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“When I was your age ...” my grandmother was
very fond of saying.


Saying it she did and did so often. I cannot
recall an age I achieved, when the dear old woman was still
shuffling about this mortal coil, anything that grandmother didn’t
have a memory of. A word of wisdom
about. A
cautionary tale for. She was full of them. Very full and she
had no qualms about letting her fullness flood out over me, her, as
she claimed, favorite grandchild. There were no other grandchildren
so I must be thankful that I was
her favorite. She could have adopted another family’s grandchildren
and dubbed one of them her favorite, I suppose. She didn’t and, for that thoughtful gesture, I made it
a practice to listen to the woman when she pontificated, consider
her advice carefully and ask her before I acted on any really
dangerous or questionable adventure. Which I seemed to do
very often.


Grandmother was always there to steer me in
a direction, not always the right direction, but a direction
nonetheless. When she would send me off
in a direction that, in the end, proved fruitless or possibly
harmful, she would use the occasion to pull out a bit of
well-earned wisdom, prefaced with, “when I was your
age...”


“When I was your age, I was boy crazy as
well. Couldn’t focus in the school rooms, couldn’t focus on my
household chores. All I did was moon about, pining for some Bobby
or George. Some handsome fella I dreamed was going to take me
dancing, walking in the moonlight. Some boy who would keep me on
his arm, make me his wife, fill my days with charm and music.
Oh, I would have given anything for that
boy to run up the front steps of our house, tip his hat, hold the
door and whisk me away.”


She said to me one
night, after a particularly humiliating school dance where my date,
Benny Kane, the boy I went with - the boy I dressed up for, thought
about, dreamed about - left me alone on the dance floor while he
made out with Connie Brasco in the boy’s locker room.


“Yes, my dear, I had an experience just like
yours. Phillip Lamell, handsome, proper. His father owned a string
of shops in town and three towns over with the plans for an
expansion of the city. Oh, he was
a catch. That’s what we called them back then, a catch. Like a
prize fish or a baseball hit into the stands by some slugger hero.
A special treat was what a catch was. Well, he took me to the
spring formal and we danced and laughed but, when he tried to take
me into the coat check room for a little... well, smooching. I told him I wasn’t that kind of
girl.”


“Did he respect you for that?” I asked,
desperately looking for some glowing bright silver lining to the
dark cloud of humiliation that I was experiencing.


“Certainly not. He found a girl who was that
kind of girl and left me to walk home, alone, at night.”


“Grandma,” I said, confused by the story,
“I’m not sure what I am supposed to get out of this tale. Are you
saying I should be that kind of girl?”


“Why the hell not,” she answered, bringing
the large crystal tumbler of gin to her mouth. “What kind of girl
is that kind of girl? One who enjoys herself, experiences things,
has adventures? After that dance, I sat home most Saturday nights,
all alone while my friends - who,
funnily enough, were those kinds of girls - went out, had
fun and... experienced things.” I was shocked.


“But what about ... you know ...” I asked,
she tilted her head, inquiring what you know was without saying the
words, “Getting pregnant.” She slammed her glass down on the end
table.


“Sweet Jesus, girl,” she bellowed, “I’m not
saying you have to give up the entire farm. Just a little land
grab. Let him feel about some, kiss you some. If he knows what he’s
doing, you’ll enjoy yourself just as much as he does.”


“Doesn’t that make you a slut,” I asked,
purely innocently and obviously naive as the day was long. She took
up her gin again and downed a long draught. She replaced the glass
on the end table and motioned for me to come closer. I did, sat at
her feet like a strange Currier and Ives etching. She took my face
between the fingers of her right hand.


“When I was your age,” she started, “I was
worried about the same thing as well. I didn’t want to be labeled a
slut or, a loose girl, or easy. I wanted to be a good girl. Which,
when you think of it, is also a label. Not always a positive one
either. That’s a label that can hurt when it’s hurled at you by
other girls. Girls you thought were your friends. Oh, she won’t go
or, she won’t do that ... she’s a good girl. There’s a sneer to it,
like a slap, when it’s used that way. A good girl.” She went quiet
for a moment, reached for her gin, thought better and continued.
“So, I was very worried about that, when I was your age. Now, when
I was an age that you will be someday soon, I realized that, well,
I had no control over those labels. That I had tried to act a
certain way all my life because I wanted to avoid labels but, they
were still slapped on me. I learned that someone is always going to
see you a certain way, someone is always going to say you’re this
or act like that. You have little to no control over what others
say. All you can control is what your heart and head think is
right, think is good and try to be the best you possible. For you.
Not for someone else. Not to avoid being labeled. For you. The only
label I allow, the only one I keep close is ... woman.” Then she
took up her gin again and finished off the glass. She held the
glass out to me and I went to the bar across the room and refilled
it. I handed the full glass back.


“So,” I said, piecing together the when I
was your age advice, “you’re saying I should have let Benny make
out with me?”


“Did you want to make out with him?”


“Yes,” I said, not sure if should have been
ashamed, “I did, he’s very handsome and ... I haven’t been kissed.”
She nodded, sipped, brushed my hair from my face.


“Then why do you say; let him make out with
me,” she asked, “why can’t you say, we made out or I made out with
him. Take control. Make the choice. Do what you want to do.” I
thought about that for a long time while she finished off her
second glass of gin.


“You don’t think I’m a bad girl because I
would like to make out with Benny?”


“On the contrary child, I approve. Making
out with boys is one of the true joys in life. Getting a good feel
up by a boy who knows his way around the farm, if you know what I’m
saying, that’s a whole other level of joy.” She winked at me and I
laughed.


“Okay,” I said, feeling so much better than
when I had walked through the door hours before. I took her empty
glass, filled it, brought it back and sat with her. She smiled and
handed the glass to me, nodded and I took a glorious sip of the
magic liquid.


“When I was your age ...” she said and she
filled me with wisdom all night long.


***


My grandmother’s wisdom was my companion
growing up. The pains of high school, the wonders and drastic
mistakes of college, she was there to tell me what it was like for
her at that age. I realized that age wasn’t just a number with her,
it was a period, it was a zeitgeist. When she would start one of
her wisdom sessions, as I began to call them, when I was old enough
to understand that she really was wise, with her signature; when I
was your age, it didn’t mean when she was fifteen or twenty-one.
What she was saying was; when I hit that moment in my life ...
because it was history and it does repeat itself. We do have a
shared, a common conscious, men have it with other men, women with
other women. We all travel through the same type of situations. We
all feel the pressure and the wonder of a certain period. Or, so I
believe and I believe this because of my grandmother. The first
time I got really drunk and thought I was going to die, my
roommates called her and she came. She showed up with tea and
cookies and a whole lot of when I was your age. Broken
hearted times, I think this is the guy, Mr. Right, times. She was
there. I remember …


***


I had been living with Andy for almost two
years. We met first day of Grad school, he was getting a Masters in
Electrical Engineering and I was working on a creative writing
masters, something my grandmother did not understand, nor could she
sway me from it, despite her persistent, when I was your age, chats
about the future and usefulness to society. We, Andy and I, met at
a school sponsored mixer of sorts. A huge room of incoming masters
students. Open bar, finger food and get to know your colleagues
type of chat. He knew many books that I loved. He was not what I
thought an engineer should be like. He was funny and artistic in a
sense. I spent most of the evening chatting with him, exchanged
numbers, said good night. The workload in the writing program was a
nightmare and I did not do anything social for the first three
months.


Then, one Saturday evening, my department
held a reading of some works of the masters students. I read a
piece that I had been working on and, when I stepped away from the
podium, I saw Andy in the audience. He was applauding, smiling and
I thought, looking very cute. We met up at the reception following
the readings and hit it off. I spent the night with him at his
place. Unlike me he lived sans roommates in a very nice apartment
off campus. In the morning we had coffee, planned to meet up again
and we did. It was great. I couldn’t wait to see him. We didn’t see
each other every day so, it was still fresh and new. I would go to
his place and we would just … take each other, then we’d do other
things. But, that initial greeting, that first meet at the door,
we’d kiss and then, our clothes would be all over the room and we
would be devouring each other. It was incredible. That summer,
after the school year ended, I was tending bar at a local place on
the water front, he was doing an internship with an engineering
firm and, one morning, after a night of that feeling, he said I
should just stay.


“Why not,” he said, “you’re here almost all
the time. I love you. Why have two places?”


“You love me,” I asked, kind of surprised, I
had been told guys never said the “L” word first and they usually
only used it to get sex. Well, we were already having sex so, it
took my
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