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For Craig Lesley



“EMPTY MOM”


A car door slammed.

I opened my eyes. I was in the living room, on the couch. I’d fallen asleep.

Mom was home. My mom who’d been in rehab, in California, for three months. My dad had gone to pick her up from the airport, and now they were back. They were in the driveway.

I scrambled to my feet. I shut off the TV. I glanced around at the living room to make sure there weren’t any dirty cups or dishes. My dad and I had been cleaning the house all weekend for her homecoming.

I heard voices from outside. I felt that familiar surge of anxiety. Here comes Mom, I thought. I stepped over to the hall mirror and checked myself in the reflection. I looked like I always did: longish hair, nervous eyes, seventeen-year-old face.

I had to go greet them. I opened the front door and went outside, into the cold suburban darkness.

My mother didn’t look that different. Maybe a little skinnier, a little more gray in her hair. I gave her a quick hug and went around to the trunk and got her suitcase.

I followed the two of them inside. Nobody was talking, I noticed. I carried the suitcase through the living room and into Mom’s downstairs office, where she would be sleeping.

Dad went into the kitchen. In a cheerful voice he asked if anyone wanted coffee. I said I’d have some. Mom didn’t answer. She stood in the living room looking around at everything. She appeared sort of dazed. She took a seat at the dining room table and checked her phone.

Dad had some pork chops out, to thaw for dinner. He turned on the stove and poured some olive oil in the big skillet. As he did, he told Mom things that had happened while she was gone. The new refrigerator was the main thing. It had a bigger freezer and two doors, which saved electricity. Also, one of our cats, Nipsy, had run away for a week but then come back. Mom didn’t really respond to any of this.

Then Allison showed up. She was my mom’s best friend. She came in the front door without knocking, and my mom jumped up to greet her. They hugged and gushed, and then Mom grabbed her coat and they went for a walk. That left me and my dad sitting there, with the pork chops cooking.

Mom came back two hours later. She seemed much more emotional now. She gave me a long hug, crying while she held me. But it didn’t seem like she was crying for me. It felt more like she was crying for herself, regretting all the ways she had messed up her life and probably thinking about Richard, the guy she was not supposed to see anymore. When she stopped, she cleared away her tears and talked about turning over a new leaf and making a new start, which meant she would be going to AA meetings every night and talking to strange people on the phone. She told us she’d learned certain things about herself, and she was going to be a better wife and mother now.

Dad didn’t say anything. He put the pork chops on the table with some green beans and dinner rolls. The pork chops were pretty dried out by now. Mom didn’t want hers, so I ate it. She ate some green beans and then made herself some tea. Nobody really talked. Eventually, I said good night and went to my room and fell asleep.

*  *  *

The next day I saw Dr. Snow, my therapist, for a special visit. That was when I said the thing about an “empty mom.” It wasn’t anything I’d thought about; it just popped out of my mouth. But Dr. Snow kept bringing it up. We talked about it for the next three sessions, what I meant exactly, and what was the feeling of “empty mom.” But I didn’t have an exact feeling about it. I’d just said it. And I didn’t want her to know I’d said it either, because she’d get mad.

So then we tried to live our normal lives, the three of us. Mom would go to work every morning at the university. At night she would go to her AA meetings and then come home and zone out in front of the TV. It was weird having her there. My dad felt it. So did I. I mean, it was better than when she was drinking, and at least we knew where she was. But Mom was bored, you could tell. She wanted to be somewhere else. It made you feel bad, like you weren’t good enough and you should be doing something that would make things more interesting for her.

This all happened during the spring of my junior year. I was going to Dr. Snow every Tuesday and Friday, twice the normal sessions. He kept giving me things to do, affirmations to say to myself, breathing exercises to relax. But I was never big on that stuff. Mostly, I stayed after school, playing basketball or working out, avoiding going home.

Eventually, we got to the end of the school year. My friends had various summer activities planned: sports camps, summer jobs, trips to foreign countries. I hadn’t made any plans since everything was so focused on my mom. One thing my dad and I agreed on: I needed to get away for the summer. So my dad made some last-minute phone calls. . . .
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I arrived in Seaside at dusk. The bus let me off on the side of the highway. There wasn’t an official bus stop, just a bench that said GREYHOUND on it, next to an old gas station that had its windows boarded up and a FOR SALE sign in the front.

I was supposed to call Aunt Judy when I got there, but I’d been on the bus for five and a half hours and I didn’t feel like calling right away. It felt good to be outside, in the open air, in a place that was new and unfamiliar. I walked around on the crumbly asphalt and stretched my legs. I breathed in the cool ocean breeze.

There was a store across the two-lane highway called the Quick-Stop. I waited until the traffic cleared and crossed, rolling my suitcase behind me. A little bell jingled when I pushed open the door. The Quick-Stop was a bit run-down: dirty floors, a sticky soda machine. The beer signs and other advertisements on the walls looked like they’d been there for decades. I walked around, rolling my suitcase up and down the aisles, looking for something to eat. They had some strange stuff in that store: rifles, bear traps, camouflage vests, every kind of knife you could imagine. There was homemade jerky and dried-out corn dogs under a heat lamp. I decided on some Hostess mini donuts and a pint of milk and went to the counter. The creepy lady stared at me while she rang me up. I stared back. She gave me my change, and I rolled my suitcase outside and stood in the parking lot and ate my donuts.

*  *  *

I’d been to Seaside before, visiting the same aunt and uncle, but that was four years ago. My mom didn’t like the Reillys, was the reason we hadn’t been back for so long.

I didn’t remember much about the town. It wasn’t very big; I knew that. Across the highway you could see the Coast Range mountains. They’d been clear-cut, and the treeless spots, ragged and bald, looked like a bad buzz job. In the other direction was the Pacific Ocean. You couldn’t see it from the Quick-Stop, but you knew it was there. You could smell the salt spray in the air. And the sun had set, so the sky was turning a bright red and pink.

I finished the six donuts. I could have used a couple more, since they were mini donuts and hardly bigger than a bite each. But I didn’t buy any more. I drank my milk and watched the cars pulling in and out of the parking lot. I felt good and relaxed for a change, since I was in a new place and I wasn’t attached to anybody or anything. Nobody knew me or what my deal was.

I checked my phone. Aunt Judy would be expecting my call. Just a few more minutes of freedom, I thought. I watched the Quick-Stop customers. They were mostly local people. Seaside was a pretty rough town, I could see. It wasn’t a college town like Eugene, where I lived. None of these people were professors or visiting scholars or college students. But that was okay. Maybe that made it better. Seaside was more rugged; it was a town of loggers and fishermen, more “salt of the earth” types. Maybe I needed some of that in my life.

There were other good things: my aunt and uncle were pretty cool, as far as I could remember. And I’d get to hang out with my cousins, who would be older now. Since I was seventeen, that meant that Kyle was eighteen and Emily was fifteen. Kyle had become a serious baseball player, according to my dad. He’d been given a full scholarship to play for the Oregon State Beavers next year. I didn’t know what Emily was into. My main memory of her was she was bossy, and she always had to be the banker when we played Monopoly.

Whatever happened here in Seaside, it would be different. And at least I wasn’t home. At least I was far away from whatever trouble might eventually happen with my mom.
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I finally called Aunt Judy. Five minutes later a big blue pickup truck pulled into the parking lot of the Quick-Stop. A wide, smiling face appeared in the open window. “Hey, Nick!”

“Hey, Uncle Rob!” I called back. I lifted my rolling suitcase and heaved it into the truck bed. I hurried around to the passenger side. Uncle Rob moved a thermos and some papers off the seat, and I slid into it. I clicked my seat belt on.

He eased the pickup around. “How was the bus ride?”

“It was good,” I said, nodding.

Uncle Rob pulled up to the two-lane highway and waited for a break in the traffic. We both watched the passing cars.

“How long did it take?” he asked.

“Five hours,” I said. “. . . Five and a half.”

When the road cleared, Uncle Rob pushed down on the accelerator. The big truck rumbled onto the highway. It was fun being so high off the ground and looking down on the other cars. I remembered my mom talking about the Reillys, calling them “backwoods” and “rednecks,” which was true. But it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, not in my mind.

I snuck a look at Uncle Rob. He looked like a mountain man with his facial scruff and his insulated vest and his oil-stained John Deere cap. The inside of the truck smelled like men, like the woods and gasoline and leather boots. It was cool. I liked it.

“And the bus was okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “It was pretty good. Pretty comfortable seats.”

“Which way you go? Up Highway 101?”

“Actually,” I said, “we went up the interstate to Portland. And then over.”

Uncle Rob nodded.

“That was the boring part,” I continued. “Waiting to change buses in Portland. But it was okay. I walked around a little.”

Uncle Rob drove. I tried to think of what else I could say about the trip.

“Yeah, this one guy got on in Blanchard,” I said. “He didn’t smell too good.”

Uncle Rob smiled. “That’s the Greyhound for you,” he said.

“Yeah,” I said. I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

This was going to be a little weird, I realized. I’d lived my whole life in Eugene, surrounded by the University of Oregon, where my mom was a professor and my dad was a research librarian. We didn’t wear John Deere caps or drive pickup trucks in Eugene. We had famous authors over for dinner. The fact that Uncle Rob owned a car wash was another thing my mom made fun of. The Happy Bubble, it was called, which my mom thought was hilarious. She always said that in Oregon, where it rains almost every day, who would go into the car wash business? An idiot, that’s who.

*  *  *

We drove along the highway and then turned right, in the direction of the mountains. We wound our way uphill, and then pulled into the gravel driveway of the Reilly residence. I remembered the house from four years ago. It had a sturdy, mountain cabin look to it. A long row of freshly split firewood was stacked along one side.

All the lights were on, I noticed. I hoped the Reillys wouldn’t make a big fuss about me coming. My visit had been arranged at the last minute, and I wasn’t sure how much they knew about my mom, or how much trouble it would be to have me stay there.

Uncle Rob went in first. I followed behind. We made our way through the living room and into the kitchen. As soon as we entered, Aunt Judy came running over. “Nicholas! Look at you—you’re all grown up!” She gave me a big hug and did the looking-me-up-and-down thing. Uncle Rob stood there, grinning. Then this pretty girl got up from the table and came over. I wasn’t sure who she was, but I looked closer into her face and realized it was my cousin Emily. “Hi, Nick,” she said. She shook my hand and retreated back to her seat.

“Nicholas, you must be starving,” said Aunt Judy, drying her hands on a towel. “Did you get a chance to eat anything?”

“Just some mini donuts.”

“We’ll fix you up,” she said, getting some stuff out of the refrigerator. But then she stopped and smiled at me. “It’s so nice to see you. We’re so glad you’re here and that you’re staying with us.”

“Thanks, Aunt Judy,” I said.

Uncle Rob took off his hat and got himself a beer out of the fridge. But then—maybe remembering my mother’s problems—he put the beer back and got a Pepsi.

“I’m sorry Kyle isn’t here,” said Aunt Judy. “He’s very excited you’ll be here for the summer. You know he’s going to Oregon State next year on a baseball scholarship.”

“That’s what my dad told me,” I said.

“You should have been here this spring,” said Uncle Rob. “He set the high school strike-out record for the entire Coast League.”

I nodded and acted impressed.

Uncle Rob opened his Pepsi and drank some of it. Emily was sitting at the kitchen table looking at her phone. Aunt Judy offered to make me a sandwich. “What would you like, tuna fish? Or better yet, how about a grilled cheese and some tomato soup? Doesn’t that sound good?”

“That sounds great,” I said.

“We are so glad to have a little time with our favorite nephew,” said Aunt Judy, going back to the refrigerator.

Uncle Rob nodded and smiled and drank more Pepsi.

I stood there awkwardly, nodding along and being properly grateful. I tried to think of what else to say, but I couldn’t come up with anything. I looked over at Emily, hoping she could help me out. But she didn’t look up from her phone.

*  *  *

The inside of the Reilly house felt like an old ship. The hallways were narrow, and the floorboards were warped and crooked. Maybe because of the sea air? I didn’t know.

They didn’t have a guest room, so I would be staying in the basement. My aunt and uncle took me down there. Since the house was on a hill, there was a window and a basement door that led outside. Aunt Judy had made the bed up with fresh sheets and blankets. There was a little bookshelf to put stuff in. They had decent Wi-Fi, so that was good. There was a large stand-up freezer on the other side of the room and an exercise bike that looked like it had never been used. The washer and dryer were down there too, which Aunt Judy apologized for. I told her it was okay, I liked falling asleep with a dryer going.

Uncle Rob showed me how the lock on the basement door worked. The three of us went outside for a minute. Since it was dark now, the stars were out, and the air smelled delicious, like a mixture of the ocean and the forest and burning campfires. It was cold, though. That was something my dad had warned me about. On the coast it stayed cold, even in summer.

Uncle Rob went back upstairs, and Aunt Judy stayed a little longer and helped me put away my clothes. I didn’t have much: a pair of Levi’s, a couple shirts, a hoodie, a thick wool sweater, and my North Face parka. I had a couple books, including Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet, which was my summer reading for AP English. This was supposedly a good book for writers to read, and it was short, so, hopefully, I would get through it by the end of the summer.

After that Aunt Judy went upstairs. So then I was by myself, which was a relief. I continued to settle in. I found an outlet and plugged in my phone. I lay on the bed and looked up at the wood beams and pipes above me. I had a strange feeling then. Like, I knew my aunt and uncle loved me and would be super nice to me, which was great, but really, why was I here? This was a beach town, a tourist town. It kind of didn’t make sense. And all the time my dad and I were discussing it, we made it sound like this was what I’d wanted all along. But it wasn’t. I came here because of my mom. Because my dad and I were afraid of what might happen, of what she might do. It was like, even when she wasn’t doing anything, you had to think about her, you had to account for her. She was always having an effect on you.

I rolled over and tried not to think about it. I was here. I would have to make the best of it. And it was the beach after all. Maybe I could meet some girls. Maybe there would be some fun parties. It was all about your attitude—that’s what Dr. Snow always said. It was up to you if you wanted to be happy or not.
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I saw my cousin Kyle for the first time the next morning. He was eating breakfast at the kitchen table when I emerged from my basement room.

He looked a lot different. He was tall and thick, like a grown man, except that his hair was dyed blond. He looked like what he’d become: a star baseball player with a full scholarship to college. He was still nice, though, and polite. He made room for me at the table and asked me about my school and what sports teams I followed and other things about my life.

Uncle Rob spoke up. “So your dad said you might want to try some shifts at the Happy Bubble this summer?” he said.

I nodded that this was true. “Yeah, if you don’t mind.”

My dad had recommended this since there wasn’t anything else to do in Seaside. I’d make a little money, and if I didn’t work there, I’d just be hanging around the house, and the Reillys would think I was a spoiled rich kid. So we figured I better do it.

*  *  *

So, after breakfast, Kyle, Uncle Rob, and I got in his pickup and drove into town. It was a gray, overcast day, even though it was June. As we drove, I looked out the window at Seaside in the daylight. It wasn’t the most beautiful place: a lot of junk in people’s yards, and buildings that could use a coat of paint, and car parts and old mattresses stacked up in places. We passed a McDonald’s, which, judging by the many cars outside, was the most popular restaurant in town.

The Happy Bubble appeared on the right. It was relatively clean and kept up. The sign had bubbles on it, the largest bubble with a big yellow happy face inside. There were two cars waiting to get washed, one car entering the tunnel and another car behind it. A Happy Bubble employee was spraying the hubcaps and wheels of the waiting car with a hose. It was a white SUV, I noticed, with a family inside and California plates.

“Californians love to wash their cars,” Kyle told me.

We pulled into the back parking lot. Kyle already had his gray Happy Bubble shirt on, with a patch that said “Kyle” on it in cursive writing. For pants he had on black Dickies, which the other guys wore also. And black sneakers. So that was the uniform. I would need to get that stuff too.

We parked behind the main building, and I followed Kyle and Uncle Rob into the office. Everything in the place was old: the chairs, the magazines, the notices stuck to the wall behind the counter. It was like the Quick-Stop, worn down but also cozy and familiar in a way. There were donuts in a pink box, and some not very fresh-looking coffee in a coffee maker.

“All right, let’s see if we’ve got a shirt for you,” said Uncle Rob, taking me into a storage room. He found a Happy Bubble shirt hanging on a rack. This one said “Chris” on the name patch. He handed it to me; it was a medium and I put it on. It wasn’t a perfect fit, but it was close enough. The problem was it was a crappy shirt. 100% polyester. And with threads hanging out on the bottom. It felt scratchy and uncomfortable. But Kyle had the same shirt, and he wasn’t complaining. And the guys outside were wearing them. “Yeah,” I told Uncle Rob. “That feels about right.”

We went back out to the front. There were no more cars, so the sprayer guy, Mike, shut off his hose and took a break. He was older, a grown man, with a mustache and a hardness in his face. He pulled a pack of Marlboros out of his shirt pocket and lit one, holding it clenched in his teeth for a few seconds while he tucked in his shirt.

Kyle showed me how the car wash worked. When a car first pulled up, you sprayed the tires and the hubcaps and along the bottom of the chassis to knock off any mud or dirt. Then, after they paid, you guided them onto a conveyer belt that pulled them through the tunnel. The car needed to be in neutral, and the car windows had to be closed. That was the most important thing. Kyle described a couple times when the windows were left open. These were stories that had obviously been told often: a guy getting his sunglasses blasted off by the side sprayer, or the big roller dropping down into a sunroof and yanking off a woman’s wig, or a cat jumping out an open window and getting sucked into the vacuum intake (it lived).

Kyle walked me farther into the tunnel and showed me how the machines actually worked. How the big rollers moved against the sides of the car. How the “mitters”—strips of heavy cloth—swept back and forth, cleaning the windshield and the hood. When we got to the other end of the tunnel, I saw that the California SUV was still there. The driver and his family had gone inside, and another Happy Bubble employee, a younger guy, was vacuuming the carpets inside.

“That’s Justin,” said Kyle. I watched Justin work. It didn’t look like fun, getting down on your hands and knees on the wet concrete to vacuum under the seats of somebody’s car. No sooner did I think that than Kyle said, “That’s probably where my dad will have you start.”
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At twelve thirty Uncle Rob bought everybody lunch from the Freezie Burger down the street. As I sat eating with Kyle, Mike, and Justin, I wondered what my friends at home would think of all this. I wondered what Kate would think.

Kate was my ex-girlfriend. We’d broken up six months before, mostly because things had gotten so intense and we needed a break. That’s what we told each other. We’d been together during the worst of my mom stuff and the Richard drama, including the night the cops arrested my dad for punching him in the face in front of our house. I’d slept over at Kate’s a couple times when things got too crazy.

Kate probably wouldn’t think much of the Happy Bubble scene. She would never say that, of course. She was always supportive. But the idea of me working in a car wash, wearing a crappy uniform shirt, vacuuming old French fries and Cheetos out of people’s cars? That wouldn’t seem like much of a summer. Especially to her, who would be on Orcas Island with her grandparents, who had a summer house there, and a tennis court and a sailboat.

When I’d finished my cheeseburger, I got out my phone and thought about texting her for some pity points. But I decided not to because that had been part of the problem, too much information on my end, too much burdening her with my family shit. As Dr. Snow said, sometimes people—young people especially—just want to be carefree and not think about other people’s problems, not even their boyfriend’s. Which I understood.

*  *  *

When my training day was over, instead of riding home with Uncle Rob, I plugged in my headphones and went for a walk into town. Seaside wasn’t very big. The busy part was Main Street, which had shops and arcades and bumper cars, and then the Promenade that ran along the beach. The big hotels were closest to the ocean, and behind them were some smaller streets with souvenir stores and restaurants. I found a decent-looking coffee shop a couple blocks inland that was closed. An ice cream shop was open, but it was pretty cold already, so I skipped that. I went ahead to the actual beach.

The beach at Seaside wasn’t like what you see on TV. It went for miles and was wide and windy, and the wind gusts blew the sand into your face. I took off my shoes, despite the cold sand, and walked a bit. When I let a wave come up around my feet, it felt like ice water. Still, I kept walking. I went north. It didn’t take long until tiny Seaside (population 6,000) disappeared behind me. Then it was just sand and dunes and the mountains to my right, the foaming gray sea to my left. I listened to my music and tried to think what I was going to do here for the entire summer. I had a lot of time to kill.

*  *  *

Eventually, I noticed there were houses above the dunes again, and I could see that I’d come to another town. I checked my phone. Gearhart, it said. Population 1,500. I saw a trail that led through the dunes. I walked up it and found myself on Gearhart’s main road. There were houses, and smaller roads, and a grocery store and a few other shops at the one intersection. Since I was off the beach and sheltered from the wind, it wasn’t so cold. It was nice, this little town. The houses were newer and in better shape than in Seaside. The cars were more Volkswagens, Subarus, and BMWs, the kinds of cars you’d see in Eugene.

I went into the store. They had a deli counter with gourmet cheeses and baguettes and Perrier water, the same stuff my mom always made my dad buy. I was hungry, so I ordered a bagel with cream cheese. The woman was very lively, with her lipstick and red apron; she was chatting with the customers about different things. I got my bagel and paid and thanked her.

There was a small park across the street. It was still light out, so I sat on a bench and ate my bagel. A seagull appeared, and I gave him a tiny bit of it. Then another seagull appeared, and I gave him a little bit too. Then about twenty seagulls came crowding around, so I stopped doing that. Instead, I changed benches and watched the people in the park. A well-dressed man was walking his dog. A woman ran by in a jogging outfit. She had sunglasses, spandex pants, something strapped to her bicep. She looked like a Eugene person: blond, slender, and fit.

This was the kind of town Kate’s family might stay in. I imagined Kate sitting with me. She would have gotten a salad, something healthy—her mom was big into organic greens. I liked Kate’s mother, but we had a difficult history. One of our first encounters was her catching me in their house one night, sleeping in Kate’s bed, during one of my mother’s drama binges. Kate’s mother had freaked out and threatened to call my parents. Kate had to explain to her about my situation at home, and why I was there, and why I couldn’t go back to my own house.

Then, a couple weeks later, was the famous night that Richard came to our house looking for my mother and my dad punched him in the face and got taken to jail for assault. After that Kate’s mother told me I could stay with them any time I wanted, no questions asked. They even made a little room for me in their basement. At the time I thought how nice of them to help me out. But later, looking back, I could see that was probably the beginning of the end for Kate and me. I mean, Kate’s parents didn’t want her mixed up in stuff like that. Cop cars and fistfights and the neighbors standing in the street. That was no place for their daughter. Of course they were super nice to me, but it was pretty clear the message Kate was getting: Is this the kind of family you want to be part of?
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I bought my black Dickies pants the next day, before my first official shift at the Happy Bubble. I got them at Bill’s Army-Navy shop, which was hidden behind one of the souvenir stores off Main Street. I also found some cheap ($9.99) black sneakers, since that’s what the other guys wore. The shoes didn’t even have a brand; they just said “Made in China” on the insole.
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