The man was boisterously frenzied,  his strength nearly wrenching the door from it's hinges with his entrance. The furniture jumped in shock, the pictures upon the wall became skewed, and the grandfather clock nearly dinged a nonexistent hour. Reliable old wood groaned as the man's steps exploded on the floor, complaining about this latest new strain.

It was an old dining room, laced with antiquity. Within it the trappings of a family of yesteryear. Pictures of  people and places, of things long gone and smiling faces hang from the whitewashed walls,    which were repainted whenever the cracks of age began to show through. The table in the center is the room's masterpiece, though scarred and stained from a lifetime's worth of meals, it's prominence could not be denied. Made of hard, rich wood stained a deep burgundy, it was placed there while the house itself was being built, and now was immovable. The little space it didn't occupy was where the family Christmas tree would lay, a tradition kept long after any children were there to watch it. There were windows behind the tree space, but they were kept closed and shaded at all times, except at Christmas for obvious reasons. There was no need to spoil the nostalgia and constancy with visions of the modern era outside.  A cabinet lies to the right, snug in the corner, holding dish ware purely for show, the fine  fine china. These dishes had only been used once, for a cheer and tear full going away party for a high school graduate going to college abroad.

“We should have them all neutered!” He continued, shaking his fist as a woman followed him into the room, carefully holding a tray laden with china. The woman, a reserved old lady deep in reflection, like the moon. The floor was used to her calm, never crushing steps, and took whatever burden she brought gladly. The man bounded past the table and stopped, pointing at the woman after saying words too furious to be audible, continued. “You'll be supporting them. Not me.”

The woman was taken aback, nearly dropping her load in the very doorway.“Your own grandchildren? You'd just wash your hands of them? What sort of man are you?”

The man opened a nearby closet, in the back corner wall, an old cellar of sorts, where chairs and other knicknacks rested until needed, slowly collecting the smell of fruit preserves.

“There's nothing 'grand' about them. They aren't supposed to be born just yet! I haven't even started my mid-life crisis, and here I am, a grandfather! I'm too young!” He replied, indignant, reaching into a closet in the corner to pullout extra chairs for the table, enough for 4. Not 5. It seemed a fifth person wasn't going to show up, and at least she had gotten a mention of a list of people the Man and woman had every right to meet.

“And how do you think your son is faring? He's too young to be a father! He couldn't possibly take care of them on his own! Especially with his sort of job!” She sternly pointed out, a hint of her own anger in the way she plopped the frail china not too gently upon the hard wooden table, keeping it's solid wood between her and the man in his foul mood. Not in fear for her self, but to avoid catching his furor. Despite the man's ornery disposition, he knew that she had a few humbling words she kept to herself, and had been cowed by her a few times before. She held onto them for prudent, and for when they were truly needed. 

It was one of the secrets of their marriage.

“Then he shouldn't have had them!” The man said as he paced around the table, not once crossing the invisible barrier to his wife's side of the table. “He shouldn't be attempting to dump them on us, at least!.”

A pause. The woman placed the cups upon the table. They all had their favorites. The man had a weathered beer stein, which hardly ever touched a drop of alcohol. The woman had a dainty glass, more suitable for wine than for the iced tea she would fill it with. The son preferred his own mug, cracked a bit from that time long before, a casualty of the son's lack of care washing the dishes after supper. The last was a  cute glass, originally holding store bought jelly, that was adorned with popular cartoon characters. The woman hoped it would please, which was her way. Her marriage to the man was built upon this very tenet.

“Can you believe the oldest one's 4? I know I can't!” The man thought aloud, saying his thoughts so to clear the mess in his head.

“He said he was scared to tell us, You heard him. He didn't-” She replied, in defense, placing old hand knives and forks upon the table. The cutlery was just as old as this table, a wedding gift, and ne'er parted. 

“He's scared of being someone's father, that's what it is. It has to be. Look at the facts: goes out with some whore, has an 'accident', waits until he has another before he even bothers to tell us about it.  Only just so he can dump them! That dumb asshole can't do anything for anyone but himself!” He interrupted her with such fury that she jumped, a butter knife went flying across the table.

“That is your son you're talking about!” She remanded. 

The man was livid. “My Son? If he was my son, then he'd have followed his father's example. I never dumped him on my parents! And if I were my parents, I would say the same thing: 'Either take care of your own children, or sod off!'”

“I know dear, but we have to be understanding! I am disappointed too, I certainly expected to be the first to know about his first child, but you know how he is! We have to be happy with at least getting to see them now!”

The man has crossed some line and said what he had wanted to say all along. People love freedom, yet they hate freed words. The woman leaves in silence, taking the napkins she clutches with her. She cannot listen any longer, but it is all she ever does.

The man stands alone, waiting by himself. She will come back. She set the table was set for 4. In the meantime, he talks to himself. Listens to his values. Argues with his bones.

Silence. An echo in the air, and a groan. Be it from man or the old wood, it makes no difference. Both are taking a heavy burden, much like the ones held before. However, time has made them frail. They can't hold them the way they used to. All they can do is groan.

* 
* 
*

“So I'm just driving down the road, with Will and little Amber napping, just a few miles south of that one gas station, you know the one.” The son began his tale, his excuse. A reason for over an hour's worth of tardiness.  “When all of a sudden, this guy, some guy in his 30's, leaps out in front of me. Nearly killed the guy, I tell you! He's waving his arms, and yelling for me to stop as if there were freaking land mines up ahead, and I slam on the brakes and burn some rubber into that country road. I'm  being gagged by my seatbelt, Will's hitting the back of my seat, just arms flailing everywhere in panic, and Amber is just screaming her tiny lungs out. And then, I'm screaming too. The guy's giving me this 'what's your problem?' look, and I'm like, what the hell man!”

A stern look across the table. The son's slang was never much appreciated, and he'd been told time and time again as a boy that hell was too real a threat to just be used so casually. The son ignored his father, visibly and it only served to increase the severity of the glare. Both had not yet met eye to eye.

“Land's sakes! That sounded very dangerous! Are you hurt? I know Amber was upset before you put her to bed, but a crash?”

“Nah nah nah Ma, it was nothing. We were fine, just a little shocked. Though I do have a few marks on my neck from the seatbelt, It was just a bit short of decapitation, no worries. The only thing damaged  was just our nerves, but we'll be just fine. Why, after just a few sips of your tea mom, and we already feel better. Isn't that right, Will?”

Will was silent, chewing on a slice of smoked ham. He hadn't spoken a word since his arrival, and didn't seem to be ready to do so soon. He just gave a look of discomfort under the spotlight his father had put on him, and then glanced over to the old fogies eyeballing him, then went back to chewing his ham inconspicuously, as though if he chewed quieter, he could become invisible. 

It was perfectly natural for the boy to be shy, especially at his tender years. Why, if you had a nickel for every word his father never said at his age-

“Well, anyway, we're just sitting there screaming, until I finally just pulled my key out of the ignition and just sat there. The guy's standing outside my window, and I'm tempted to just swing open my door and hammer him with it for giving us such a start!”

-If only he'd stayed like that.

The son had arrived earlier, and the woman had returned from her cold and silent corner of the house to greet him with a smiling face, bereft of her true emotions. She was happy to see him, at least. And perhaps, so too was the man.  There were hugs. 'How have you beens'. There was adoration of the tiny forms of the two children, the 6 month old Amber, and the 4 year old Will, their youth a sight unseen in the house for decades at least. Will even looked like someone else, someone long held in memory.

The man fashioned a smile for Will, but it abruptly left his face as he looked back to his own son.

“He's pretty happy to see us, and he's talking about how glad he is to find a car in the middle of nowhere in the evening,” The son paused a second to imbibe some tea and fetch himself another roll, “and he ticked me off a bit more with that. Told him that I was actually born in this 'nowhere', but he didn't catch my drift at all. The nerve. But, anyway, he tells me his car broke down, he and his daughter couldn't be bothered to walk a small mile to town, and he needed a ride.”

He was appealing to sympathy. He knew, that his father thought out of towner's were a pain, like flies buzzing over a Sunday dinner, and his father was aware of his tact. The man wondered where he picked it up, however, unless some levels of the family's conversation skills were purely hereditary.

“So, I tell him that in actuality, I don't know if I can give him a ride, and he's telling me he won't be a pain, grubbing, y'know, and I'm trying to wade through his ass kissing and guilt trips to tell him that it's not a matter of me not wanting to, but that I may not physically be able to do it. Though granted, the thought of him in my car, crammed next to my kids wasn't a cheery one, I grant you. He's about to lay it thick again with 'I'd really appreciates, but I tell him that I forgot to stop for gas on the other side of the mountain, hadn't seen a gas station since, and had put my hopes on an empty tank getting us to town before going kaput. Just before I'd stopped, I seemed to already running on fumes with a supplement of prayer, and it was a heck of a lot of prayer, I tell you that. I continue to tell him that, there's actually a fairly good chance my car won't start now that I've gone and stopped the engine. He asks in his dumb way: 'Are you serious?'” With his daughter watching, my baby girl crying, and Will cowering in the back seat, I turn the key, and hear nothing but a sputter. And he freaks out.”

The son takes a few bites of his mother's ham and potatoes, on old family plates. The man wonders if he notices that the fine china had not been taken out for him, and wonders if he was offended. Or if he noticed at all. No telling with that boy.

“He's cursing, and talking to his daughter, acting as if this is my fault, how sucky it was that I had to be coming down the road for him. Yeah, how dare I come to a screeching halt to avoid killing him, only to be stranded here with him because I neglected to cater to his needs and bail him out. Now I've got my car stuck in the road, and I just leave it there. Hopefully the next schmoe will stop when he sees my car, and have remembered to get gas before crossing the mountains, geez. So I'm sitting there, listening to Mr. Whine and his daughter, Lil Miss whine,  perform their family tradition, while I'm bouncing Amber in my arms and Will is hugging my leg for dear life, for a good two hours, until the state police show up. It's apparently a common thing, y'know, for people to get stuck on the road there, and they do intermittent checks. We were just the few unlucky slobs that day, I guess. Well, we got a tow truck coming, and the police dropped me off on Main street, told 'em I knew the way from there, I was pretty late and he had to respond to some drunkard at the bar. Bet it was Joe Schliebly, you think?”

The son was prone to such quick changes in the subject as this. But he'd not a scatterbrained mind, he was yet again trying to curry favor. Trying to prove he hadn't forgotten about this town, even after been gone so long. Knowing the town drunk was a sign of knowing the town, if anything. Of course, here he was in the err.


“Joe's dead. Died a few years back from something wet and dehabilitating. That was his son causing trouble.” The father shot in from across the table, breaking his own silence. Will had stopped nudging his ham with a fork at this, noticing the other player in the silent game had spoken, and his father was a bit taken aback at his own father's casual reference of death. 

The Man made a visible glance at Will, and the two's eyes met. There was curiosity in those eyes, framed in such a tiny face. Will shared the glance, but then looked back down to his plate. Undoubtedly feeling the geezer boring holes into his head with his vision. The man nearly chuckled. The son had gotten over that in time, but he still flinched at the man's sight.

“Really? Wow. What do you know? I can still remember him singing in the streets and everything...I suppose like father, like son, huh?”

The woman took a long sip of her tea. The man met her accusatory glance indifferently.

“Maybe I should listen for his rendition of 'All the nice girls' and see how it compares.” The son quipped, his wry sense of humor rearing it's head.

