
    
      
        
          
        
      

    





Mislaid Pearls
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Every human being, no matter the frontward bravado, the staunch self-confidence, the stoical mien, the degree of forbearance – depth of confidence notwithstanding, a core of angst dwells within each of us, absorbing the scrapes of existence and accepting the paring of youth’s armor, until, ultimately, we are forced to confront our dilapidation.

I cry more frequently now.  My sadness is nearer the surface, golden years at hand.  Who devised that terminology – “golden” for agéd, for substantially used up?  An individual akin to myself, I suspect.  I have come to realize my oyster is vanishing or has already done so.

— Mary Bailey, from my father’s notes
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Part One
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I’m alone in my room, writing.  Mary and Mark (my daughter and son) have thanked our friends and said our goodbyes and stored the leftover food and gone to bed.  These last couple months have been difficult for each of us, with my problems.

As usual, I can’t sleep.  When I lean back, my body talks to my brain, demanding my eyes stay open, my ears listen, my nose smells, and I think.  Think.  Sometimes I drift for hours, half awake, reviewing parts of my life – adolescence, marriage, children.  These memories make me smile – and keep me up.

When this began, and, even though I never believed it possible, my insomnia worsened.  How could I sleep less than hardly at all?  To make up for it, in the afternoon, when my eyelids drooped, I took long naps.  These helped, but not as much as a proper seven or eight hours would have.  And when I realized I was declining, I started this story, much of it drawn from a haphazard diary I’d maintained, on paper, my Palm Pilot, and my phone – and from memory.  I can still recall the important parts.  I’ve compiled this book myself, between midnight and dawn of many nights and incorporated changes suggested by Mary and Mark.  They’ve been my editors.  When it’s their turn, they will write the last chapter themselves.

The best place to start is when my beloved and I met.  Maybe we felt contentment was ahead of us, maybe not.  Our closeness was new.  Neither of us had had any experience with love.

––––––––
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1979

Grace.  Prior to first sight, I adored the name, her name, such a beautiful word, wonderful depth of meaning and of... anticipation.  Did I sigh?  No.  Male teenagers did not sigh.  I grinned and expected.  Expectation.  Expectation developed.  What manner of captivating being had been christened Grace?

Our hometown was Kleinenburg, PA.  The sign at the city limit said, “Pop. 11,962.”  She lived near North, I South.  Rival high schools.  No reason for us to have met, unless we played football, and we didn’t.  But they had jointly concocted a “Summer camp for juvenile adults” or so they’d entitled it.  This fooled no one.  Parents and administration had connived to extract their fidgety, do-nothing offspring from their houses for a week and a half.  The organizers bussed us to the wilderness (or so seventeen miles distant seemed; the trees were old) and in the wake of diesel exhaust shouted roll call.  “Grace Bell!” yelled a guy with a scraggly, unbeard.

“Here!” responded a lively, animated voice.  I craned, saw little for the crowd.  She and I had grown up with the bulk of the community between us.  Today, thirty-odd uncomfortable youths interposed.  I caught a flounce of golden brown hair, but I wasn’t sure.  Tresses did not a face make.  Unbeard continued hollering and checking off.  At the finish, he introduced himself: John “call me Jack” Martin.  He, physically, was scraggly too.

Once official attendance had been verified, we set about establishing camp.  The girls were sent to a separate location, a rise and a cluster of bushes concealing them, and the boys stayed put on the dusty flat.  Jack and his cohorts had pitched tents for us, and they passed out pre-made sandwiches and cans of soda.  We guys gathered, talked sports and cars, unpacked our duffels, and found ourselves in our sleeping-bags by nine-thirty.  “Breakfast will be at five-fifteen, be dressed and ready.  We’ll be on the lake just after dawn.”  Groans and smiles.  We all bedded down, and, despite our uneven, packed-earth mattresses, we slept.  The slow, bumpy ride had tired us.

When dawn threatened, Jack, from the hill between the camps, twice blew an air horn, and commanded: “Be at the firepit in ten!”  I bundled up.  It was cold.  When the yawning, equally-wrapped girls marched up and over (the cooking facility was on our side), I attempted to match voice to hair to face, but the sun had yet to rise.  In the dimness, I couldn’t tell one individual from another.

While we each consumed huge chocolate chip pancakes, accompanied by thin, vaguely-orange juice, the darkness slowly withdrew.  My eyes and ears searched, but did not find, did not definitively announce, “That’s her!”

I chewed my last bite.  Jack, at the trail head, barked, “Let’s go!”  He and his compatriots herded us along a narrow dirt track, leading to a glimmering, yet murky-green, lake.  Rowing, an activity designed to exhaust us.  We’d be racing two-person sculls.  Fate and a requirement of boy-girl pairings put Grace and me together.  She was pretty, slender, and fit, but shy.  She glanced at me and appeared nervous.  She had tied her hair into a glinting, brown ponytail.  I stared.  Something biochemical froze my muscles, played with my tongue.  “You’re beau – hi.  I’m Alexander, um, Alex.”

She giggled.  “I’m Grace.”

“I know!” I uttered and blushed.

“Why?” she said.

“Get in,” a grumpy not-Jack urged.  “We’re gonna start.”

We regarded him.  Glum, yawning, slouching.  Unkempt black hair.  He forced a snarl.  He hiccupped.

I said, “You can sit in front.”

“Okay,” she replied.  We climbed in.

As we settled ourselves, her back and marvelous hair to me, I said, “Because I saw you when they were taking attendance, after we got off the bus.”

“Oh.”

I had a brainwave.  “What’s your last name?  Mine’s Bailey.”

“That’s why we’re partners,” she said, as if receiving my thoughts, “Alphabetical order.  Bailey then Bell.”

“Lucky our fathers both have ‘B’ names.”

“Good luck, I hope.”

I reddened, but, facing away, she didn’t see.  Soon we were rowing strenuously, I drawing confidence from her, from her all-in effort to propel the boat with muscle and determination.  The same way she did her own life, I’d subsequently learn.  Put differently, her characteristic energy encouraged mine, and in unison we knifed past our opponents and won the race.  Winded, sweaty, and pleased we watched the remaining five heats, not caring who came in first.  Our victory advanced us to the next round, to be held in three days.  With the qualifiers complete, Jack said, “After you cool down, you’re going to be sore and need time to bounce back.”  My voice wanted to disagree, “I’m – we’re – fine,” but did so silently.  I peeked at Grace.  She seemed to concur.

This established a pattern for our wilderness diversions.  Preliminary sets were followed by seventy-two hours of unhurried activities – hiking, archery, foraging, outdoor cooking, swimming, and so on.  Camping stuff.  Normally, Grace and I were side-by-side.  We talked when communication was necessary, but mostly we assisted and supported each other.  When practicing pitching tents, for example, we naturally coordinated our work, and the temporary shelter went up easily.  We both climbed in to demonstrate soundness of construction.  I flushed.  She laughed.  We exited.  Jack, walking past, certified our result with a congratulatory gesture, his unbeard limply swaying.

The initial set of rowing competitions had winnowed the field to six teams.  On day five, Grace and I prepared to go against a victorious pair.  Ours was the second contest, just before an early lunch.  While we were settling into our boat, she pivoted.  In a sober undertone meant solely for me, she said, “We’re better than they are.”  I nodded.  She turned around.  Was she being cocky?  I didn’t know, but I was into it, her intensity.  It motivated me.

However, when the starting pistol fired, one of my hands slipped.  My oar spun and plopped into the water.  “Shoot!” squeezed out between my teeth.  What happened?  Hadn’t I been ready?  Didn’t matter.  I scrambled to reestablish my grip.  Immediately, we fell behind.  Grace grunted as she pulled, trying to keep pace solo, but our rivals opened a healthy lead.  When I recovered and matched her cadence, we shot forward, our synchronized strokes gaining.  Throwing back her head, she bellowed into the air, “Row!  Row hard!”  I did.  She did.  At the three-quarter mark, our boat drew even.  Our opponent accelerated.  We quickened our rhythm.  My grunting matched hers.  At two boat lengths to go, we nosed ahead.  At the finish, we led by eighteen inches.  “Great race!” she shouted to the sky.  Our opponents responded in kind, thinking her words were meant for them, but I knew she was complimenting me, my performance.  I smiled – and groaned.  My shoulders ached, my back had cramped up, and my legs were shaky, but we had made it into the finals.

At the dock, she helped me up and out.  Her arm encircling me, I leaned and tottered.  We made our way toward the fire pit.  They had burgers and hotdogs on the grill.  If people gave us funny looks, she didn’t notice or care.  I was too busy trying to stay upright to worry about gawkers.  She assisted me onto a bench.  She said, “I’ll get us each a plate.”

I said, “Sorry I fumbled my oar.  It was closer than it had to be.”

“It’s okay.  It was more exciting that way.”

“Aren’t you tired?” I blurted, trying not to slump.

“A little.  I’ll be stiff in the morning.”

My head replied, “My body hurts now,” but I stopped my mouth from announcing it.

We did have to have those extra days of recovery, or I did.

After we’d all eaten (and my legs had subsided to clumsy achiness), Jack announced the next activity: a “nature hike.”  Grace stood and offered me her hand.  I took it.  She pulled me up.  Luckily, “hike” actually meant “stroll,” with Unkempt Black Hair calling attention to various native plants – ones we’d thus far ignored our entire lives.  Soon my muscles relaxed, and I found some steadiness.  She and I talked.  She described her family, her older brothers, and how she’d had to deal with “You must be Bobby’s sister” or “Danny’s” or both.  They’d gotten good grades in school, meaning the teachers had expected her to excel.  And she had, regularly surpassing them.  Her tone wasn’t of boasting or triumph, but of a consistently high degree of effort.  She said, “I pushed myself to do at least as well as they had – always.  And I usually did.”

I said, “Wow.”

She smiled.

“Or Ow,” I added  “My – backside – is tight.”  My rear had taken over the stiffness duties.

“You need a massage,” she said.

I goggled at her.  Laughing, she continued, “That’s what my dad used to say when I started my paper route.  I ached at first then too.  And then he’d say, ‘You’re young.  You’ll loosen up.’”

I got stuck on massage.  The way she said it, with an edge of flippancy, trying to avoid any implication she’d be rubbing my butt.  Probably, I thought, she’d be smacking it.

My aches and pains aside, I loved these chats.  I learned more about her, her motivation, and her interests – chemistry and biology.  To the former, I shrugged.  To the latter, I said, “Yuck.  I hate dissecting bugs and small animals.”

“What do you like?”

This question got me going.  I said, “I’m a – fierce – reader.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means...” my voice (and feet) halted.  What did it mean?  She turned to face me.  I said, “It means I read a lot.”

“Me too, but I’m into science, mostly.” 

“Lord of the Rings!” I nearly hollered.  “It’s awesome!  My parents got me the fancy hardcover version – the Red Book; it was red on purpose – for my twelfth birthday.  They got it from A Little Lit, that shop downtown.  Right now – I mean in my room – I’m devouring it for the fourteenth time.”  I exuded energy and enthusiasm.  “I’m on page 287 of the Two Towers.  Tolkien meant for the trilogy to be only a single volume, but—”

“Page 287?  You remember?”

“Yeah, it’s easy, I just say it to myself and close the cover, then when I go back to it, it comes to me.”

“How long does it last?”

“I dunno.  I usually don’t set aside Lord of the Rings for more than a couple weeks.  I’ll keep going when we get home.  For other novels, maybe months, if I get busy.”  I wasn’t truly bragging, but I was, because... because she’d told me how good her grades were, and I wanted to balance us out.

She didn’t think it was boasting.  She said, “Cool!  But the fourteenth time?  If you know what page you’re on, haven’t you memorized the story?”

“Sure.  Faramir is telling Frodo and Sam about the different kinds of men and how the Rohirrim – the Riders of Rohan—”

She stared at me.

“I dunno, I always enjoy it.  And whenever I read it, I discover a fresh detail, like it was the balrog not a troll that crashed into Balin’s tomb in Moria—”

“Okay, okay,” she chuckled.  “You’re sort of nerdy aren’t you?”  This she said in a nice way, not as an insult, but in admiration, and with a smile.

I said, “And you aren’t?  Chemistry, biology.”

“I guess we’re tied.  You’re an English nerd and I’m a science nerd.”

We laughed and walked on.  I had loosened up.  My muscles had become less painful, even if she hadn’t massaged my rear.

And notwithstanding that I could easily go back to where I’d left off in whatever I’d been reading, when we got to camp, not a single word of what UBH had said regarding the plants we’d spotted had lodged in my brain.  (“UBH” stood for Unkempt Black Hair.  His actual name always seemed to elude us.)

The finals.  We were psyched up, ready to win!  And our muscles were prepared to cooperate.  Hers especially.  Early morning lugging weighty double bags of newspapers, one in front, one behind, had built her strength, which explained her fitness and confidence.  Why hadn’t I noticed before?  Was I too entranced by her hair, face, and calm self-assurance?  I mulled these thoughts—

The starting pistol fired.  She – we – pulled hard, darted out fast, and didn’t let up.  I fixed my gaze on her, on her muscles and her ponytail swaying toward me and falling back with each stroke.  Her gentle grunts in my ears, I drew power from her.  We opened a big lead.  At the half-way point, we realized we had the race won, but she continued to press, so I wasn’t going to slack off.  The gap between our boat and the other two widened.  When we neared the finish line, she lifted her oars from the water.  I did too.  We silently glided the last three lengths.  The prior competitors, those eliminated in the previous heats, cheered.  She waggled her oars in acknowledgement.  After a sec, I followed suit.  We won by a mile.

At dinner – grilled pizza, burnt on the bottom and lukewarm on top – Jack stood up, raised a cup of soda, and announced, “To the winners of the 1979 Backwoods Rowing Tournament – Grace and Alex!”  We scowled at him.  “C’mon you two, stand up.”  We did.  Scattered applause.  She smiled, and I wore a semi-happy grin.  How do I know?  UBH took a Polaroid.  The camera mechanically droned, ejecting the photo.  He waved it in the air to accelerate development.  Jack said, “They” – he gestured at us – “were so far ahead they hotdogged it at the end, but congratulations anyway!”  More clapping.  UBH gave her the photograph.  “You keep it,” she undertoned.  “I look dumb.”

“No you don’t.  You look great,” I said quickly.  She frowned.  I blushed and grabbed the picture.  “Thank you,” I called out.  The dwindling applause ended.  We sat.  She whispered in my ear, “Not bad for a couple of amateurs with no practice.”  I nodded.  We ate our pizza.  And, in the moment, I learned something from her about life: when your efforts pay off, take a minute to celebrate.  She was, so I did too.

The remainder of summer camp wasn’t as engaging.  Besides, all I wanted to do was hang with Grace as much as possible, so I found a way to be with her for every activity.  If people saw and giggled or pointed, I didn’t care.  I don’t think she did either.

At the close of the week and a half, we were both tired, not from the exertion, but from sleeping poorly on the lumpy dirt.  We sat in adjacent seats on the bus ride into town.  We didn’t say much.  She dozed.  I struggled to stay awake, furtively glancing, unintentionally memorizing her features and dipping into light dreams.  Even today, as I have for so many years, I dream of her, of her high-school-senior vivacity and of the bright, mesmerizing young woman she was.  Back then, heading home on the bus, I shifted errant strands of hair out of her eyes.  Her lips curved slightly, but she didn’t stir, the rumbling engine and jouncing road lulling.  Watching her breathe, I considered how her resolve and energy had inspired my own.  This rooted my attraction to her – she improved me.  Relaxing into my seat, I dozed.

The bus slowed.  We jointly awoke.  We discovered our hands had inadvertently clasped.  She squeezed, released.  She said, “I wish it didn’t have to end.  I had fun.  Didn’t you?”

“Yes...” my voice trailed off, while I gathered myself.  She sat up.  “What?”

“Nothing... I was just hoping you’d give me your phone number, so we could hang out.”

“That’s all?  Of course.  If I tell it to you, will you remember it, same as your page numbers?”

“No way I’d forget.”

“Why not?”

“Because... I like you, and I want to spend more time together.  I’m better when I’m with you.”

“Good.”  She recited her number.

I repeated it, and I’ve never forgotten it since.

She smiled.  Brakes squealing, the bus halted.  Jack stood.  “Okay, this is the end of the line.  I hope you had fun.”  Most shouted “yes,” and a few muttered “no” or “not really.”  We disembarked.  We crossed to the waiting cluster of adults.  Grace and I introduced each other to our parents.  She and hers went north.  Mom gave me a funny look.  I and mine went south.  I did not show them the Polaroid UBH had taken.  It was stowed safely in a side pocket of my backpack.

That was how we met, what we first did together.  I fell hard for her face and her beauty, and, having been struck and arrested, I gravitated.  I craved nearness to her for the sliver of the world that was uniquely she.

What about her?  I don’t know what she saw in me.  I was a regular guy, not tall or short, but kind of skinny.  Brown eyes and hair, no glasses.  Intelligent, particularly if you were into remembering page numbers.  I was shy around unfamiliar folks, but I had opened up fast with Grace.  She was exactly right for me: brainy, sweet, energetic, driven.  Her life, it was never bad, but she wanted it to be better, which rubbed off on me.  In unison, we were better: the whole was greater than the sum of its parts.  Maybe that’s what she saw in me, or what we saw in our partnership: we were at our best when united.

My guts roiled for two days, before I got up the nerve to call her.  We still had an old rotary phone.  The new ones all had push buttons, but my dad said we shouldn’t replace ours just to replace it – “It still works!”  I held the receiver to my ear, my hand slipping.  My palm was sweaty.  I dialed.  The time it took to rewind back after each digit seemed like forever.  Then, eleven rings.  I counted them.  A woman answered: “Hello?”  Her mom.

I froze: What do I say to her?

“Hello?”

“Sorry,” I said, my voice thin and quiet.

“Who is this?  Is this a prank?”

“No,” I rasped.  I cleared my throat.  “Sorry.  It’s Alex – Grace’s friend from camp.  Is she home?”

“Oh!  Sorry, Alex.  No, she went to school to meet with her biology teacher.  May I tell her you called?”

“Yes, please.  I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome, dear.  Goodbye.”

“Bye.”

We hung up.  Dang!  She doesn’t have my number...

An hour later, all of which I’d spent fretting (and staring at the Polaroid UBH had taken), the phone rang.  After stowing the picture back at the bottom of my sock drawer, I ran to get it.

“Hi, Alex,” her voice said.

“Grace!  How’d you—”

“We don’t have very many Bailey’s.  I chose the one farthest south.”  She giggled.

“You’re so smart,” I blurted.  “I mean, a top-notch detective effort.”

“Thank you... So, you called me?”

“Oh!  Yeah!  Um.  Have you been to the Drive-In Diner?  They built it when they demolished the old drive-in theater.”

“That was sad.  I used to go with my brothers.  The speakers were static-y, but I thought it was neat.”

“Me too, um... May I take you there sometime?”

“How about tonight?  I’m not busy.  My dad wants me to help in the yard, but I can pull weeds tomorrow.”

“Um – sure!  It’s” – I consulted my watch – “2:30.  I’ll—“

“Pick me up at 6:00?”

“Yes!”

“Do you know where Parkview Drive is?”

“Sorry, no.  I almost never go up to the north side.”  

She gave me directions.

I said, “See you right at six.”

“Be ready for traffic, people commuting from work.”

“I will.”

“Good.  Bye.”

We hung up.  I wiped the receiver on my shirt and washed my hands.  I began wondering what to wear.

My mom interrupted.  “I guess you won’t be home for dinner.”  She gave me her Mom look, the same one she did when she and Dad came to get me after camp.

“I like her, okay?”  I said, probably too loud.

“Good for you,” she said, grinning.  “I’ll let you be, but if you end up going out, you’ll have to bring Grace by, so we can get to know her.”

“I will,” I said, uneasily committing to an invitation, but not to when.  I walked up the hall.  The phone was in the kitchen, which was between the dining-room and the living-room.  A door to the outside went to a concrete path leading to the garage; it was detached.  Two cars fit inside – my parents’ and mine, but I often parked in the driveway or in front of the house.

I had a ’69 white Toyota Corolla, with lots of miles on it, but it still worked – except the left turn signal didn’t always blink... and the radio was failing.  Now and then it ceased receiving stations, just went silent.  I had to repeatedly turn it off and on until it resumed.  But the engine was sound.  My father had taught me how to perform basic maintenance – changing the oil and the different filters, and so on.  We also rotated the tires.  It’d been a good vehicle, since they had bought it for me on my sixteenth birthday.

I backed up toward the garage and fetched an extension cord and the cannister vacuum cleaner.  It had a long hose.  I hadn’t cleaned the interior in a while.  I got the dust and dirt off the floor mats, collected my stuff from the back seat – primarily clothes – and vacuumed.  And I wiped the interior, including the dashboard.  I decided to get it washed on the way to her place – a twenty minute ride (not counting traffic), so I planned to leave at five o’clock to be safe.  Quarter to five to be especially safe.  Tardy was not happening.

I rolled down the windows to let some air in, put everything away, and rested to cool off, before jumping into the shower.  I wanted to wear shorts – the weather was hot – but jeans seemed better.  Jeans and a button shirt.  Formal shoes would be too... formal, so I put on my sneakers.  It’s not as if we were showing up at a fancy eatery.

“You look... clean,” Mom said, when I was ready to go.  “Say, hi, to Grace for me.”

“Come on.”

“Okay.  I’ll say ‘hi’ to her myself when you invite her over.”

I didn’t quite succeed in not rolling my eyes.  I went out to the car.  Tank’s almost empty, I noted as I drove away.  My family lived on Lakeview Road, but no lake was in the vicinity.  Maybe decades ago, but no longer – just a housing tract and the mall.  A gas station/car wash was next to the Sears.  I pulled in.  I filled up, then I had to wait in line.  I told the guy “A wash only, no wax, no special treatments.”  They were always trying to sell you ad-ons.  Just get it clean.  I was in and out, water dripping onto the pavement, despite the blowing-air dry.  I headed up Forest Boulevard (no forest was nearby either).  It was the most direct way north, despite the arcing route to avoid the midtown congestion.  5:20.  No problem...  I hit a traffic jam half way up.  Damn.  I started sweating.  I turned on the A/C.  A faint breath of cold air.  Not much, but it did help.  I inched forward.

The road gradually opened up.  I stepped on it.  Whatever else was wrong with it, this car could still go.  Ten to six and getting close.  I turned onto North Boulevard, went straight for a couple miles, made the first light, missed the second, turned right onto Parkview, and rolled into her neighborhood.  It was older than ours – the trees were bigger, so were the homes, and they were farther apart.  It was... peaceful.  Across from her house was a broad stretch of land.  Enormous white pines, lots of picnic tables, two baseball diamonds, a soccer pitch, and a couple basketball courts.  No pool.  I parked in front.  Two storeys.  Great view, I thought.  6:01.  Damn!  I got out.

“Hi!” she said, coming down a brick walk.  “Perfect!”

“No,” I admitted.  “A minute late.  I—”

“Your watch is fast.  I called time to make sure.”

“You did?.  You’re all over it.”  I went to get her door, but she climbed in.  She was wearing a flowery knee-length dress and sandals.  Very summery.

I got back in.  She was trying to put on her seat belt.  “I think this is broken,” she said.

“Yeah, sorry.  The car’s ancient.  I promise I won’t hit anyone.”

“But can you promise no one will hit you?”

I... smiled.  She wasn’t worried.  It was obvious from the lilt in her voice.  I said, “Nice neighborhood!  What’s your dad do?”

“He works for the power company.  You know the brick building east of town, way past the Drive-In?” – I nodded – “My mom used to work there too.  She was his boss for a little while.  When they got together, her supervisor changed her assignment.  And when she got pregnant with Robert, she resigned, and they moved here.  What about your parents?  What do they do?”

“Sorry,” I said, “we aren’t moving.”  I started the car.

“I’m not in a hurry.  Besides, you’d rather look at me than the road.”

“Definitely!” I said with too much enthusiasm.  I blushed.

She grinned.  “Take North.  It connects to Old Country Road.”

I made a U and a right on North.  I said, “My father used to teach English at South, but they made him Principal at the end of my senior year.  He was happy.  He’d always wanted more responsibility.  And he has improved the school, like pushing to upgrade the cafeteria food.  It used to suck, and it’s still only okay, but at least it’s edible.”  I went into the turn lane and stopped at the intersection with Old Country Road.

“What’s your mother do?”

“She’s never had a formal job – I mean, she does a lot – pays the bills, cooks, cleans, organizes, keeps the yard up, but she hasn’t been officially employed.”  The signal changed.  I made a left.

“And you?”

“You mean am I working?  Some.  Last year I began tutoring people in English.”

“You mean nouns and verbs and stuff?”

“No.  Novels and book reports – reading, mostly, and writing.”

“I should’ve guessed.”

“And nouns and verbs and stuff, so you did guess.”  I slowed and made a right onto a narrow street.  Up ahead, an orange neon sign spelled out “Drive-In Diner” one letter at a time, held on the full name, went dark for a sec, then repeated.

I pulled into the parking lot.  It was early, so it wasn’t crowded.  I went to open her door, but she’d beaten me to it.  We walked side by side (not touching, not yet) into the place.  They seated us in a booth along the back wall.  It was quieter there.  The menu was straightforward.  I said, “A burger and fries sounds good.”  That’s what we both ordered, plus a shake – chocolate for her, strawberry for me.

We talked.  She described her brothers to me – Bobby and Danny, or Robert and Dan, they’re preferences now.  Robert was at State (same as me), studying architecture.  "He wants to design skyscrapers," she said, “but to do it he’ll have to go to a big city.  My mom’s unhappy he’d be so far away.”  A waiter brought our food.  She dug in immediately.

“What’s Dan doing?”  I said, eating fries.

She swallowed.  “He’s already moved away.  He’s at Penn.  He wants to be a lawyer.  But you haven’t mentioned any siblings.”  My face must’ve drooped.  She said, “Sorry, did I say something wrong?”

“No, not wrong, just sad.  After I was born, my mom got pregnant again pretty quick, but her internals weren’t right, and she lost the baby.  It was a couple of years before she shook off the grief.  My dad did his best to support her, but she had to recover herself.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s even worse.  The miscarriage had made it so she couldn’t conceive any more, so it was doubly bad.”  I took a pull on my shake.

“It must’ve been really hard for her.”

“It was, and it still is, but it happened when I was almost three, so she’s okay.  Not perfect, but okay.”

We were suddenly silent.  My mom’s story had dropped a veil of somberness over us.  We ate for a while.  When the waiter returned to ask if we needed anything else, I shook my head.  He left.

When she finished her food, she said, “You’re going to be a junior, right?”  Her expression was neutral, but her voice had an upbeat lilt.  I appreciated the effort.

“Sorry for the downer.  It’s okay – it’s in the past – but’s still an unhappy episode for our family.  And thanks for listening.”

“Of course.”

“Yep, I’ll be a junior – mostly upper division classes.  Your turn.”

We discussed her focus – attending medical school – and the lengthy educational path in front of her.  I said I was drawn to British writers.  “I don’t know why.  Maybe because they’ve been speaking English a lot longer than we have.”

“So, getting it from the source?”

“Exactly!”  I smiled.  She grinned.  The veil had lifted.

Our conversation resumed, our childhoods and histories.  At one point, I said, “Why don’t you have a boyfriend?  You’re way too pretty and way too smart not to.”  I didn’t blush.  This was a serious question... I felt serious about her.

“Why do you think I don’t?”  When I slumped, she continued, “But I don’t.  I haven’t met a guy I liked well enough.”

“Are you sure?”

She stood.  “Let’s go for a walk.”

I put a twenty and a five on the table, pinned them with a salt shaker.  We crossed the room and went out.  She said, “My brothers and I used to come here, even after it closed, before the restaurant started.  She took my hand.  My brain shrieked: no sweating!  She added, “I’ll show you around.”

We strolled away from the Diner, toward a still-standing huge screen – or an array of huge screens.  At the peak, there’d been six.  We narrated our lives thus far – growing up in Kleinenburg, the neighborhood kids, our families and relatives, and hobbies and interests.  “Your Uncle Charlie was cool,” she said.  He was a fun person, the way he always played games with you when you were little.”

“He was a good guy.  My dad misses him.  So do I.”

When we got back to the Corolla, the Diner was hopping.  Somebody had plugged the juke box, and they’d turned it up.  Fire by the Ohio Players.  Life imitates art?  I opened her car door.  She climbed in.  I crossed and joined her.  My watch said 10:30.  I said, “Am I keeping you out past curfew?”

She chuckled.  “No, I don’t have one.  My parents trust me, but I ought to get home.  I have a lot to do.”

“Did your biology teacher give you a summer assignment?”  I started the car.

“Mr. Wexler?  Yes and no.  I told him I was looking to get ahead for my college courses.  He gave me two books.  I want to start fast.  Med school takes a long time.”

“It’s fantastic you’ve already figured out what you want to do.”  We rolled to a halt at Old Country Road to wait for a gap in the traffic.

“Thanks.  I’m not sure why, but I’ve known ever since I was seven.  Our doctor was so nice and helped us get past the rough spots, especially when we all came down with chicken pox.  Neither of my parents had had it when they were kids, so they got it really bad.  Robert was twelve and I was five.  Dan was eight.  My father was unable to work and my mother was exhausted.  Doctor Jackson stopped by each morning to be certain we had plenty of food and stuff like toilet paper.  He brought a bunch of pre-made dishes for us to heat up so dinner’d be easy for a couple days.  He inspired me.”

I zipped in front of oncoming cars.  I said, “He was a great physician, but you’ll be better.”

“I hope so, but you’re sort of biased.”  She smiled.

I nodded, but didn’t speak.  Words weren’t going to be enough.  I turned onto North Boulevard, then made a left onto Parkview.  We rolled up to her house.

She said, “And what are you aiming for with your British writers?”

“This minute...”  I stroked her cheek.  We leaned in and kissed.

“Did the British writers get all the girls?”

“I don’t want all of them, just the one right here, with me.”  We kissed again.  After a while, she said, “I should go inside.  Mom and Dad are probably squinting at us, trying to figure out what we’re up to.”

“Tell them you’re not pregnant... yet.”

“That’s mean!”

“Sorry...”

“And funny!  But I’m not telling them anything.  Let’s go see a movie – Friday...?”

“Works for me.  My evenings are free until September.”

“I’ll pick you up!”

“Awesome!  Five thirty?”

“Sure, but I want to check the times.  I’ll call you.”

She got out, smooched the air through the window, and hurried up the walk.  Her mom appeared.  Grace gave me a brief wave – I returned it – and she went inside.  The door hesitated – was her dad peering at me? – then swung shut.

I smiled all the way home.

Those kisses were the first of many, and they were private.  No making out for an audience of friends or classmates.  Of course we did, but we didn’t exhibit ourselves.  It felt... safer.  Our passion was growing, but we weren’t up for letting the world in on it... yet.  That’s what I thought, anyway.  She never mentioned it, and we didn’t neck in public.

I spent the next few days kicking around the house, wearing a stupid grin.  My mom knew why, but she kept it to herself.  She eyed me instead.  “What?” I said once, my voice sounding more annoyed than I intended.  “Sorry.”

“I want to meet this girl before too long.  You’re seriously taken with her.”

“You’ve already met her.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Okay, but... We’ve only gone out once.”

“But you have plans, don’t you?”

I blushed.  “Yeah.  Friday.”

“You can introduce us to her then.”

“I guess.”

She looked at me.  “When you’re – both – comfortable.”

When I wasn’t thinking about Grace, I was reading – or trying to read – Milton’s Paradise Lost.  It was challenging.  Maybe not as much as Shakespeare had been, but... I had to digest all of their work for my degree.  The professor said, “It’s best to have a solid foundation on which to build knowledge and understanding of the great British writers.”  I agreed in principle, but in practice these guys were tough going.

Thursday at quarter past eight, the phone rang.  I was half way into Paradise Lost, but Grace kept tickling my mind.  My mom answered it.  Her obvious enthusiasm caught my attention.  I marched toward her.  I overheard, “And what are you studying?... A doctor!  Wonderful!”  I dashed into the kitchen.  “Here he is now,” she said, and then to me, “It’s Grace.”

I snatched the receiver from her.  “Hi!” I said.  I glowered at my mother.  She frowned and disappeared.  I hoped she’d joined my father in their bedroom.  He was in front of the TV.  But I suspected she was standing around the corner listening in.

“Hi!  Your mom asks a lot of questions.”

“She does... One sec.”  I quickly glanced into the living-room.  There she was.  I scowled.  She shrugged.  I opened my eyes super wide.  She made a face, turned, and went into the hall.  I tracked her progress.  She stopped and looked at me.  I head-gestured.  She went.

“Sorry,” I said to Grace.  “She’s so nosey.”

“I’ve got it worse, with my snoopy brothers.  But this minute, they’re gone, and my mom’s doing laundry.  My dad’s not even home yet.”

“We need to get our own phone lines.”

“No way my parents’d allow it.”

“Mine wouldn’t either.”

“Alien or Empire Strikes Back?”

“Alien.  I’ve already seen Empire.”

“Okay.”  She paused.  “They have shows at 6:00 and 8:30.”

“Six o’clock.  I want as much time with you as I can get.”  After our initial date, the majority of my shyness had vanished.

“Me too,” she said, giggling.  “Hey: Star Trek or Star Wars?”

“They say a Star Trek movie will be coming out in December.  I saw the preview when I went to see Empire.”

“Who’d you go with?”

“Uh... my father.  He’s a huge science fiction nerd.  He loves the classics, especially Theodore Sturgeon.  And he knows all the Trek episodes by heart.  He watches them whenever they’re on.”

“Too nerdy for me!” she said.  “Are you too?”

“Sort of.  They’re both cool, but the TV series has gotten old.”

“It’s great when Star Trek highlights bad aspects of our culture.  They did one where the aliens were half black and half white and prejudiced about which half was black.”

“Yeah, I thought it was kind of weird.”

“Why?”

“I mean people behaving that way.”

“That’s exactly how they behave here.”

I considered for a second.  “You’re right.  Now Star Trek is better.”

“Shoot, my mom’s done with the laundry.  I gotta go.  Five thirty on Friday.”

“Okay, bye.”  We hung up.  I darted into the living-room.  Nobody was there.  I relaxed.  I returned to wrestling with Milton.  I was happy, but I doubted my upbeat mood was going to increase my comprehension of Paradise Lost.

At quarter to five, I got in the shower.  Since Grace had called, my mom had been bugging me regarding her.  I kept my mouth shut.  I’m unsure why, except I wasn’t – we weren’t – ready to tell people yet.  We were chilling, or so it appeared, unless you saw us in the car afterward.  But we’d never let our parents in on that.

I dried off and put on slacks, formal shoes, and a button shirt.  A film seemed like a fancier occasion than the Diner had been.  No tie, though – too flashy.  When I came out to wait, my mom surveyed me from top to bottom.  “Grace must be very special for you to get so gussied up.”

I glared at her.

“I’m sure she’s a nice girl,” she continued, ignoring my reaction.  “Why are you hiding her from us?” she said in her serious voice.  No teasing undertone.  I began to think she was worried we were breaking rules or out of line or Grace was a “bad influence” on me.  She was sometimes overprotective, maybe because I was the only child she’d ever have.

Keeping my voice neutral – or trying to – I said, “I’m not.  She is nice, and she’s smart and pretty and good for me.”  I stared at her.  She got the message.

“Okay, honey.  I’ll leave you be.  But we can’t wait to meet her.”

“You will soon.”  I said this to (hopefully) get her off my back.  I had no plans to invite Grace to dinner, at least not yet.

She smiled.

I heard a car pull up.  “See you,” I said, dashing.

Mom hollered a sentence with the word “late” in it.  That was the only part my brain caught.  It’s focus was out at the curb.

When I came running down the front walk, Grace went to my side to open the door.  I felt my mother’s eyes on me.  I was certain she was behind the window, peering at us.  To Grace, I said, “Hi!”

“Hi!” she replied.  We didn’t kiss, not even quickly.  “You’re in a hurry,” and, looking me over, “Nice duds!”  She glanced over my shoulder.  “Two faces are watching us.”  I climbed in.  She went around, got behind the wheel, started the car, and put it in reverse.

I said, “They – both of them – have been really bugging me to invite you over.”

“Mine are hassling me too.  “Who is he?  Where’s he from?  Is he in some of the same classes at school?  What’s he planning to do with his life?”  She shifted into drive, and we took off.

“My mom’s impressed you’re going to be a doctor.”

“I said you read a lot, and you’re studying English Literature.”  In a stern-ish voice, she asked, “He’s not in college, is he?”

“Uh-oh.”

“Yeah... I dodged.  I told her – told them – we were just hanging out.  She didn’t believe me.  My dad said, “You be careful, young lady.  Most boys want only one thing.”

I chuckled.  “My father has kept his distance.  He knows his wife will do the dirty work.”

She headed to Forest Boulevard.  Last year, they constructed four additional screens at the movie theater, expanding from the pair they’d had for a while.  The best way to get there was to exit at Eighth Avenue.

“You look fantastic!” I said, fully taking in her short, scoop-necked dress.  “Wow.”

She blushed.  “Thank you... Your parents are... not up tight, but...”

“Sorry...” I caressed her arm, ran my fingers along it.  I couldn’t stop myself from touching her.  “They... I think it’s because I don’t have any brothers or sisters.  Just me.”

“I get that.”  She took a hand off the wheel to hold mine.

I smiled.  I said, “I missed you.”

“It’s only been a couple days, but... I get what you mean.”

“Is this your car?”  I’d finally noticed.  We were in a blue Galaxie 500, 1970 or ’71.  “It’s kind of a tank.”

“It’s my mom’s.  They bought it used a few years ago.  It runs fine but has a lot of miles on it.”

A light bulb went on.  “You got my address out of the phone book too, didn’t you?”

“Yep.”

“Smart doesn’t come close to covering it.”

She exited.  We made our way east.  It wasn’t super busy yet – a bit early still.  She pulled into a parking space in the back.  We headed to the ticket window.

“Hey Grace... Who’s this?” greeted us.  A cute, slender, young woman, with dark brown hair.  Her eyes flitted over me.  “Snazzy!” she said.

“Alex, meet Lisa.  She and I were lab partners in Physics when we were juniors.  We did a bunch of demonstrations of centripetal force for our term project.  She did a great job explaining them to the class.”

“You did too!” Lisa added.  “Nice to meet you,” she said to me, holding out her hand.

“You too,” I said, shaking it.

“Have you been hiding him?” she said to Grace.

“No!  He went to South.”

“A traitor!  You’re dating a traitor?”

Grace laughed.  “I guess so.”  She nudged me.  “See you around.  We have to buy our tickets.”

“I’ll find you two later,” she said and went inside.  We got in line.

I asked, “Friend?”

“No, more of a busybody.”  She stepped close to speak into my ear.  “Now everyone I know will think you and I are doing it.”

I said, “I’m glad high school is finished for both of us.”

“Me too.”

She paid for her own ticket, as I did mine.  At the concession stand, we ordered fries, popcorn, and soda.  We didn’t like the tired complexion of the hot dogs.  They’d probably been on those rollers for hours, maybe days.

Alien was showing in theater five.  We went inside.  It was half full.  The movie had been out for a month or so.  We sat near the middle, three-quarters of the way back.  We put up the armrest between our seats.  This made it easier to hang onto each other, when the monster was roaming the ship in pursuit of the crew.  The audience augmented the horror with well-timed starts and screams.

When the credits began to roll, Grace said, “That was pretty intense.”

“It was, but why did they all go off by themselves?  Totally stupid.  Of course the alien was going to pick them off.”

She shrugged.  “I don’t expect these kinds of films are meant to be analyzed, Mr. English Major.”

“British writers,” I said as if announcing the arrival of a dignitary.

“C’mon, let’s go.  I want to explore downtown before it gets too dark.”

She wasn’t visible, but I swear Lisa’s gaze was on us.  I’m not sure why, but I took Grace’s hand.

“In her face, huh?” she said.

“Yep.  And how come you’re always two steps ahead of me?”

“It’s what I’m used to, being in competition with my brothers, usually trying to get better grades than they did.”

“Have you ever read Paradise Lost?”

“No, why?”

“Dang,” I half moaned.  “Then you can’t tell me what it all means.”

“Nope.”  She put an arm around me.  I reciprocated.  We walked in unison out to Eighth Avenue, our main drag.  She said, “If Lisa was writing a gossip column, we just became the headline.”

“Do you care?”

“Not even a little.”

“Me neither.”

“But—”

“If my mom saw it, I’d have some splaining to do.”

We laughed.  We toured various shops, open late for Friday night.  We bought a pair of corncob mugs.  This might be a small community, but it was bordered by acres of cornfields.  That’s what a healthy slice of the population did – corn.  At Gerard’s giftshop, the proprietor wrapped the mugs in paper and put them in a plastic bag with a handle.  “Thank you,” I said.

“My pleasure,” he replied.  “You kids have fun.”  I nodded.  Grace smiled.

We didn’t talk much while holding hands and wandering.  We were both happy to be together, to be on our own in the world, to be united by touch.  At ten-fifty, she said, “I have to get back, or my mom and dad’ll be worrying.”

“Okay.  I don’t think mine’ll be, but they will be wondering what we’re up to.”

“Which is exactly what mine’ll be worrying about.”  I pulled her into a hug.  We stood, wrapped around each other at the corner of Seventh and Main, not caring who saw us or what they thought.  It was an amazing feeling.

At eleven-fifteen, after we rolled to a stop at my house, we made out with verve, but for only a few minutes.  She pulled away when it got too heated.  “Sorry,” she said.  “I hardly know you...”  Her voice was playful.

“Say that to Lisa.”

We chuckled.  I got out, waved, and went up the walk.  My parents were watching us, as if they hadn’t moved since Grace had picked me up.

Part of me – all of me? – wished for us to eternally go on like that.  No cares, beyond incomprehensible (summer) homework, and being side-by-side as often as possible, not to do things, but just to hang out.  And as our closeness grew, we fogged up the car windows, the physical gaining on the intellectual.  Various urges aside, we were euphoric.  Grace and I could’ve dated forever, though I suspect our bodies would’ve eventually forced the issue.

And the 'rents.  Hers won the initial round.  I arrived at 171 Parkview, smartly attired, not formally, for Sunday dinner, a relaxed, uncomplicated meal, and, for the extra weekend cooking time, one less vulnerable to replacement by leftovers or restaurant takeout.

Confronting a white door, I inspected the peep hole.  I rang the bell.  I heard scuffling and loud whispering, before the entrance swung in.  “Evening, Alex,” said a comfortably-dressed, broad-shouldered, short-haired, not-tall man.  “I’m George, Grace’s father.  Emphasis his, a degree of intensity meant to convey... I wasn’t sure exactly, but when Grace peaked from behind her dad, eyes bulging, I shrank.

Clearing my throat, I said,  “Good to meet you, sir.”  I extended my hand.

He gripped it.  “You too,” he replied, his tone neutral.  “C’mon in,” he said, stepping aside.

Mrs. Bell appeared.  “May I get you a drink, dear?”

“I think I’ve seen him around,” said another male voice, similar to, but higher pitched than, Mr. Bell’s.  A thinner, taller version strode up.  “Robert Bell,” he said.  “Call me Robert.”  We shook.  

“Is he here?” a shorter young man enunciated from across the room.  He was more obviously a physical copy of Mr. Bell, but with fuller hair.  “So you’re the guy who’s got my sister so excited.”  He smirked.  Grace hit him.  “Hey!” he whined.

“Now, be nice!” Mrs. Bell said.

“Yes, please,” I said.  “Some water’d be great.”  I was trying to keep my throat from desiccating and reducing my voice to a gruff croak.

“Of course, dear,” she said.  She bustled into the kitchen.  She was nearly George’s height, not as thick, had dark, curled hair, and wore a flowered shift.

The family openly assessed me for fifteen interminable seconds.  My forehead broke out in a sweat.  Mrs. Bell came in, saying, “Here you are.”  She passed me a glass.

“Thank you,” my voice rasped.  I gulped half of it.  Robert and Dan exchanged looks.

Rescuing me, Grace said, “Why don’t we all sit?  Dinner’s ready.”  I finally noticed the longish, stained-wood dining table, with six place settings.  She guided me to a chair.  I tried not to spill my water.  Once seated next to her (she and I opposite her brothers, the parents at the ends), I exhaled.

Approaching with hands full of serving dishes, to me Mrs. Bell said, “You must be special.  Grace hasn’t invited anybody over before.”  She set down a sizable bowl of mashed potatoes and a broad wooden one brimming with green salad.  Turning, she went back the way she’d come.

I managed a grin.

“He is!” Grace said too loudly.  The boys snickered.  She threw them a scowl.  Their eyebrows rose; their mouths shut.  A tense silence ensued.

Her mother carried in the centerpiece, a well-browned, succulent roast beef.  She set it at the father’s end.  “Smells wonderful,” my voice, slightly recovered, assayed.

“You’re so sweet,” she replied, smiling.  With a pointed glare at her sons, she said, “Good manners are always in fashion.”

“Smells awesome, Mom!” Robert and Dan chorused.

“Grace, help me with the drinks,” Mrs. Bell said.  My girlfriend and ally briefly rubbed my shoulder, then vanished into the kitchen.

Mr. Bell stood, taking up a meat fork and a gleaming knife.  I shrank and shuddered, irrationally imagining how being sliced up would feel.  He jabbed the beef and began carving.  To me, he said, “Dan drove back home all the way from the University of Pennsylvania to meet you, son.”

“I appreciate it,” I offered, holding my breath, guessing which young man to look in the eye, having momentary forgotten who was who.

“No problem,” Dan said, “Happy to.”  I exhaled.  I’d picked the right sibling.

“So,” Mr. Bell said, setting aside a slice of beef and starting on another, “I understand you and my only daughter have become sexually active.”  

“Daddy!” Grace yelped, a tray of four additional glasses joggling and chattering.  “How can you believe that?”  She distributed the drinks.

Robert and Dan smirked, but managed to suppressed their laughter.

“Sweetheart,” Mr. Bell said softly, laying a second piece of beef on the first, then, to me, continued, “I’m in oversight at the power company” – he resumed carving – “and Friday afternoon I happened to take note of Mr. Schroeder telling Walt that his daughter, Lisa, said you and my lovely girl were ‘doing it.’”  He plated a third slice.

“Daddy!” Grace practically shouted, “it’s just gossip!  You get how Lisa is.  She’ll say anything to be popular.”

“Now, dear,” Mrs. Bell, a large bowl of creamed corn in hand, said, “Don’t be unkind.”

I peeked at the brothers.  They had covered their mouths, but their expressions were full of glee.
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