times talk about “God” as anything other than an amusing historical oddity disturbed me. Especially since it’s religion that is the cause of all the problems in the world.
When I looked at Gary I remembered where I came from, and from where he never escaped. The tattoos told the story of his life, some rough and some high quality artwork. People from all cultural levels have tattoos, but his bespoke blue collar adventures and drunken nights staggering into seedy tattoo parlors. Of a guy who was rich the day he got paid and broke until his next check.
Gary finally stopped prattling when the door swung open and Mom stepped out, now fully dressed with every too-darkly dyed black hair in place. She stood silently and looked down sheepishly for a moment before waving us toward the open door. “Boys … you want to come in?”
Mom wore a knee length dress and a plain white blouse buttoned up to the throat. I knew she had picked those clothes carefully after what just happened, as her normal style of dress was considerably less age appropriate. An occupational hazard of a woman working in a beauty shop, from what I have seen.
Gary cleared his throat. “Sure, Mom. If you … and Dad … are ready to see us.”
I had to look away, but I couldn’t stop the laughter from coming. The best I could do was keep it down to some choked sputters that didn’t fool anyone.
Mom pulled her shoulders back, then strode down the stairs and swatted me on the ear. I immediately gave her my full attention, which was exactly the reaction she had programmed in to me as a smart-ass teenager. My face flushed at the thought she could return me to that state so easily.
“It’s my house, you know,” Mom said indignantly. “You haven’t lived here in twenty years. What do you mean, walking in without knocking?”
I wanted to say, what do you mean doing something like that without the door locked, but Gary spoke first.
“You’re right, ma. You’re right. But when you didn’t come out we got worried. That’s all.” Gary stood up and hugged her. “Don’t you worry now. We’re all adults here. Everything’s okay.”
Gary walked past her into the trailer. I still smarted from that demeaning swat to the ear. Mom made eye contact with me while I mentally searched through indignant replies, but the most inappropriate one popped out on its own.
“What the hell, Mom?! With … Dad? You haven’t been married to him since I was like eight years old. And now you’re … with DAD?!!!”
“I’m not dead, Paully.” she struggled for the right words to use with her grown son. “I’ve had … you know … some boyfriends …” her voice trailed off and I don’t think her face could get any more red.
“Never mind!” I shook my head to shake away the images. I remembered the men who had come around. Especially those I met at the breakfast table. And the one who lived with us and gave her a cheap ring, then drove off in her car and neither was ever seen again. “Just never mind. Let’s go inside!”
As I walked past her into the doorway she shifted, expecting the dutiful hug I normally gave her. But this time I just slid by. It was childishness I immediately regretted.
The living room was back to normal. The bed was folded into the couch and the throw rugs were back in place. Sitting on the couch were my Dad and brother, talking easily.
Dad had a clear plastic tube strapped to his face which attached to a white electronic machine on a chrome cart. I was taken aback, as I knew that Dad’s health was going downhill and he was a heavy smoker, but I didn’t know he was on oxygen.
At most I saw Dad every four or five years and phoned him on Father’s day and Christmas. When I thought about how seldom that was I felt guilty, but of course I loved my Dad. Deep down. Just as he made an effort whenever I was around to act as though he cared for me.
Dad made eye contact with me and raised his eyebrows as I crossed the room. He pulled his oxygen hose off to stand and greet me. “Goddamn, Paully. How the hell are you?”
He looked even older than his seventy-four years. His face was wrinkled leather, hanging from his cheek bones without any of the firmness of feature I remembered. His skin was splotched from a lifetime working in the sun. He had been old the last time he came to Denver and I took him out to dinner, but hale and healthy compared to now. I took his extended hand in mine. His skin was as rough as ever, the calluses of a working man still there though he could do little these days but sit and watch TV.
“So how’s my College boy?” Dad choked out in a weak, cracking voice, “Read any good books lately?”
“Great, Dad,” I gritted my teeth in a fake smile. “Feeling just more collegiate than ever.”
Dad laughed and patted me roughly on the shoulder, then released my hand and sank back into his chair. He pushed the oxygen tube aside and lifted a smoldering Marlboro to his lips, then coughed as he exhaled and sent little puffs of smoke in my direction. I managed to keep the smile on my face even though I was shocked and offended at seeing someone on oxygen still smoking. In fact the entire room stank of cigarettes. It seemed gauche to smoke inside, and something that never happened any more – at least in the civilized world.
I took a seat in an overstuffed armchair in the corner by the TV and Mom came in and sat on her plush recliner. There have been different recliners in that spot, but all of them were Mom’s throne. Beside Mom was a table covered in a forest of framed pictures, clustered so close together you had to pick one up to see its entirety. School pictures of Gary and me at various ages, graduation pictures, a few older family pictures that included Dad.
And interspersed throughout were pictures of Kami. Forever a beautiful, five year old, little blond girl. I forced my thoughts elsewhere.
Dad reached over and slapped me on the knee to break me out of my trance. “I was hoping to see you! How’s that goddamn business of yours doing? You ready to buy out that Bill Gates fellow yet or you still borrowing money to get by?”
As I grimaced at Dad’s question it occurred to me that my greatest fear was being realized; I was stuck with my entire family at the same time. I avoided them as much as possible, but had learned to deal with them one on one. Now we were all in the same room.
“Yeah, Dad. I’m still living on credit and I’m going to buy out the richest man in the world. But it’s good to see you too.” Remembering how I’d first seen him I had to look away and smile.
He sensed what I was smiling about and laughed. A laugh that was a mix of mirth and gurgling mucus that sent a ragged cloud of smoke in my direction. “What’s wrong, Paully?” he said between coughs, “Didn’t like seeing your old man gettin’ some?”
I looked down, but in my peripheral vision I could see Gary and Mom squirm. Dad was never one to worry about making others uncomfortable. He laughed long, hard, and smoky.
“How’d you boys think we made the two of you, huh?” Dad snorted, “Lilly and I may not have been good at marriage, but we were always good like that. Right, Lil?” He focused on Mom. “And baby … Damn! Did I ever let a good woman get away.”
That last sentence stirred up a lot of memories about whom all he had let get away, but I forced them down as I responded and lifted my eyes.
“That’s just a beautiful and touching story, Dad. But did you two not even hear what was going on outside? Did you not hear the cops come?” I was getting indignant. “They tasered Gary right out in front of your own trailer! How did you not hear that?!”
THAT caused a stir. Dad and Mom began talking at the same time. I just sat back and listened, glad the spotlight was on Gary instead of me.
“Phasered?! Honey! Are you Okay?”
“Bastards! Did you clobber that sumbitch? Shoulda’ clobbered the sumbitch. I don’t care if he IS a damn cop!”
“I’ve got the Urgent Care on speed dial. You can lie down in the back seat.”
“Get a lawyer and sue ‘em. Get a goddamn shyster lawyer and take every penny this city has. Goddamn idiot cops! Little tin gods need to get taken down a notch.”
Gary raised his tattooed arms in exasperation. “Look. LOOK!” They quieted down. “Now I’m fine. Really. It was just a mix-up. They apologized.”
Gary proceeded to tell the whole story, cut off from time to time by short “sumbitch” ragings from Dad and little squeals of fear from Mom. Oddly, neither of them seemed overly concerned by the fact that Gary carried a gun, though Mom did raise her painted eyebrows a bit when Gary pulled his shirt back to reveal it.
Gary ended by repeating my question. “But what I don’t get is, how did you guys miss it? There were sirens and yelling right outside. And it’s not like this place is sound proof. Is it?”
Dad smirked and nodded his head. Through her makeup I could see Mom’s cheeks coloring again.
“Well,” Mom said, upset that she hadn’t been there for her son’s hour of need, “you’re father just isn’t …” her voice trailed off again.
Dad rolled his eyes and sneered. “What Lilly’s trying to say is that sometimes those damn pills …”
“Oh my God, Dad!” I cut him off sharply, the terror in my voice sufficient to shut him up. “Never mind! We don’t want to know.”
But Dad did not have mercy on us. “Son, your mother tried some honest-to-God charity today. Honest to God charity. And that’s the truth.”
There was an uncomfortable silence, broken only by Dad’s loud breathing and occasional coughing. Or possibly chuckles. It was hard to discern between them.
Mom finally ended it. “Maybe I should get lunch?” She didn’t wait for an answer but rose from her recliner throne and headed to the kitchen.
When I’d been invited over I assumed it was for a full blown lunch at mom’s. Fried chicken or a pot roast, real mashed potatoes with Country Crock margarine, and fresh baked rolls so flaky they fall apart when you butter them but so delicious you’d like to make them the whole meal. Instead she asked us what kind of pizza we liked and hit the speed dial for Domino’s.
While we waited for delivery I endured another twenty minutes of uncomfortable conversation. Uncomfortable for me, though everyone else enjoyed catching up on stories about used car breakdowns, angry customers at the beauty salon and the “sumbitches” in Congress and how they ruin the country.
When the blessed knock on the door finally came I managed to get there first and pay. The food was a good excuse to not talk, and in short order the pizza boxes were empty of everything but crumbs and rejected crusts. The boxes were too big for the kitchen trash so I hauled them down the alley to the dumpster at the end of the row.
When I returned to the trailer Mom was cooking pudding for dessert and Gary and Dad were seated at the table. Dad had another Marlboro in his mouth. I scowled at the rising cloud of smoke, but Mom was silent on the issue even though she’d quit smoking years ago. Dad and Gary quit talking when I sat down and looked at me expectantly.
“So, Paul,” Gary asked, “how would you like to take a little camping trip next week? Maybe a couple of days and the weekend?”
“Camping?” The word brought back memories. Dad had forced me on a few camping trips during my Idaho visits. And there was the backpacking trip where my legs had turned to rubber, and he had to tie my pack on his and carry them both.
“You know, I’m not really much of a camper,” I said. Which was an understatement of epic proportions. I take vacations in Europe, not some bug-infested campground with a pit toilet and nothing to do but stare at trees.
“Damn straight he’s not much of a camper,” Dad chortled, obviously remembering that ill-fated backpacking trip. Then he turned to me with what almost looked like pleading in his eyes. “But get your ass in gear and come with us. It’ll be an outing of the Archer men. Or the Archer MAN and his two little boys.”
Gary cocked his head back to Mom, stirring pudding on the stove a few feet away. “And how about the Archer Mom? Any chance she might come along?”
Mom laughed. “You want me to go camping with you? You find a campground with a Holiday Inn. And an indoor pool. That’s how I camp.”
Dad swatted me on the shoulder. It was a love tap coming from him. A few years ago it would have smarted and left a bruise. But now the fist at the end of that match stick arm barely rumpled my sleeve. “C’mon, Paully. You’ve got that expensive yuppie-SUV thing out there. Let’s load it up and do some ‘wheeling! Just for a coupla’ days.
I knew what Dad meant by “wheeling” from my stays with him. Hours of driving down rutted and rocky forest access roads. My SUV had a lot of miles but was still pristine. I winced at the thought of bumping down roads that would loosen the suspension and coat the interior with a heavy layer of dust.
“Thanks anyway, Dad. But I think I’ll pass.”
“Do you even know how to switch that damn thing in to four wheel drive? Betcha’ never even . . .” Dad was perturbed with me, as usual. Gary cut in.
“It’s Okay, Dad. We’ll talk him in to it.”
“He can ride with one of us if he doesn’t want to get that little ol’ car dirty.” Dad still scowled.
“Dad,” Gary said forcefully, “we’ll talk with him.” Then he turned to me. “Of course you can ride along with one of us. That’d be fun. Or you can take your own truck. Either way it’ll be a good time. Nothing like a couple of days away from the city.”
I really doubted that. After a shaky start it wasn’t as bad as I’d imagined to be briefly reconnected with my brother and father, at least now that it was about over. But already we had run out of things to talk about and it was nuts to think I wanted to spend an evening sitting around a campfire with them. And I had WAY too much to do with my new company to head out of town.
My iPhone sounded off with Can’t help falling in Love, a custom ring tone Christine had loaded for my birthday. I pulled it from my belt to hit the ignore button as the display blinked her picture. I grimaced and considered my choices: to sit there and try to make polite conversation with people who didn’t understand me and have no concept of my life, or face my girlfriend.
“Well. Mom, Dad, Gary… this has been great.” I returned the phone to my belt. “But I’d really better get going. I’ve got a busy afternoon ahead.”
“Oh, stay for some pudding,” Mom shouted from the kitchen, “just give me two more minutes. I see bubbles!”
Warm pudding with a skin on top. Is there anything more tempting? But as I looked between the faces of my brother and father I knew I had to get out of there. Before they pressured me into something stupid.
“Thanks Mom! But Christine is expecting me home.” I turned to Dad. “Christine is my girlfriend. We live in Highlands Ranch.”
“Shacked up, huh, Paully?” Dad was still miffed at me, and his tone was bitter. “Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?”
I should have been offended by that, but it was Dad speaking so I chuckled politely instead.
Gary shook his head at both of us. “Marriage is a gift from God, it’s not a joke. And how can you have family without the commitment and blessings of marriage?”
Now I HAD to get out of there. Jeez … had Christine hired these guys?
“Seriously … you guys have a good evening. Dad … drop by and see me before you leave, alright?”
As I turned to the door a hand grabbed my wrist. It was Dad’s bony hand, with only a vestige of the strength I remembered.
“Paully …” he locked my gaze. The whites of his eyes were yellowing and I could see faint lines of red. The pupils had a milky sheen to them. “Paully …” he choked and coughed, “I know … I know I haven’t … could you please come with us? I would sure like that. Just a couple of days. I probably won’t do camping anymore after this. It’s the last chance …” he stammered, then trailed off with, “for a lot of things.”
His eyes pleaded with me. I’d seen him drunk, threatening, even whimsical, but never pleading. How had he become so damned old all of a sudden? I gulped and pulled away. “I’m sorry, Dad. I just can’t. Not right now.”
He exhaled sharply and released me with finality. “Nice to see you then, Paul. Goodbye.”
Dad turned away and stared in at the kitchen where Mom enthusiastically stirred pudding. He’d missed about every important event in my life, and now I was supposed to take time from my business and life to sleep on the cold ground just to be with him?
“Good bye, Dad.” I made my way through the door. I could hear Gary follow but he didn’t catch up until I was opening the door of my 4Runner.
“Paul …”
“It was nice to see you, Gary,” I cut him off, “we really should get together more often. You and Dad have fun.”
Gary held the door as I climbed in. There was a hint of anger in his voice. “You know when I was living with Dad in Idaho and you were going to college? You know how proud of you he was? He’d brag so much about you, right in front of me, that it used to tick me off. Even though you were a thousand miles away. Did you know that?”
Wow. Now there was a bombshell. Was it possible my dad was ever proud of me for anything?
“Proud, huh?” The thought briefly made me feel good, but it wasn’t likely. “Funny he never mentioned that. Like when he made fun of me because I didn’t want to play football.”
Gary leaned forward, still holding the door open to keep me from driving off. “You should have heard him, Paul. Told everyone about his son in college. His son that was going to be a lawyer.” Gary shook his head, then chuckled. “I was jealous of you, BS.”
Emotional overload. I really had to get out of there. “Thanks Gary. Say hello to your wife and kids for me.” I started the engine.
“Come on the trip with us, Paully. Just take a few days off and come on the trip. It might be your last chance for time with Dad.”
I sighed heavily. Dad was so old. Had he really been proud of me?
“I’ll think about it, Gary. I’ll look at my calendar.” To those not familiar with the business vernacular, that is a polite forget about it!
Gary reluctantly moved away and I slammed the door. I was adjusting my Oakleys when he rapped on the window again with that annoying ring. I contemplated driving off but rolled the window down to avoid being rude.
Gary pushed his face right into my vehicle. “Great! We’re going to leave on Wednesday. Six a.m. Sharp.”
Gary apparently hadn’t learned business vernacular at Wal-Mart. I decided to humor him, make him think I might actually consider it. “Sure. Give me your cell phone number.” I pulled out my own phone to store it.
Gary shrugged. “I don’t have a cell phone. Don’t like ‘em.”
A more bizarre statement I’ve never heard. “You carry a gun, but not a cell phone?”
“They’re not interchangeable, you know.”
“Okay. Then I’ll just call your house. See you later.” I shifted into gear and pulled away, giving Gary a wave before I rolled the window up.
As I made my way out of the trailer park I briefly considered what it would take to join them on their camping trip, but the further away I got the more ridiculous it seemed. By the time I merged onto the highway I’d pushed it out of my head and had the radio cranked up. I should return Christine’s call, or at least listen to her voice mail, but I’d be seeing her soon enough.
3. Paying for the Cow
Christine’s faded Sentra occupied the garage so I had to find a spot in community parking, which is not easy on a Saturday. There had been a lot of fights over that garage space as I didn’t want potential business partners to think the best vehicle I could afford was a twenty year old Nissan. Christine thought that was stuffy, but as an elementary school teacher she never understood the conditions serious businessmen live with. She argued that she did the grocery shopping so she should get the garage, but the real reason she thought she deserved it was that it was closer and as the woman she didn’t think she should have to walk as far. It didn’t matter that the garage could have protected the finish on my expensive vehicle.
The first open slot was next to the brick dumpster enclosure and stank of rotting garbage. And it was all the way around the corner by the community building, which gave me a good five minutes of walking to fume about the parking situation as I made my way to the gate of our postage stamp yard, fifteen feet by twenty feet of fenced in grass and garden with a small patio. Just enough so that we still had to mow, water and prune. Fortunately Christine liked that stuff.
When I stepped through the sliding glass door into the dining nook Christine was already sitting there, sipping a Starbucks coffee (it’s easy to run out for coffee when your car’s in the garage) and reading a book. She had the air conditioning running full blast and it was cold.
Christine is a dark haired, attractive, compact woman who ran marathons in college but now settles for 10K fun runs. She may not be at her premium bikini weight but she still looks damn good. Most Saturdays in the summer she wears shorts and a T-shirt and ties her hair back in a pony tail, not opting for makeup or even to put in her contacts. I like the natural look, especially with her.
Today she was dressed in a tighter T-shirt than normal and just enough make-up to enhance her features. I had to give her a positive mark for making sure I could see what I was in danger of losing if things did not go her way. Negotiating skills 101; make use of every asset at your disposal.
Christine set the book down when I entered. “What happened, Paul? Phone not working?” Her tone was accusatory. With good reason, of course. But it annoyed me because she didn’t know that.
I’m not a sleazy guy who lies a lot. At least with Christine. But there was plenty to argue about without something new.
“Did you call my cell?” I pulled out my phone and paged through the received calls that clearly showed her name. “Weird. It never rang. And you’re not on my missed calls list. Musta been in a dead spot.” I cleared the list in case she looked at my phone later.
“So you didn’t listen to my voice mail either, then?”
I shrugged. “You know I don’t check my voice mail on the weekend. It’s always work stuff. I just answer the phone for people I want to talk to. Like you.” I threw her my most charming smile and bent down to briefly kiss her. She kissed back, but it was not a committed kiss.
I headed into the kitchen. “You want a beer? I think I’m going to check my email. See if Rodgers is ready to come on board yet. Then let’s head out to Pagliacci’s, huh?”
The fridge was well stocked with beer and take-out boxes. We ate at restaurants more often than not because neither of us enjoyed cooking. I grabbed a beer and when I turned around Christine was right behind me. I closed the refrigerator door and opened the bottle.
“We need to talk some more,” Christine said, “and not get distracted by another fancy restaurant. Have you honestly not thought about what you’d like from us? For us?”
I nodded. I had been thinking. I’d been thinking in circles. Every time I made a decision a reason popped up to change it. I wasn’t sure how to answer, so I didn’t. I sighed loudly.
Christine’s eyes fell in disappointment. I wanted to change that, but I couldn’t. She pulled away.
With my best negotiating smile – the one that brought in hundreds of thousands of dollars of investor money – I gently pulled her back by the shoulders. She didn’t resist, but neither did she look up. There was a pain in my chest and I realized I didn’t want this to be over.
“Chrissy, I love you. You know I love you. But our lives are really complex right now.” She tried to pull away. The smile had failed me. “We’re having fun, aren’t we? Why don’t we just keep on having fun? There’s no hurry. There’s always time for fun!”
Christine pulled away with force, unmoved by my emphasis on “fun.” She stood by her chair at the table and looked me in the eyes as she sipped her five dollar coffee. “It’s not that simple, Paul. I’m thirty four …”
“Thirty four’s not old anymore … thirty is the new twenty!” There was desperation in my voice. That cliché phrase was silly but I’d heard people say it and mean it.
“Thirty four is thirty four,” Christine said firmly. “I’ve got to make decisions now. We’ve got to make decisions now.”
Sometimes in negotiations you have to draw a line in the sand. I put as much authority in my voice as I could, but it was win now or die. “Christine … Look. We’ve got a great life here. A beautiful house. And we have fun. All the time. We don’t need to add rings and vows to that. And we damn sure don’t need a baby. Maybe someday, but not while we’re still having fun. Let’s just table all of this for a few years and take it up again when things are more stable.”
She looked at me for a long minute as though trying to read the future, and I held her gaze to make the point that I was done with negotiations. Then she set down her coffee cup and walked toward the door to the garage. I followed, raising my voice slightly.
“My business is my life, Chrissy, and you know damn well we’re struggling. I need to focus on that.” My throat suddenly felt thick and my voice was affected. She reached for the door knob. “There is time, Chrissy. There really is!” Now I was just plain pleading. I tried to bring my voice back under control. “There’s time for babies and there’s time for FUN. Let’s have fun.”
Christine shook her head without looking back. She walked out the door to the garage and pulled it shut behind her but made a point not to slam it. I could tell she was crying, or at least would be soon, but for the moment she would preserve her dignity.
The finality of the door clicking shut echoed in my chest as a painful tightening accompanied by the sick feeling that I had lost something I desperately needed. My shoulders sagged and I exhaled sharply, and I was afraid for a moment that I might collapse. I think a moan might have escaped my throat. Is that what a broken heart feels like?
Like most men I had no idea what to do. Let her cry it out? Give her some space? Forget about the whole thing? Total surrender? I staggered to a chair and sank into it. The tightness in my chest was now a vice clamping down and my insides were compressed together so I could barely breathe. It was all a bad dream.
I gripped the chair hard to keep from chasing after her and doing something stupid. I forced myself to pretend that this was for the best. I had a sip of beer, but the beer had lost its flavor.
The garage door opener hummed as the door went up. The engine on the Sentra started. Time was moving in slow motion. I could still catch her if I tried.
I continued to sip my tasteless beer. The engine revved slightly as she pulled out and then the garage door opener hummed again as the door went down. It always took her a few seconds to get backed up and get her wheels turned to head for the main road. I could still make it.
The garage door came to a stop. The sound of her car engine grew and then faded as she pulled away. She was gone. The beer was empty but I didn’t remember finishing it.
* * *
After Christine left I wandered around the house for hours while listening for the sound of the garage door. I played on the computer, watched the last half of an episode of MacGyver I remembered from the eighties, and considered making some business calls. But it was Saturday evening and no one would be around.
It was dark out by the time the garage door hummed again on its way up. I scrambled into the living room and positioned myself in a relaxed pose on the couch. I realized I should have the TV on, so I frantically searched through channels for something that it would be logical for me to be watching.
When Christine walked into the living room, car keys in hand, she looked sad but was not crying. I had found a show on Discovery about Dolphins, and though I wouldn’t normally watch a show like that alone I knew it was her kind of program. That might be worth something.
I pretended to be surprised at her appearance in the doorway and jumped up to give her a hug. “Hey Babe. I’ve been really worried about you. Where have you been?”
She responded to the hug, though without the intimacy of a woman ready for make-up sex. My hopes were dashed again. “I’ve just been driving around thinking.” She pulled away and settled into a chair, rather than the couch where she could be beside me. “Just driving around. It’s a nice night for a drive.”
“Really?” I responded. “It was kind of hot out this afternoon. We should just bite the bullet and get the air conditioning fixed in your Sentra. Unless we just want to trade it in. That’s not a bad idea either. Might even be a dealership still open tonight.” Would a new car keep her around?
“No thanks. I don’t really like air conditioning. Not in Colorado.”
We made more small talk. I asked her if she’d eaten, and she said she wasn’t hungry, but I got a beer for both of us. And then there was an uncomfortable silence as we both sat stiffly upright and sipped beer without looking at each other.
I used TIVO to restart the Discovery show on dolphins and while I fast-forwarded through a commercial break she turned to me as though to make a casual statement.
“Paul?”
“What? This show making you wonder that if there’s such a thing as dolphin free tuna, should there be tuna free dolphin?”
She didn’t even give me a polite giggle. “Yeah. In the canned mammal section of your neighborhood store. Seriously, though, I’ve just been thinking …”
Her eyes averted downward. With a sigh I paused the television again.
“About what?”
“My friend Gertie. You know, her old roommate just moved out. The one she couldn’t get along with. Now she’s trying to pay rent all by herself.”
Of course the old roommate couldn’t get along with Gertie. Gertie was a desperate woman who didn’t have a clue why she scared away every man who so much as spoke to her. And the more her life failed the more determined she became to destroy her friend’s relationships. She didn’t do much better with women than men but Christine got along with her.
“So? Not getting along, huh? That doesn’t surprise me. She brings that crap on herself.” As I said it, I sensed the hammer was coming.
“I guess so … but I’ve been thinking. You and I have reached a crossroads, and you don’t want to go in the same direction I do.” She was speaking clearly and concisely, so this was a preplanned speech. Which always means trouble. “You know I still love you, Paul,” she continued, “I really do. But I think it’s time we reevaluated and decided what is best for each of us. As individuals.”
Suddenly I had a steely taste in my mouth and a cold feeling in the pit of my stomach, and the vice started to tighten on my chest again. “And what does bitchy Gertie and her roommates have to do with this?”
“She needs a new roommate, and,” Christine paused for a minute, took a drink, then continued with resolve, “I’m moving in with her, Paul. I think it would be best for both of us if we got some distance. Reevaluated.” Her voice turned to a whisper as her eyes bored into mine to get a response. “What do you think?”
My mind reeled. I’d been with Christine for better than three years – longer than any other woman. Part of me wanted to say anything to make her stay – agree to any sacrifice. Was that love? But I was also angry at her for trying to be manipulative.
I closed down my feelings to block her probing eyes and forced a monotone response. “So you’re going to move out. When?”
“There’s no point in putting this off, Paul. Tonight. I’ll just take what I need and Wednesday I’ll come and get the rest of my stuff.”
“Wednesday, huh?” It was damned hard to act unaffected. I gritted my teeth to try and maintain my composure. “Yeah.”
For a long moment she studied me as I stared woodenly at the TV and sipped my beer. From her silence I took some satisfaction that she didn’t know what to say either.
Christine cleared her throat. “So … you think you’ll be around Wednesday evening? Gertie’s got a friend with a truck but we could use your help. There are a lot of things to sort out.”
“Wednesday,” I said slowly, to buy some time and come up with a response. If she was leaving, then let her try to see what it was like to survive on a teacher’s salary! But there was no way I could watch her move out.
“Sorry, babe.” I hoped my voice didn’t betray what I felt. “But Wednesday I’m going camping with my brother and father.”
The look on her face was a mixture of bewilderment and amazement. The words surprised me as well, but the excuse to be elsewhere had popped into my head before I had a chance to consider the implications.
“Camping?” The tone of her response and look on her face said it all. Camping sounded like a ridiculous, made up excuse coming from me.
“Seriously,” I said, “I just found out today. Might be the last chance I have to do anything with my father. And my brother. You know … I could really use a weekend with just the guys.”
I was winning the battle to show no emotion. Anything I revealed now might give away something she could use against me later. Though I was pretty sure there would not be a “later.” Not for Christine and me.
4. Packing Up
When I called for Gary Sunday afternoon I got Carla. I forgot and asked for his cell number but she set me straight. Then she shrieked out loud with joy when I asked her to tell Gary I was coming. “He’s going to be so happy, Paully,” she said, though I only allow people I grew up with to call me Paully. “We prayed for this to happen. What a God thing. Hallelujah!”
Seriously. She actually said hallelujah! I rolled my eyes and made small talk, but after I hung up I got angry. Had this all powerful God my brother liked to believe in arranged for Christine to leave me and shatter my life just to make me go on a damn camping trip? I considered calling back to cancel out and then spend a few days at a hotel with my phone off, but I couldn’t end things with Christine on a big lie. I’d said I was going camping, so I was going to camp. No matter how bad it turned out to be. And I was sure it was going to be pretty bad.
Gary called back that evening, and with Dad listening in the background gave me the plan. It started with being at Gary’s house at six o’clock in the morning, which meant I’d have to get up about four thirty – which is when you go to bed after a really spectacular night out, not when you get up to go camping.
Gary rambled on about locations and maps but I got lost in memories of me and Christine staggering in to the house in the wee hours of the morning after a night of partying and breakfast at Dennys after the bars closed. Then, tired and in the afterglow of an alcoholic buzz topped off with pancakes and coffee, we’d fall into bed for some brief but satisfying sex. Then sleep in and have an hour or so of just-woke-up-on-a-lazy-Saturday-afternoon love making. It made for a good weekend.
“So did you get all that? Does that work for you?” The questions yanked me back into the conversation. I had no idea what Gary had said, but I knew when and where to be. Maybe the hell of this camping trip would finally purge Christine from my brain.
“Yeah, Gary. I took notes. I’m ready to go.”
“Great! Man, this is gonna be a good time. You’re never going to regret coming along.”
That was very unlikely. “I’m sure, Gary. I’m looking forward to it too.”
“Awesome, Bro! I’ll see you Wednesday morning.”
* * *
The details of leaving my fledgling business for a long weekend were complex and I had little time to think about anything but work, which turned out to be for the best. Christine, probably by design, chose to move out slowly and extend my agony – like a Band-Aid slowly pulled off a fresh wound. The first night she disappeared from my bed, of course. But over the next few days her essence disappeared from my house.
The morning after she left I reached for my razor and was startled at all the free space around the sink. The counter was no longer covered with eyebrow pencils, little plastic cases of eye shadow, and round ceramic jars with powders and creams. There was only one toothbrush in the holder next to the mirror and my shaver lying on its side in an open space of countertop I hadn’t seen in years. I had to dig my old hair dryer out of a closet because I’d been using hers.
After work I stepped into the closet to change clothes and the emptiness rattled me. My suits and casual clothes were still jammed into the tiny area I’d been allowed on one of the rods, but the rest were cleared of everything but a few empty, forlorn hangars hanging at odd angles. No silky nightgowns, none of the slutty halter tops I occasionally talked Christine in to wearing, no brightly colored dresses. Also gone was the assortment of shoes; high heeled shoes for nights out, sensible flats for work or casual dress (in every color imaginable), tennis shoes, sandals, and those sparkly silver shoes with the big buckles she’d worn just once as a bridesmaid. Instead, neatly laid out in a corner were the five pairs of shoes I owned: Brown dress, black dress, casual, gym shoes and hiking boots.
When I finished changing clothes I heard a commotion and walked into the kitchen to find Christine and Gertie loading boxes and chatting happily. The happy talk stopped when I appeared, and with a scowl of disapproval Gertie grabbed a box full of pans and walked out the sliding door.
Christine and I stood and looked at each other for a long moment. She had freshened up her makeup after work, and the blouse she wore was one of my favorites and she knew it.
“What’s up, Chrissy? How’s it going?”
She leaned against the counter and smiled as though she was just having a nice day and not a worry in the world. “I’m fine, Paul. Just wanted to collect some of my kitchen stuff.”
She turned to unplug the coffee maker and put it in a box. That was mean. When I worked from home I drank coffee all day, and most of her coffee came from Starbucks. But she had moved in with it, so I said nothing.
“Good,” I said, “ so you getting setup at Gertie's?”
She nodded. “Yeah. It’s smaller than this, but it’s nice.”
I’d seen Gertie’s place. My condo was the Taj Mahal in comparison. She didn’t even have a big screen TV. And forget about a garage – Chrissy would be parking outside from now on like it or not!
“Good. I’m glad it’s working out for you.”
Christine picked up the box and balanced it against her hip. It was heavy, and I should have helped, but I couldn’t bring myself to offer. “I’d better get going,” she said, “We’re having a few friends over. I’ll still need the key until Wednesday. I can’t get the truck until then.”
“Sure,” I said numbly, “I trust you.”
She nodded, stood in place for a moment as though there was more to say, then abruptly turned and walked out. I was left standing alone in a kitchen with every cupboard door hanging open to bare shelves.
The next evening the pictures disappeared from the walls and her CD collection was gone from the rack beside the stereo. Along with the Blu-Ray DVD player. Sure, it had been a Christmas present for her, but she didn’t even have an HD TV.
All these things were trivial … but they reminded me of what I was losing. I knew I could find other women, even younger and more attractive women, but the fact that they wouldn’t be Christine made the thought strangely unappealing. But then I thought about Gary and how his life had gone, and how fragile my new found success was, and my resolve strengthened.
Late Tuesday night I finally accepted there would be no last minute reprieve. Since I hadn’t owned any camping equipment since junior high I headed to the twenty four hour Wal-Mart and filled a shopping cart with a tent, air mattress, hot dog roasting forks, portable stove, groceries – everything I could think of. Three hundred dollars later the cargo area of my 4Runner was filled to the roof. I decided to leave everything in boxes.
Back home I wandered around, looked at the furniture, and wondered what Christine would take. Inside was a petulant little voice that urged me to choose something I knew she held dear and take a stand. And then a more mature voice suggested I call and beg her to change her mind.
“I love you, Paul” she would say, “But I’m committed to Gertie. We signed a lease.”
“I don’t give a damn about the lease or the money,” I would reply, “I’ll pay every penny of it. I just want you back.”
But I didn’t do that, either.
* * *
I’m not sure I’d slept at all when the alarm went off, but with eyes bleary and the sky dark I climbed into my 4Runner and headed out. Starbucks was closed, so I grabbed a coffee at 7-Eleven, but still missed the exit for Gary’s neighborhood. Five thirty is too damn early to drive in an unfamiliar part of town.
But Gary’s is a neighborhood I never want to be acquainted with again. The houses are small, and with no covenants to protect against low class behavior many side yards contain a dilapidated camper or truck. On weekend afternoons about every other driveway has a fat guy in a wife beater T-shirt with the crack of his butt showing above his jeans bent under the hood of an old car.
There was a street light in front of Gary’s house or I might have missed it. By the light’s yellowish glow I could see that Gary’s yard was greener than most, or at least there actually was grass and no bare spots filled with dandelions.
The Scout was parked in front. There was no garage, but in the driveway was the family car, an old Ford Escort station wagon with child seats in the back and a caved-in passenger door. I remembered him saying something about the Scout but I hadn’t seen it before Saturday.
Behind the Scout was a vehicle I barely recognized as Dad’s, a hulking Ford Bronco from the 1980’s. It had been his pride and joy when he bought it new and I remembered visiting him and honing my driving skills in it when I was in high school. It was like driving a tank compared to the Datsuns Mom drove, but there is definitely something special about driving in a tall truck and overlooking the lesser vehicles. Maybe that was why I chose a 4Runner for myself.
But the Bronco had changed. It now sported massively oversized tires with big, ugly black rubber knobs sticking out in all directions. The wheels were not shiny chrome but painted black and badly scuffed. The body, sitting about two feet off the ground, had many dents, some deep. The bright red passenger door was from a junkyard donor vehicle and never repainted to match the white paint the truck had left the factory with. The original bumpers were also gone, replaced with massive steel monstrosities made from pipe with a winch mounted on the front. It was not a vehicle you wanted to get rear ended by.
Dad had the tailgate of the Bronco down and was leaning inside when I pulled up. When he realized I was parking behind him he quickly shut the black case he had been working on and closed the tailgate and hatch. But not before I caught a glimpse of what was obviously a rifle inside.
Dad turned to wave at me with a cigarette clenched in his teeth. He looked small and feeble behind his behemoth SUV, no longer the imposing man I remembered with veins that stood out on his muscular arms when he lifted something. He walked toward me but stopped to stare wide eyed at the boxes in the cargo area of my 4Runner.
“What the hell is all that?” he demanded.
“Camping equipment, pops,” I said as I climbed out, “I hope I remembered everything.”
Dad laughed in thick puffs of smoke. I wasn’t really fond of people smoking next to my vehicle but decided not to mention it.
“What the hell … you keep it all in the box?”
“No …” I wasn’t sure what to say. For some reason it was an embarrassment that I hadn’t already owned camping equipment. I glanced in the back of Dad’s Bronco, where there was a neat bundle of heavily used but clean camping gear cinched firmly down with yellow web straps. Lying in the center was the black case I’d seen the rifle in.
“What about you, Dad? You planning on doing some hunting? I thought we were just camping.” I was damned if I would go on a hunting trip.
For a moment Dad stood like a deer in the headlights. Then his brow furrowed and his eyes became menacing. “Yeah. But you never know when you might run in to something that needs shooting.” I was about to ask what that meant, but the look on his face changed and he abruptly jabbed a finger at my cargo area. “It looks like you just bought all that stuff. Didja?”
His accusatory tone put me back on the defensive. “Yeah … last night. You know, Dad … my job has me going to Asia more than Idaho. Not a lot of call for camping.”
“Yeah. I’ll bet.” He walked closer. I noticed again the milky sheen over the pupils of his eyes. That couldn’t be good. He stood silently for a long moment, inhaling the cigarette as though drawing life itself from the glowing end, then abruptly threw it down and hugged me. Not the bear hug of younger Dad but the weak hug of an old man.
“Thank you,” he said, choked up, though it may have just been the smoke. “Thanks for coming along, Paully. You don’t know how much it means to me.”
Dad hugged me for a long, self conscious moment. Sad, but my dad couldn’t say anything nice without me bitterly wondering why he hadn’t tried to live closer. Maybe even stayed married to Mom. It’s not like she ever married anyone else.
But those are the thoughts of a child. So I did my best to hug him back, ignore the stale smoke smell, and remember that no matter how much I’d outgrown him he was my father and that if his support checks had come late it was because he was doing worse than we were.
Dad let me pull away and damned if I didn’t see him wipe away a tear. Then he sniffed once and forced a fierce look back on his face. “C’mon, kiddo. Let’s go see what’s holding up your brother.” He looked at his watch. “That sumbitch is going to make us late. And I thought you were going be the one to drag ass.”
It wasn’t even six fifteen yet. This was going to be a long day.
Dad walked inside without knocking and I followed. Gary’s house was smaller than my townhome and a whole lot older. The rug in the main room just inside the door was clean but badly worn. The furniture that formed a half circle around the twenty-five inch ancient tube-type television was of different vintages and colors, the couch hiding its condition with a handmade afghan thrown over the back.
Just past the living room was the kitchen and eating area, an inadequate space for even one of those functions, sporting a lime green refrigerator and stove of about the same vintage in hues of brown. The cupboards were of dark wood, but recently refinished, and in the last few years Gary had replaced the counter tops (though with linoleum instead of granite). It was all very clean, but outrageously outdated.
The whole house, with its two bedrooms and partially finished basement, bespoke the owner; a high school educated man working in retail. Prominently placed against one wall was a stand with a big bible and a gold cross above it. I wondered if he had a bobble head Jesus on the dashboard of his truck.
Gary was in the kitchen with tools laid out on the counter. He’d pulled the top off of the old stove and was working with some wires when Dad walked up to him. “What the hell’s taking so long? Ain’t you got that thing working yet?”
Gary raised a finger to his lips. “Carla and the kids are still asleep.” He looked at me and grinned. “Hi Paully. Did you bring the police this time?”
“Nah. I figured your wife would keep you in line this morning.”
Gary chuckled. “Probably. Sorry for the hold up. But you weren’t here yet and Carla really wanted me to get this fourth burner working.”
The stove had those old fashioned electric coil burners. “Have you looked at a new stove with one of those flat cook tops?” I figured a lame topic of conversation was better than nothing. “Christine said she’d never have anything but a flat top.”
That made me wince. Christine actually had said it, but it was ludicrous because with the exception of the occasional Sunday breakfast or keeping hors d’oerves warm for a party our fancy ceramic-topped stove was rarely used.
Gary shrugged off the comment. “Sure – looked at them at Home Depot. But right now we’ve got a few more important things to spend five hundred dollars on.” He pushed the burner down and began putting tools back into his toolbox. “This stove’ll do us just fine.” He picked up the box and headed for the door to the garage.
“Mind if I go look in on my grandkids one last time?” Dad asked.
Gary waved him in. “Just try not to wake ‘em. Why don’t you take a look too, Paully? Can’t remember the last time you were over here to play with the kids.”
I’d never been over here to play with the kids, but I tried to smile appreciatively and followed Dad the few steps around the corner to the second bedroom. I’ve got nothing against kids, I just don’t want them around me. Especially babies, which constantly spew liquids and are sticky from poor hygiene and touching every filthy thing they can reach.
Dad carefully opened the door and crept into the tiny bedroom. The walls were lined with mismatched but polished furniture with a single bed and a crib with the sides up. Asleep in the bed, a small bundle under the covers, was six year old Tammy. Her blonde hair laid on the pillow around her peaceful, sleeping face, reminding me of Kami. I pushed that memory immediately back into the recesses of my mind.
Dad walked to Tammy and reached out to ever so lightly touched a strand of her hair with his veined hand. I watched his face. Another tear? Had he ever had a tear for me? He lingered for a long minute and then moved to the crib where two year old William lay. Dad put his hands on the sides of the crib and leaned over as far as he could, reminiscent of someone stretching towards a fireplace to feel the warmth.
William had short cut dark hair and his face was still round and infantile. I had to admit he was a cute kid while asleep, though most kids are cute when they aren’t screaming.
Dad let out a long, ragged sigh and slowly backed toward the door. I moved out of his way and waited for him in the living room, and when he emerged he had to swab again at his eyes.
Gary wasn’t back from the garage yet and I didn’t know what to say. “Cute kids, huh Dad?”
“Goddamned cute,” Dad said fiercely. “That boy’s going to be a sports hero someday. And that girl’s going to be a heartbreaker.” His tone turned remorseful. “I just wish I could be around to see it.”
The remark about Will becoming a sports hero felt like another insult. While growing up Dad had pushed me into every sport he could and I had defied him and never gotten interested in any. Which was probably why I was so soft around the middle. But it reminded me I wasn’t the son he wanted.
Gary had succeeded magnificently in sports until he discovered pot and girls. The former got him expelled on a regular basis, the latter kept him unfocused on anything except sex, and now he worked retail. You had to wonder where he would have gone without those vices.
“Yeah,” I remarked, “they’re really going to be something.”
Dad grabbed my shoulder and stared straight into my eyes. He was still teary, but his voice was clear. “I know you never gave a damn for any advice I ever had, Paul, but listen to this …” he paused for dramatic effect and extended a gnarled finger in my direction. “Don’t let this slip away from you. Don’t let it.”
His voice was painfully emphatic and he wasn’t releasing my shoulder. It made me uneasy. “Let what slip away, Dad?”
“This,” he swept the room with his free hand and pointed back at the bedroom door. “You’re forty goddamn years old. You need to start a family now. You don’t want to be seventy and be alone. Believe me.”
Once again I wondered if he was on Christine’s payroll. There was anger in my rebuff. “You know, Dad. I’m comfortable the way I am. I don’t need kids to be complete. I’m having fun, and fun is …”
“Bullshit!” Dad’s eyes were ablaze now. “Bull-Shit! No man thinks he needs kids. But when your first baby looks you in the eye … well, if you let it get away … someday you’ll know what you lost. But it’ll be too late.”
Now I was pissed. “Yeah – like it changed your life, Dad. Why would someone who’s had an experience like yours tell ANYBODY to have kids?”
He looked confused. “What the hell are you talking about? You and Gary are the best things that happened to me.”
“Kind of a funny way of showing it. Running off to Idaho.”
For the first time in my life my father looked lost. How could hearing this be a surprise?
“I … I…” he stuttered. He never did that. He was so aghast he didn’t know how to respond. “I had to. Things with Lilly were bad. It was my fault … maybe … but they were bad. And then Kami …” He choked up for a second and closed his eyes before continuing. “There was a job in Idaho … I asked your mother to come. Lots of times.”
Good lord. He was crying again. I don’t think the Dad I remembered ever shed a tear.
Suddenly I felt bad. I’d really hurt him. And like I said, I love my dad. I just don’t understand him. I sighed. “I’m sorry Dad. It’s just so early in the morning. I’m having a rough time with Christine … I’m sorry.”
He looked at me for a long moment with those glazed over eyes. He slowly reached forward and hugged me again (was this guy really my father, or an alien from a pod?) and then pulled away.
“You know,” Dad said softly, “I’m very proud of my sons. You’re the first Archer ever to go to college. The first. And you did it on your own. ‘Cause I didn’t have nothin’ for you.”
I’m not sure how I would have replied but thankfully Gary came back, wiping his hands with a red shop towel. “C’mon, guys,” he said, way too cheery for six a.m. “Let’s get this show on the road.” He walked straight past us and out the front door. Dad and I exchanged a last look and followed.
I marveled again at how high off the ground Gary’s ancient Scout stood on those gigantic tires. Gary had adorned it with even more equipment, and now clamped to the sides were a shovel, an axe, and some kind of oversized bumper jack. A tall red whip-style radio antenna quivered in the breeze and the big winch was still on the front.
The rear side window had even more decals than the rear bumper, with the names of places like Moab, Poison Spider, Gemini Bridges, etc. And of course next to them were companions for the stickers that had first caught my eye on the back; the National Rifle Association, a family outreach group, and a religious sticker with a cross that said Blessings Happen.
My own vehicle looked effeminate and weak compared to Gary and Dad’s monster trucks, but in sharp comparison the body on mine was perfect and the silver paint was show room fresh even though it had not been parked in the garage until recently. Of course I also had the only vehicle with a leather interior, upgraded sound system, and working air conditioning. The only civilized vehicle, and the only one you could imagine handing off to a valet at a nice restaurant.
But lined up behind their trucks I felt a bit of masculinity drain away. Odd how big and tough the 4Runner looked when I bought it, and how puny it looked behind those rusty behemoths of Detroit steel. Gary joined Dad and me on the sidewalk and for a moment we all stood shoulder to shoulder looking at our vehicles.
“Nice,” Dad said, as he looked at Gary’s Scout. “So is that a forty four in the back?”
“Yup,” Gary patted the beast affectionately, “got the stronger axles and a lock right locker. Clicks and bangs but works great.”
They both turned their attention to my immaculate 4Runner. Neither appeared impressed.
“You got any lockers in that thing, Paully?” Dad asked.
I had no idea what that meant. I pictured a high school gym locker under the vehicle. But that word must mean something else in big-truck world. “I’m not sure,” I said, “I’d have to look in the manual.”
Gary and Dad laughed. “Oh, you’d know it,” Gary said, “there were some stock Toyotas that had them. But you’d know it.”
They didn’t offer a further explanation, and I didn’t ask.
Dad spat on the pavement. “Don’t matter. We’ll get you over all the obstacles.”
“Obstacles?” I didn’t like the sound of that. “What obstacles. We’re just going camping, right? And drive down a few rough roads?”
Dad shook his head, clearly amused. Gary put his arm around my shoulder. “Yeah. Just going camping. And rough roads. Like I said on the phone. You got a CB?”
The question didn’t register with me. Then I realized he must mean a radio, given the antennas that swayed above their trucks. I had recently seen Smokey and the Bandit on cable but other than that I hadn’t heard mention of a CB Radio in decades.
“No, good buddy,” I retorted, “I don’t have a CB. I don’t wear my hair in a mullet, either.”
Gary reached into his vehicle and pulled out a walkie-talkie, comparable in size and weight to a brick. “No problem. Just use this. Channel thirteen.”
I took the radio and fumbled with the switch, only to be rewarded by a loud squawking sound. A less annoying option came to mind. “Why don’t we just use our cell phones?”
Gary and Dad laughed out loud. They seemed to do that a lot when I talked.
“Well,” Gary said, “for one thing, Dad and I don’t have one. For another, they ain’t gonna work where we’re going.”
The two laughed again as they broke off and headed for their vehicles. A place where cell phones don’t work? Uh oh.
5. On the Road
The sun had begun to peek over the horizon when we merged onto the highway so I put on my sunglasses. Dad was in lead position, Gary was behind him, and I was in the last spot hoping their old vehicles wouldn’t throw off parts and damage mine. The traffic was light and we had plenty of time to get across town before morning rush hour packed the roads.
The radio crackled with Gary’s voice. “Dad, Paully, you got a copy?”
The walkie-talkie had fallen on the floor. While I fumbled for it Dad responded. “Got ya, Gary. Paul, you got your ears on?”
Oh yeah! The seventies live! Actually, the radio was cool. I felt like a cop or a soldier or somebody more manly than an office worker. I found the transmit button. “I hear you. Ten four.”
I rolled my eyes up at myself. Now I was talking in ten codes? I guess the 1970’s CB trucker craze affected me more than I realized.
“Just checking, guys.” Gary responded. “Wanted to make sure we are all on the same channel.”
I found the button easier this time. “Sounds like we are. The radios are kind of cool. Are we going to talk to truckers?”
“Sure, Paully.” It was Gary again. “Talk to truckers all you want. Just be careful what you agree to.”
Dad chimed in with one of his crude and striving-to-be-clever insults. “Gotta be goddamn careful you don’t lose your butt cherry if you meet the wrong one. They love college boys.” Thank God for the radios. Now I could be mocked even while in my own vehicle.
The chatter continued as the sun topped the horizon and the highway began a steep climb out of the city and into the rolling foothills. The metropolitan area of Denver ends abruptly at the foothills of the rocky mountains, changing from a sea of subdivisions on the plains to sparse houses clustered wherever the mountain terrain allows. Topping the ridges above the highway are the near-mansions of those with the means and will to drive up a mountain to get home every night. They have the millions to afford a priceless view, and form an elite community on the mountain top that I hope to join someday. Below the ridges along the road are a mix of more modest dwellings, and a few miles later the foothills become mountain valleys with few houses of any sort.
Then for miles at a time there are no signs of human habitation, and the road travels between steep walls with rocky outcroppings surrounded by slender pine trees while a frothy creek flows beside it. Intermingled throughout are Aspen groves that fight their way up the steep slope.
Was that a faint hint of gold in the Aspen leaves? Perhaps it was just wishful thinking on my part. In a few weeks the mountain sides would be streaked with the dazzling gold of Aspen in brilliant fall colors. It was a sight that sent even the most urban of Coloradans on a yearly pilgrimage out of the city.
On the radio the smart alec morning show DJ gave the first traffic report. The warnings of breakdowns, construction slow downs, a tanker on its side, all made me less regretful about leaving town. In the city my head is a mirror image of my PDA: Full of phone numbers, meetings, pending deals, deadlines, constant calculations on how to make our business work, ad nauseum. Once in the mountains it all clears away and I find myself reveling in the scent of pine trees.
Of course, normally a drive into the mountains meant a weekend of skiing or horseback riding at a nice lodge, but this trip meant sleeping on rocks and going to the bathroom in a Forest Service outhouse. I switched from Denver radio to my iPhone and programmed some classical selections– Mozart and Bach, not Huey Lewis and the News – and resolved to enjoy the drive whatever the destination.
Some time later the CB radio crackled to life with Gary’s voice. “Better stop and gas ‘em up here, guys. Nothing much past this.”
The gas station was oversized for the tiny town that hosted it, a refuge with half a dozen other businesses and a cluster of houses. As we each pulled up to a separate pump at the same island Dad came over the radio. “This one’s on me, boys … I’m coming around with my credit card.”
“You can’t afford that, Dad.” Gary responded first, “We’ll just pay our own.”
“Hell yeah I can afford it,” Dad snorted back, “I’ve got a new credit card. And I’m going to use every damn penny.”
Dad climbed out of his Bronco and ambled painfully toward me before Gary could answer. I easily beat him to the pump with my own card in my hand. “You don’t have to buy my gas, Dad. I can afford a tank of gas.”
Gary ran up too. He looked disgusted. “You can’t be paying for us. How’d you even get that card? You want to go bankrupt again?”
Dad waved the card around like a magicians wand. “I’m buying the gas, I’m buying whatever you boys need in that store there, and that’s all there is to it. So move your ass out of the way … and let me pay.” He grinned crookedly. “Damn! That rhymed.”
Dad strutted like a proud rooster and ran his shiny card through the slot on the pump by my truck and then moved to Gary’s. The new found pride peeled back a few years of age and he walked with confidence I hadn’t seen recently. Gary looked at me, shrugged, and moved back to his own vehicle.
My tank was full about the same time as Gary’s and we arrived at the door of the store together. Gary drew close to grab my arm and whisper in to my ear. “We’ve got to watch him.”
I glanced back at Dad, who still worked at getting his own truck filled up. “How’s that? Is he really up to this trip? He looks like he should be in a hospital.”
“I don’t know.” Gary pursed his lips and shrugged. “We finally got him to move into the assisted living home our church runs. But he keeps fighting it. And he’s got …” Gary stammered, and left the most frightening words unspoken. “He’s going to start chemotherapy when we get home.”
“Geez.” I whistled through my lips. “That’s tough. Chemo at that age.”
“Not easy at any age. The doctor doesn’t give him very good odds. Just pray for God to give him strength and health. Or peace, of course.”
From my perspective prayer would be about as helpful as banging some rocks together and sacrificing a toad under the full moon, but I didn’t tell Gary that. When most people say things like “God bless” or “pray for me” they’re just using a colloquialism. But Gary asks for prayers and blessings the same way normal people ask you to pass the butter. He expects you to actually do it.
The subject really needed to change. “What were you guys planning on doing for lunch?” I asked. “There’s a little restaurant up the way with some great fresh trout.”
“You mean the Vista Ridge?” Gary looked at me sideways. “Nah. Never been there, but it looks expensive.”
“It’s not bad. A lot of skiers stop by on their way home. Probably thirty a person. It’s pretty good. At least for up here.”
“Thirty bucks!” Gary shook his head emphatically. “Too rich for me, bro. I just got money for gas.” He pulled the door open and held it for me. “Age before beauty.” But I’ve never really gotten that one.
Like most mountain highway convenience stores this one was a mix of a 7-11 and a sporting goods store. There were two rows of groceries, a row of fishing and camping supplies, and racks of maps and travel guides. One wall held a refrigerated display with pre-made sandwiches in swollen plastic bags because they were wrapped at a lower altitude. At least they were still sealed.
There was a coffee machine, but it didn’t look as though it had been cleaned recently so I allowed myself a sugar fix and grabbed a non-diet soda. I was starting to fade from having gotten up so early and slept so little. And besides, I was on vacation, even if it felt more like an escape.
In a few hours Christine and her teacher friends would be at the townhouse loading furniture into the borrowed truck. I wondered who would help. No doubt Charlie Kraus, the divorced history teacher with the bad comb-over.
In my mind’s eye I saw Christine take the last of her things out of our home and get teary eyed with the realization that it was truly over. Charlie Kraus would smooth back his comb over and with a lecherous leer give her a hug and pretend to offer comfort while actually reveling in having her breasts pressed again his chest.
The thought of Charlie enjoying the touch of Christine’s body fueled a rage that sprang up before I realized what had happened. I pulled violently away from the cooler I had been taking a coke out of and spun around with both fists clenched as though to pummel the pervert right there. For a split second I resolved to race back to Denver and rescue her.
But the second passed and I realized I’d put on quite a display. The other shoppers stared at me, their attention caught by my sudden movement. I tried to compensate by turning the movement into a back stretch and feigning a yawn. I doubt anyone was fooled.
It annoyed me how Christine had overtaken my thoughts so forcefully. I was free, dammit, free! And if she woke up with Charlie Kraus … that was her problem. I turned back to the business at hand, still harboring a smoldering anger toward Charlie I couldn’t quite quench.
The food was all pre-wrapped and sugar intensive. I settled on a small package of waxy, bite size chocolate donuts and a Coke to wash them down. We’d have to do lunch somewhere, as I knew from my childhood even poor people have to eat.
Gary joined me in the line for the cashier with a quart of automotive oil and looked disapprovingly at my snacks. He leaned close, “I’ve got snacks and drinks in my cooler,” he whispered, “stuff is expensive here.”
I was momentarily offended that he thought buying six dollars worth of snacks might be a financial burden, but then I realized I was holding snacks worth half an hour of his pay. “Don’t worry,” I said, “I’m used to paying for snacks at European exchange rates when I travel. Everything seems cheap here.”
Most people are impressed when I mention my European business trips. Gary scowled. “Europe, huh? Like France?” His tone was strangely accusatory.
“Yeah. I don’t do business in France, but I’ll usually take a couple of days in Paris. It’s an amazing city.”
Gary’s scowl deepened and he shook his head. “I’ve never seen any reason to go to some other country with everything we’ve got here. Especially since the French hate us so much.”
The comment stunned me. If Gary couldn’t afford a package of donuts there were probably other reasons for not visiting Europe besides the French displeasure with American foreign policy. I wondered if Gary was one of those guys who ordered Freedom Fries at McDonalds.
Not really wanting to get into a debate I found myself stammering. “Well, the French are a little different, maybe. Compared to us.”
I don’t know if the French really hate us, or at least hate us more than anyone else who isn’t French. But as long as Paris has sidewalk cafés and the Musee de Orsay I’ll visit as often as I can.
Then Gary’s turn at the register came and Dad pushed in front of us and threw an array of potato chips, fishing bait and other sundry items on the counter next to Gary’s oil. I blushed as I noticed a men’s magazine in a red colored plastic bag hiding the picture on the front. But it didn’t hide the title, which included the word Jugs.
The attractive, twenty something blond woman working the register was startled by the appearance of so much junk food and pornography. She looked up at Dad, who proudly handed over his credit card. “Put everything on this, darlin’. And everything for the other punk standing behind him.” He gestured at me.
The blond grimaced at the sexist term, then shrugged and smiled as she considered the source. Old guys can get away with anything. Meanwhile Dad stood and glared at Gary and me waiting for an argument, but there was no point. So I laid my snacks down next to Dad’s and the cashier rang them up.
Dad and Gary walked out with their items but as the young blond handed me my bag she brightened her smile and caught my eye with hers. “Did I hear you say you’d been to Europe?”
I hoped she didn’t blame me for the girlie mag. “Yeah,” I said nonchalantly, trying to sound like it wasn’t any big deal, “I go to Europe about every year. Paris, mostly, but sometimes I’ll chill for a little while in London. Or Venice.”
Her eyes widened. “That is SO cool! I would so like to go to Europe. I have pictures on my wall from this square in Venice, and my girlfriend and I are going there next summer. Hopefully.”
“You’ll love it,” I assured her. I glanced down the counter, where several surly looking locals were giving me the eye for holding things up. “Venice is a great place to spend a few days.”
“Wow. I can’t wait.” She released the bag to my grasp and looked sideways at the impatient man behind me.
“You can do it,” I assured her, shuffling to the door, “and you have a good day now, alright?”
As I walked out of the store it occurred to me that I should have gotten her phone number. I was single, and she was pretty and young and would probably love to find someone with a different view of the world. And it would be nice to have some eye-candy on my arm the next trip to Paris. I pictured driving back up some weekend and casually buying gas and asking her if she’d like to go for a ride. The 4Runner wouldn’t do it, of course. Maybe I could afford something more interesting, like a Porsche. As a single guy I needed something that would impress.
As I put my sunglasses on I pictured myself in a Boxster. The bumpkin girl would be charmed by my affluent lifestyle and she’d trust me and tell me when she got off work and I’d pick her up. Except every time I tried to picture her in my new Porsche the image changed to Christine. Christine, who was not as pretty or as young, but whom for some reason I still wanted around.
Dammit! She was back in my head again. But the thought of never spending another lazy Saturday with her, especially of not being able to share a new Porsche with her, made me sad. I forced myself away from thoughts of new cars. Dad and Gary were already pulling out from the pumps and lining up to get back on the highway. I hopped in my truck and started the engine.
Traffic was brisk and we couldn’t all get back on the road at the same time but their trucks were easy to pick out with those tall CB antennas swaying overhead. No sooner had I caught up than Dad popped on the radio. “Here’s our turn off.”
“Ten four,” Gary responded, “I see it.”
Dad swerved his Bronco across oncoming traffic, forcing a long RV to brake, and bounced onto a wide dirt road in a cloud of dust. Gary and I stopped to wait for traffic to pass but a few minutes later we were right behind him and bumping down the graded track. The 4Runner seemed about to shake apart from the washboard surface.
Gary’s Scout was barely visible in front of me. All I could see was a patch of faded beige in the center of a swirling maelstrom of dust and I checked to make sure my windows were rolled up.
Tucked into the trees on either side were large vacation homes for people with money. Someday I hoped to own an impressive mountain retreat, except near a ski resort. I’m not a camper or hunter but I do love being in the mountains. With a sufficient level of luxury available, anyway.
“Watch out Paul! Stopping here!” Gary’s voice jarred me back to driving.
I hit the brakes hard and clamped down even harder as I saw non-moving brake lights through the dust. The pedal pulsed from the anti-lock brake system and the truck slowed, but not fast enough. I watched the tail lights of Gary’s truck get closer to my hood as my teeth ground together and I wondered how it would feel to have the airbag go off. The 4Runner came to a stop with inches to spare. What was it with Gary and slamming on his brakes in front of me?
More than a little angry, I snatched up the radio. “What the hell was that for?”
No answer. But as the dust settled I could see Gary’s truck door was open and he wasn’t there. Then I saw him next to the Bronco holding Dad up outside the open door.
I climbed out to walk up to them, then slowed when I saw Dad vomiting into the dusty road. They didn’t need my help and I wasn’t excited about getting too close so I hung back until it was over. Dad, looking weak, sat in the dirt and leaned against his truck while Gary supported him.
“Are you okay?” I asked, my voice louder than I meant it to be. Dad was too indisposed to answer, so I turned to Gary. “Is he okay?”
“I don’t know.” Gary said, looking doubtful. “I think we should head back.”
“NO!” Dad snarled. With great exertion he pulled himself up and into the driver’s seat, immediately reaching for his oxygen hose. “I’m alright. Let’s just get back on the road. Let’s get goin’.” But he laid his head back to take several deep breaths from the tube.
Neither Gary nor I said anything. He looked between us. “Jesus,” he grumbled, “just let me get something in my stomach. We’ll stop at Dwyer’s café up here and grab some lunch. I’m buying.”
I looked incredulously up the road. From my experience dirt roads went nowhere. “There’s a café down there?”
Dad waved Gary away and slammed his door. “Hell yeah there’s a café down there. There’s a little town, too.”
He revved the truck’s V8 engine, the exhaust roaring like thunder through the rusted muffler. Then he dropped the shifter into drive and with a loud CLUNK from beneath the hood pulled out with tires spinning.
The cloud of dust the knobby tires raised engulfed Gary and I as we turned to escape. The gravel stung my legs right through my jeans and one particularly large pebble smacked me in the back of the head. I could hear the springs beneath Dad’s truck squeaking and banging as the engine noise began to fade and the barrage of rocks ceased.
As we dusted off Gary looked at me and sighed. “Guess there’s nothing to do but keep on going.”
“Yeah,” I said, considering my options one more time, “I guess so.”
“It’s okay. We’ll stop up there and get some lunch and see how he feels after.”
We jumped into our vehicles and took off in pursuit but didn’t see any more of Dad until we pulled up to the restaurant ten minutes of kidney-damaging road later. A sign proclaimed the town as Rich Strike, elevation 8,475 feet, but it would not be considered a town by most standards. It was a cluster of houses of varying age, many modest vacation cottages, with a tiny general store on one side of the dirt road and Dwyer’s Restaurant on the other.
When I had heard the name Dwyer’s I had assumed it would be some kind of an ice cream shop. Instead, it turned out to be a log building about the size of a large house. It was set off from the road with a bridge that crossed a pond that was a bit longer than the building. A hand lettered sign at the water’s edge proclaimed it a “Private Pond – Children’s Fishing Area Only – No license required.”
There was no parking lot. Just a few Jeeps, dirt bikes and ATV’s parallel parked in front of the pond. And Dad’s Bronco dwarfing them all.
Dad sat on his bumper and waited for us while we climbed out. “What the hell took you so long? I’m already done.”
Gary walked up shaking his head. “Bullshit. Done with what? Puking again?”
Dad waved his hand dismissively. “Dumb ass. That’s just the medicine. I’m fine. C’mon … let’s get in there while we’re still young.”
“Still young?” Gary retorted, “Dad, I think that train’s done left the station for you.”
Dad started across the weathered wooden bridge towing the oxygen machine and we followed. He paused half way across to look over the rope rails at the water. Below were the shadowy images of large fish in the water.
“Now that’s a tasty looking sight.” Gary pointed at a particularly large one. “Let’s see if we can find something like that up in the hills.”
“Yeah,” Dad chuckled, “or just come back here after it’s dark.”
“Or,” I suggested, “we could head back to Denver and eat at Red Lobster.”
Gary rolled his eyes and continued to the door. Dad followed without comment. Did they not get it, or did they think I was being serious? I was only half serious. Three quarters at most.
Inside was the lunch crowd, about ten or so people distributed among a handful of tables. A few locals glanced up as we entered but quickly looked away. Dad led us to a table spattered with crumbs and ketchup spots from the previous party and sagged down into a high backed chair. Every time I looked at him he seemed more tired and decrepit. But there was still that ever present pack of cigarettes in his breast pocket, showing through with a bright red emblem of some kind.
We had barely sat down when a heavy set woman in a long apron appeared. “Well I’ll be darned. Look what the cat drug in!” She squeezed Dad’s shoulders. “You’re looking good Bob. These your boys?”
Dad managed a smile, a shadow of the charming smile he had for women in his younger days. “Mabel, I’d swat you on the butt if I didn’t think old Larry’d come over here and pound me for it.”
“I’ll bet you would! You old Dog!”
Gary waved his hand in her direction. “Gary Archer. I’ve eaten here a few times before.”
Mabel nodded. “Yeah, I remember.” She looked at me. “You must be the college boy.”
The way she said it didn’t make me think she found a college education particularly impressive. “Yes. That’s me. The College boy. I’m having my name legally changed as soon as we get home.”
Mabel laughed out loud. “Glad to have ya’ll here. Here’s some menus,” she passed out laminated sheets of paper with items and prices, “but it don’t make much difference. We’ve got the grill closed down to clean out the grease trap. The only thing we got is barbecue beef and coleslaw for the side. But it’s about the best thing on the menu anyway. We got people who drive up from Denver just to get it.” As she spoke she pulled a stained rag from the pocket of her apron and quickly swabbed off the ketchup and crumbs to leave the table damp but clean.
Dad waved the menu at her. “It’s a deal. Barbecue beef and coleslaw. And a bottle of Bud. And put it on a clean plate this time.”
“Clean plate. Can’t promise but I’ll try, sweetie. What for you little one?”
Gary chuckled. “Hmmmm. Well, you know, I’ve been mighty hungry for your barbecue beef lately. And any chance you got some cole slaw to go with that?”
Mabel laughed. “I’ll see what I can do. Beer?”
Gary shook his head. “Iced Tea.”
“And how about our educated patron here? Mr. College Boy.”
I looked at the menu and frowned. I was really hungry. “So that barbecue beef … is it very hot? My stomach’s kind of sensitive to spicy food.”
Mabel laughed. “We’re from Texas, hon. The barbecue’ll put some hair on your chest.”
So many things would be better than barbecue beef. No point in even asking about a Teriyaki chicken salad.
Mabel put her hand on my shoulder in a manner much too familiar. “I’m sorry, hon. Normally we’ve got a full menu, but we don’t do any real business until the weekend.”
“Alright then,” I sighed, “barbecue beef. And a diet coke. Have you got sourdough bread?”
“On a sourdough hoagie. Coming up.”
For some reason Mabel had seen fit to write down our order, though I couldn’t imagine how she could not remember three orders of the only thing they were serving. She headed for the kitchen area, separated from the dining area by a low wall. I was pleased to see it looked hygienic.
There was an uncomfortable silence. I yawned and stretched my arms. I was really beginning to feel the lack of sleep. “So, guys,” I asked, “where’s our camping spot from here? Do we have a reservation?” I remembered hearing most Forest Service campgrounds did that now.
Dad and Gary chuckled. “Up there somewhere,” Gary said.
Dad’s foggy eyes twinkled a bit. “We’ll do the Grizzly Staircase and the chute before we start looking. Plenty of flat areas up above. Don’t really want to go too awful far today – just enough to get away from all the assholes and light a fire.”
“Are campfires allowed?” There had been something in the paper about fire restrictions.
Dad snarled. “I’ve had campfires for sixty years. I damned sure know how to put one out.”
Gary cut off Dad’s tirade. “Fire restrictions have been lifted. No problem with campfires now.”
“Cool.” A campfire under the stars might make the situation tolerable.
Our drinks arrived. Dad’s beer came with a mug but he pushed it aside and drank from the bottle. No slice of lime for the diet coke, of course.
We drank and made small talk about what a beautiful day it was and how winter was coming. Personally I looked forward to winter and skiing in Vail, but Dad frowned at the very idea and Gary said he couldn’t afford to ski now that he had a family. Seems like there are a lot of things you can’t afford when you have a family. Like fun.
The sandwiches arrived quickly. Which was not surprising, since all the cook had to do was ladle beef onto bread and throw on chips and cole slaw. I pulled the bun off of mine to examine the glob of meat within. There were jalapeno slices mixed in with the sauce. I gingerly tried to pull them out as Gary and Dad tore into their sandwiches with gusto, making guttural noises of appreciation and pausing only to dab a napkin at their lips.
When I got mine prepped it was better than I had feared. It was still hot enough to leave my tongue and lips stinging, but at least it was tasty. The sourdough hoagie was fresh and lightly toasted with butter and the chips must have been made right there in the café, thick cut and salty with a hint of vinegar.
Dad ordered a second beer. Gary tried to talk him out of it but Dad ignored him. He said there weren’t going to be any police where we were going and it was “only two damn beers anyway.”
While eating I glanced around at the room’s décor. A huge moose head dominated one wall with a rusty flintlock rifle underneath. Clustered around it were smaller deer heads and a big horn sheep – it seems morbid to decorate with the heads of dead animals, but whatever. Vintage posters that advertised firearms and ammunition with hunting scenes further set the tone.
My eyes stopped on two antique wooden cross-country skis over the door. Above them, probably six feet tall and reaching up to the vaulted ceiling, was an oil painting of a man with similar skis strapped to his back climbing an endless mountain pass in the snow. He had a large cross around his neck, and though he had a heavy pack he was carrying a bible in his hand.
“Father Dwyer,” Gary said as he wiped some sauce from his lips. “Pretty amazing, huh?” Gary stared up at the painting with a reverent look that was almost glowing.
I scanned the picture again, then turned back to him. “Looks like one really cold guy. What’s so amazing?”
Dad chortled. “Father Dwyer was one hard ass sumbitch. Took his preaching all over the mountains. Hiked the passes in Winter. Just for FUN!”
Gary didn’t look pleased with Dad’s tone. He offered his own answer. “Father Dwyer was a godly man ministering the Word in pioneer days. The small communities didn’t have churches …”
“Just whorehouses and bars,” Dad interjected. The two beers had livened him up.
“Some of those, I’m sure,” Gary continued, “but also men who wanted to hear the Word. A lot of the miners were good Christian men a long ways away from their family.” It occurred to me Dad should certainly understand the latter. “So Father Dwyer hiked between towns to preach. He crossed the passes in winter when the snow was deepest and carried the mail and spread the Good News to men who had nothing else.”
“He was either carrying the good Word or getting a good word at the cat houses!” Dad crowed.
It rang a bell – a story I heard growing up. “Yeah. Father Dwyer. He went around on snowshoes, didn’t he?”
“Well,” Gary seemed to be an expert, “snowshoes back then were really cross country skis. Same thing.”
“I’m with Dad on this one, Gary,” I said, “I don’t think anyone hikes all winter so they can thump a bible and tell people they’re going to hell. I think it was the ladies and not Jesus he was pushing, if you know what I mean.”
Dad guffawed, which turned into a choking noise.
“No one hikes through the high mountain passes in winter just for women and a couple of bucks for carrying mail,” Gary snapped, “he followed his calling.”
Dad was half laughing and half coughing. “Preaching and poontang have always gone together, sonny boy. Haven’t you heard about all those catholic priests? Or that evangelical guy down in Colorado Springs who was doing other guys?”
I hadn’t heard that particular term for sex in about twenty years, but I couldn’t help but join Dad in taking a shot. “Praise the lord, Dad. They’re spreading the good Word … and a little more.”
Gary glowered at us. I guess being a good Christian takes away your sense of humor. “He was a strong man spreading the Word,” he said quietly, “and if you want to mock his life’s work, please don’t do it while I’m sitting here.”
Gary rose from his chair and stalked out of the café. Dad and I watched through the window as he crossed the bridge to his Scout. We exchanged a look, then chuckled uncomfortably.
“I didn’t mean to make him that mad, Dad.”
“Hey,” Dad took a long drink of beer, “Gary’s a little nuts. Now I got plenty’a respect for the Big Man upstairs. But Gary’s a fanatic. I mean, it’s one thing to go to Church on Sundays. But he goes to this ‘screaming hallelujah’ church,” Dad raised his hands high, “and makes his family sit around and pray and do bible studies … that’s just too damn much,” Dad slapped his hand down on the table, making the paper plates jump.
So Dad mocked Gary’s fanaticism, but still believed in the man upstairs. Just not as much. I decided not to take the subject any further.
“You ready to go, Dad?”
Dad downed the last of his beer, the dry skin on his throat shaking as his adam’s apple convulsed up and down. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. “Yeah. Go make nice with your brother. I’ll pay and hit the can.”
There was no point in arguing, certainly not on the latter point. “Thanks.”
Gary was beside his vehicle when I approached. He had his belt loosened and was reaching behind the driver’s seat.
“Hey Gary,” I said, “sorry if we went too far in there. It was all in fun. You know that. Don’t you?”
Gary had calmed down. His voice was even, almost sad. “Yeah, I know. I just wish you and Dad could understand what I have. It’s such a …” his voice trailed off as he struggled for words. “Especially for Dad. He doesn’t have much time left, Paully. Not to make things right with God.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that,” I said, going into the everything-will-be-alright-dontcha-know mode I always do when someone is worried about a loved one dying, “Dad’s a good man. He always sent Mom the child support checks. Shoot … he took you to live with him when you were a real bastard. And I know he talks to…” I forced myself to stay straight faced and treat the subject seriously, “the big man upstairs all the time. If there is a God, Dad’s been good enough to go to heaven. That’s for sure.”
Gary shook his head emphatically. My words seemed to anger rather than soothe him. “Being good isn’t what matters. It’s nice, but …” he firmly patted his chest, “it’s what is in your heart that matters. What’s between you and God. I pray for Dad every night.”
How do you respond to that? “That’s nice.”
Gary smiled expansively, maybe even a littlie mischievously. “I pray for you, too, Paully. Did you know that?”
Now I really didn’t know what to say. I laughed nervously. “I hope you’re praying for my business and my investments. I can use all the help I can get.”
Gary shook his head. “That’s all little shit, Paully. Money and jobs are the crap we chase after our whole lives. I only pray for things that matter.” Funny how people who don’t have any money can write it off as insignificant so easily.
As he talked Gary pulled a large, holstered pistol from behind his seat and began threading it onto his loose belt. Finally, a change of topic!
“Got a cannon, Gary? Expecting to run into a Kodiak?”
He shook his head. “Nah. The only real danger in this part of the world is two legged predators. But I guess if a bear came along … the noise might scare him off.”
Gary and his guns. It had never occurred to me that anyone except a police officer would, or should, want a gun. Much less carry one.
“So are you afraid to go around without your pistol?” I asked.
“Afraid? Nah.” He shook his head and tapped the snake tattoo on his arm. “But I’ve seen the dark side of people, Paully. I’ve known guys that would kill you as soon as look at you. And if you run in to one of those types, you better hope you got a gun. ‘Cause they will.”
“I don’t know, Gary,” I said. “I’m forty years old and never needed a gun yet.”
“Sure, Paully. I did a lot of stupid stuff and I never had a gun either.” Gary finished tightening his belt and positioned the holster at his side. “But things happen. Like what if you’re in a mall and a guy starts shooting everyone? And you’re there with your girlfriend?”
“I have a cell phone. The cops are never more than a few minutes away.” I patted my phone holster.
Gary put his arm on my shoulder and patted his gun holster. “Yup, the cops are just minutes away. Like when you called them on me. But did they get there in time to stop me from shooting you? If that’s what I wanted?”
I shrugged. “No. But they got there.”
Gary nodded. “Yup. So they could fill out reports and investigate your murder. When bad guys show up, Paully, you’re on your own. And since it’s legal to carry a gun in Colorado, why wouldn’t you? The bad guys sure as hell do.”
Fortunately Dad showed up at that moment. “Alright, boys. Let’s get this show on the road.”
Gary looked at him crossways. “Are you sure you’re okay to drive?”
Dad waved him off again. “Just two goddamn beers, Gary. Just two beers. You stay behind me and hang on.”
6. Clawing up the Grizzly Staircase
Dad puttered through the houses at a crawl to respect the “Slow! Children Playing!” signs. But a couple of turns later we were through the houses and following a narrow and rutted road that hadn’t been graded in years. If ever.
As we passed by the last house I heard the throaty roar of Dad’s poorly muffled V8 revving and he was off, pulling ahead again and leaving Gary and me in a cloud of dust. Gary put his foot in it as well and I found myself alone in that cloud of dust being left further and further behind.
Well, no way I was going to let those two rattle traps outdo my finely built Japanese SUV. The V6 whined rather than roared when I mashed the accelerator but easily caught up. At first the whole vehicle wanted to shake apart but a little speed actually smoothed out the ride.
Several times I bounced over a rock or pothole in the roadway that appeared out of the dust before I could react to avoid it. I gritted my teeth as I bounced hard against the shoulder belt and then was thrown back into the seat, but while the suspension banged and complained nothing broke. Being a normal guy with a taste for speed I started to enjoy this wild ride and tried to push all thought out of my head what it was doing to my resale value.
I slid through every corner with both hands on the steering wheel as I tried to stay just at the limit of control and not actually fly sideways into the trees. Or down a cliff, as the side of the road alternated constantly between those two options.
When I glanced down at the speedometer I was amazed to find I was only going forty. But I felt like I was one of the Duke boys flying through Hazzard county in the General Lee. Was that Sheriff Rosco Coltrane in my rear view mirror?
“Brakes! Stopping here!” Gary’s voice over the forgotten CB radio broke the spell. The notice gave me the chance to clamp down on the brake pedal as I once again didn’t see his brake lights through the dust until it would have been too late.
The road was so narrow that when I opened the door to get out it pushed against a bush. I carefully slid onto the bank at the edge of the road and worked my way between the fender and the bushes to join Gary by the window of Dad’s truck. They both grinned like lunatics.
“How’s that for a wild ride, brotha?” Gary chided me.
Dad had the ever-present cigarette clenched in his stained teeth. “Goddamn that was fun.”
“You guys are nuts.” I forced a scowl, but deep down I’d enjoyed it. “What’re you doing, practicing for running moonshine?”
“Not bad for a V6,” Gary said, looking at my dust covered vehicle.
“Yeah.” I wasn’t sure if I should count that as a compliment or not. “You know, this off-roading is actually kind of fun. Have we got much more of this before we get to the campground?”
Gary and Dad broke up laughing again. I didn’t understand what was so funny but waited patiently for them to stop. Finally Gary put his arm on my shoulder and turned me toward the side of the road.
“That weren’t no off-roading, my brother!” Gary said with an exaggerated southern drawl. “That there were just driving hell bent for leather on a rough road. That,” Gary motioned into the trees, “is off-roading.”
I looked the direction he was pointing. After a moment of study I realized I was looking not at raw wilderness but a road of sorts – two ruts the width of a vehicle running straight across big rocks blackened by tires. Trees on either side bracketed the road with barely enough room to pass between them and their branches touched overhead.
It would have been a beautiful scene of a narrow track into the wilderness. Except for the sick feeling came over me as I realized that this was what they wanted me to drive my forty thousand dollar vehicle up. This was off-roading. Scratchy trees and big rocks.
As I looked further, the sick feeling grew stronger. About two hundred yards away the road appeared to go straight up. I couldn’t imagine that was possible, but there were tire tracks climbing up a slope that most people would consider a cliff. Or at least nothing a sane person would try to drive up.
Gary clapped me on the back. “C’mon, Man. Let’s air down, lock ‘em up and get this show on the road!”
None of those words meant anything to me. “What do you mean?”
“I mean,” Gary said, as he pulled what looked like a set of bright blue tire valve caps out of his truck, “it’s time to air down the tires and lock up the hubs. Except your truck, which doesn’t have hubs to lock up.”
“Yeah,” Dad chimed in, “that truck is too civilized to make someone get out and touch the wheels. Might get mud on their tuxedo.” He laughed at his own joke.
I walked behind Gary as he bent down to one of his over sized tires and screwed on one of the blue valve caps. The tire hissed as air rushed out.
“You’re flattening the tires?” Seemed weird to me.
“Nah. Just bringing down the air pressure. Not all the way flat.”
I thought of how much my tires had cost. “Is that good for the tires?”
Dad had walked up behind me. “Damned right it’s good for the tires. If you don’t want a flat, you’ll air ‘em down here.”
Gary occasionally checked the tire with his gauge. “Yup. Airing ‘em down lets the tire fold over sharp rocks and tree roots and stuff. Instead of getting a puncture. Spreads the weight out so sharp stuff doesn’t tear them up.” He turned to Dad. “You know, Dad … sometimes I forget what it’s like when you haven’t done this stuff before. You sure it’s a good idea to take Paully up this road?”
“Hell,” Dad snapped back, “I took my Bronco up there just about brand new. And those Jap rigs are better than you think. It’ll do it.”
“Forget about the truck.” Gary looked for an answer in my facial expression, “I just don’t know if Paully’s ready.”
Relief washed over me as I realized I had a way out. I imagined myself saying, you know … you’re right. I think I’ll head back to town and take a rain check for next time.
The words were on the tip of my tongue when I remembered going home meant confronting Christine. I again considered the cowardly option of looking for a hotel, but still couldn’t stomach the idea of not only running away, but then being a weasel and lying about it.
And there was one other factor, as important as all the rest. To back off now would be a black mark on my manhood for all time with my brother and father. And I had plenty of black marks with these two.
“I’ll be fine,” I said, in an attempt to sound confident. Then I added “You can help me out. Once in awhile. If I need it.”
“Oh yeah,” Gary capped the tire he had just finished, which now bulged out at the bottom. “We’ll spot you over everything. And we’ve got winches if you get into trouble. But really, that climb there is Grizzly Staircase and it’s one of the worst obstacles on the whole dang trail.” He took his blue caps and moved to the rear tire.
“I don’t know,” Dad piped in, “I think the chute is worse. I saw a jeep dump on its side up there once. We pulled it away in pieces. Guy walked away from it, but we had to bury his underwear.”
“Yeah. Guys take that high line and wonder why they’re suddenly upside down. But Paully’s got an advantage because he’s not so tall.” Gary looked back at me. “Not being so lifted your truck’s not as top heavy as ours. Sometimes that helps.”
“Not very often!” Dad interjected.
My stomach rumbled. The barbecue beef and the stress of endangering my expensive truck were beginning to churn my stomach. And Gary and Dad’s conversation wasn’t helping.
Gary aired down everyone’s tires while Dad continued to regale me with stories of off-road body damage horrors and for punctuation pointed to rusted craters on his Bronco. Talking about off-road adventures made him beam, though, and for the first time since I saw him in that horrifying embrace with my mother he seemed less like a stick figure on death’s door and more like a man with a passion to live for.
So I listened, and feigned interest, and tried not to think about how I hoped to trade the 4Runner in for a Porsche and how every scratch could cost me a thousand or two at the dealer. And every thousand was what … about twenty odd dollars a month on a loan?
When Gary was done I didn’t like the way my tires bulged on the bottom and he had to explain again why it was a good thing. He actually approved of my tire choice, so I didn’t bother to tell him I picked them because I liked the bold, raised white lettering that proclaimed them to be mud terrains. They cost extra, but the knobby appearance was rugged and cool.
Gary ran back around and turned a knob in the center of the front wheels of both his Scout and Dad’s Bronco. As he jumped back into his truck I ran up to the window.
“Do you need to turn something on my wheels?” I asked.
Gary rolled his eyes up a little. “Nope. You’ve got auto hubs. No need.”
I made a mental note to find out what auto hubs meant. “Are you sure I can really do this?” There was much more apprehension in my voice than I wanted.
“Just follow along and watch, Paully.” With a schoolboy grin on his face and his arm out the open driver’s window Gary pulled out. Dad’s Bronco rumbled along behind him, and their engines revved up and made noise like they were going fast – but they were barely crawling.
They moved so slowly I easily walked along to study the way they drove over the biggest rocks, leaning the vehicles from side to side with much groaning and squeaking. Gary turned his wheel toward a big, smooth rock and motioned at it. “See that, Paully? I’m going to run my tire right over it.”
It didn’t make sense to aim at the biggest rocks. “But why not just straddle it?”
The tire was beginning to climb the rock, tilting the truck backwards and to the side. “See what happens,” Gary replied, “when you run a tire over the big rocks, it lifts the vehicle up and over all the smaller rocks. You want to keep your tires up on the biggest obstacles to keep the rest of the vehicle above the little stuff.”
As Gary had described, the underinflated tires conformed to the sharp granite surfaces, flowing around and over them and keeping sharp edges from cutting in to the rubber. Seeing how it worked gave me a modicum of confidence, so I jogged back to my 4Runner and started the engine. With a deep breath and more than a little fear I turned on to the rocky road.
My truck pitched right and left as the tires rode up and over the rocks. I gritted my teeth and waited for something to break. Nothing did, but I didn’t have very much power. Trying to climb a large rock with a front tire I floor boarded the accelerator and the engine roared, but the truck didn’t move.
“What’s wrong back there?” Gary asked over the radio.
“Sorry guys,” I responded into the walkie-talkie, “my engine’s not powerful enough for this. I’m stuck.”
“Are you in four low?”
The truck had a four-low position, but I had never used it. “No. You’re never supposed to use that unless you’re pulling a boat out of the water. Or something where you need a lot of power. The salesman warned me about that.”
“Well,” there was a chuckle in Gary’s voice again, “this is one of those times you need a lot of power, Paully. And you’ll be leaving it in four low until we get back to the main road.”
I put it in four-low and touched the gas. This time the 4Runner surged over the rock while the motor revved and growled. The sensation of raw, brute torque as the engine muscled the tires forward stirred a sensation of power deep within my chest. I suppose it’s a male thing, perhaps a special adrenal gland, but when I’m driving a powerful machine I feel like it’s an extension of my own body. It’s not an experience I ever have in my office job.
“Cool,” I told Gary over the CB as I approached them, “but am I hurting my truck?”
“Nothing to worry about, big bro. Just keep her in four low and drive careful. Give us a holler if you see something you don’t like. We’ll get you through.”
Dad cut in on the conversation with an entirely different tone of voice; more maniac than mentor. “And use the accelerator boy! The accelerator is your friend! Jam it to the floor every chance you get and drive that sumbitch like you stole it!”
Dad had barely clicked off the frequency when Gary was back on. “Negative on that, Dad. Paully, he’s just joking. You can’t go too slow when you’re off-roading.”
The sunlight through the tree limbs mottled the hood of my truck and the air through the open window smelled of pine trees. My truck was showing off its power and I was having fun. And then I caught up with them. At the base of the long climb where the road looked as though it ended. Where it would end in the normal world.
Gary stopped again and as he jumped out he motioned me to come up. I threw the truck into park to join him. As I approached the Bronco I looked warily up the hill we were about to climb. Was that really a road? It went almost straight up, a wide gash up the mountain side across a mix of loose rocks and tire blackened granite outcroppings. I could see where it crested at the top but I couldn’t see what was up there.
“Alright,” Gary said, “I’m going to tackle this first. I know Dad’s not going to want to walk it, and if anyone gets in trouble on the way up, I’ll have my winch ready.”
Dad couldn’t hide his excitement. “Let’s just get it done, Gary. Get that piece of crap up to the top and get it out of my way. And don’t make me rescue your ass again.”
Gary grinned, then cocked his head as he listened to the motor. “Is that the engine I hear running on this Ford Fix Or Repair Daily junker or have you got a sick cat under the hood?”
“Yeah, ya punk kid,” Dad snarled, but with a smile on his face. He liked getting back as good as he gave. “Maybe we better put some more duct tape on that Scout to hold the rust together. Did that thing ever have paint, or did it come from the factory looking like a damn shipwreck?”
Hearing them trade barbs saddened me. It was like two good friends punching each other in the shoulder after a game of pool. It was a guy thing, and it was something Gary and Dad always had and I didn’t have with either of them. And though my vehicle was the only one with any shine and was worth twice both of their vehicles put together, it looked inadequate sitting on rocks like these next to their monsters.
Gary climbed back in the Scout and cinched his seatbelt. He gave us a wave through the window and pulled out. I really wanted to see how this worked before I was committed, so like before I followed him up. Which was easy because he never exceeded a slow walking pace.
Gary approached the hill warily, massive tires clawing at the loose surface and pushing rocks out of the way with loud banging and grinding noises. All four tires moved in perfect unison and it reminded me of seeing a tank maneuvering. The vehicle tilted backward as it started the climb, exerting no effort with the engine at a loud idle.
I walked along, watching as the truck shifted from side to side, always climbing up and over. The slope was so steep and slippery I had to lean forward and use my hands, and I wondered how he could drive up something I could barely walk up.
About half way up I stopped and watched him make the rest of the ascent. A few rocks tumbled down the slope behind him, and he moved interminably slow, but other than that it looked like a piece of cake. Which amazed me, because I wouldn’t have believed any vehicle could get up that climb.
I rejoined Dad at the bottom of the hill. He sat in his truck holding his CB microphone. As I approached I heard Gary’s electronically amplified voice over the speaker. “Ok, Dad. I’m at the top. Just keep your truck straight up the left side and get your right front tire up on the big rock near the tree root. Then ease it left and roll around the loose stuff at the last rock outcropping. I’ll grab my other mobile and spot you up.”
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