Summer

It was one of those days when you felt like maybe if you spread your arms wide and took a deep breath, you might be able to fly. Early summer, fresh out of school, in that weird period of time between senior year and whatever the fuck happens next, we were driving along a dirt road somewhere in the Ozarks, locations, goals, and understanding all very vague to all five of us. I was sitting in the back seat with the window all the way down, with my face full front to the wind. It hurt a little but I was still enjoying the adrenalin rush of driving entirely too fast on a hot day. I fumbled in my pocket for my cigarettes and pulled one out. Nick caught the action in the rear view mirror and tossed me his lighter. I never have a lighter on me and had been shamefacedly asking Nick for his every fifteen minutes or so. After so many apologies, the transaction was now completed with a grin from him and a mouthed “thanks” from me. I sparked the lighter roughly fifty seven times before the damn thing caught, which drew some patronizing smirks from Hannah and Rob scrunched in the backseat with me. I chose to ignore it and attempted to blow smoke out the window, most of which flew back in my face, stinging my eyes.


“Right here, right here,” Hannah suddenly shrieked, crashing out of her lazy mellow reverie as we came upon the turn. Nick spun the wheel hard and we crashed into the smokehouse parking lot.


“Damn, go easy on my car,” Hannah admonished the driver.


Nick laughed as he yelled at her, “Then don’t scream at me while I’m driving it.”


We got out of Hannah’s Altima, the outside covered in dust. There was Hannah, in shorts and a blue swimsuit, 100% summer and up for anything. John, in sunglasses, khacki shorts, and a green tee shirt, looking very GQ and desirable. Rob, nearly a foot shorter than the rest of us with gentle brown eyes, an easy smile, and filled with poignant observation. Me, the one of the group least comfortable with being human in my big jeans and a black tee shirt, feeling the unpleasant moisture of sweat in my un-summery attire. And Nick, in flip flops, swimming trunks, and a sleeveless gray shirt, wild brown hair under a baseball hat, completely in control of the situation and completely relaxed and existing in the moment.


The smokehouse towered in front of us, a rickety wooden building out in the middle of no where that served the best ham sandwiches I had ever eaten. It was one of those backroad places that Hannah or Nick would find, that a girl like me who’s liable to get lost and scared in her own upper-middle class residential neighborhood would never come across on her own. Everyone’s flip flops and my chaste tennis shoes kicked in the gravel as we made our way inside.


The interior was dark and smokey, but a pleasant relief from the hot mid May sun. Hannah and I got our sandwiches, the guys bought drinks, and we migrated out through the screen door onto the building’s wooden back porch, complete with a small garden, a fish pond, and 25-cent fish food. I bought some and threw a handful over the rail of the small bridge crossing the water.


I reached in my pocket and pulled out my cigarettes. Nick grinned and tossed me his lighter. “Thanks,” I whispered. As usual I had some trouble getting a flame, so finally Nick leaned over and lit it for me. “Thank you,” I said, staring at the ground.


Hannah tossed her blond hair behind her shoulders and surveyed her surroundings, allowing her eyes to casually rest on John for a few seconds. He noticed, blinking hard and jerking his eyes in the other direction. Rob saw it too. Our eyes met and we laughed silently. Nick rolled his eyes and asked if I wanted the rest of my sandwich. I shook my head and tossed it at him. 


“I want some chips,” Hannah announced.


John perked up as she started back inside. “Me too,” he said, jogging to catch up.


“Hey, can I borrow some money?” Rob said, following them.


My eyes widened in a temporary moment of panic at being left alone. In a group, I’m fine, I can get away with pretending to be sagely silent and observant, but one-on-one, some conversation is generally required. I struggled for words – nice day, how’ve you been, what’re you up to this summer – but I kept rolling each phrase around in my throat, pondering each vowel sound, how well I should pronounce the consonants, and it suddenly seemed like anything I might say would sound insipid and scripted coming out of my mouth. So I just coughed.


When I was ten, I went to New York City for the first time. I was walking along, holding my mom’s hand, thoroughly enjoying myself, when a homeless man came around the corner. “Please…change…cancer….no job…” I mean, what do you say to that?


Nick looked at me thoughtfully for a while, then attempted to start a conversation. “So Leah, how’s life treating you?”


“Fine,” I said quietly, wincing at the nasal whine the “i” made and fighting to come up with something interesting to follow up the monosyllabic reply. What I wanted to ask was if Nick had ever felt like he could fly, or if he’d ever been to New York and been permanently scarred by not having the sense to harden up to an old wino, or if he’d ever panicked over coming up with appropriate chit chat, or if he believed in God, or if he could understand what I was really trying to say, but he was sitting there, looking at me with those eyes of his and that perpetual hint of a grin around the corners of his mouth, looking like he fit in out here, that he understood his world, like he felt like he was really living his life, and what do you say to that?


Fortunately, I was rescued from the awkward silence by the return of the other three, who prompted Nick and me to get back into the car so we could go swimming. Nick started walking and I took one last look at the fish.


They were mostly trout, dark gray shadows under the water. But there was one bright golden fish swimming with stately motion around and around the small enclosure. It stood out like a lightning bolt, just going in circles around and around and around. It was a beautiful animal, and my heart bled watching it spend its lifetime in simple repetition.

