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  PROLOGUE


  I ONCE READ THAT ADVENTURE IS THE RESULT OF INEPTITUDE. I HAD lots of adventures. It’s the trips that didn’t go as planned, the days when nature threw a curve—those are the days I remember best. The days that went well and could be called successful are long since forgotten in the gray haze of marching time. But, oh, those lessons I learned the hard way—those seem like yesterday. Through each misadventure there was a bit of valuable learning that I didn’t fully appreciate until adulthood. When I think back on the episodes in this book, I realize the lessons learned help me in my everyday life.


  Many of the adventures caused my father to question my sanity and tested his patience. During my boyhood and into my teens, I was a wild kid and a magnet for trouble. Despite our differences I instinctively knew my father loved me, but I felt he didn’t like me. There’s a difference, and being liked was what I craved at the time.


  There were moments when the divide between father and son ebbed and we’d have a real connection, a real conversation. These usually happened when we were fishing with my brother. But the thaw in our relationship was often shattered when I’d get myself in a new tangle of trouble. He wondered why I always had to push the limits, the boundaries, and the rules. I wish I could find the words to tell him, but I had no idea what drove me.


  I did, however, have a goal. As far back as I can remember, I wanted a cabin in the mountains, a place to call my own. I didn’t know it at the time, but all my explorations in the woods were feeding this dream, making it something of an obsession. During quiet times I sketched pictures of what I thought my cabin and its land should look like. Even at a young age I innately knew that if I wasn’t close to nature—at least periodically—something was missing. I’d lie in bed at night thinking of all the wonderful adventures I’d have at this imaginary cabin. And I hoped when my father visited the cabin, we’d finally develop the deeper relationship I craved.


  Instead, a family tragedy shook our world, and my father’s remarkable response to this event caused me to step back and see the man he was. By observing him throughout this ordeal, I too became a man.


  And the cabin? The idea of it was like a smoldering fire that no amount of heartache could extinguish, and when the yearning came roaring back, I found an unlikely ally. Although my father’s new burden meant he likely would never see it, he gave me a loan and I bought a cabin in the mountains.


  It looked remarkably like the pictures I used to draw.




  CHAPTER ONE



  THE MEADOWS WERE ONLY FIVE MILES AWAY FROM OUR SUBURBAN Massachusetts home, but to my brother Mark and me, these low-lying acres were in a different world. It was here that our passion for the outdoors blossomed. Filled with marsh, fields, ponds, and streams, the area held infinite possibilities for two young explorers.


  And there was mystery too. The Connecticut River, New England’s largest, flowed silently, forcefully, by the edge of the Meadows, like a living being that commanded respect by its very presence. We knew little about the river; we had never been on it in a boat, never fished it, and never swum in its dark waters. It was simply too big for us. In fact, the widest point on the river’s entire 409-mile length is at the Meadows. To Mark and me it was an ocean—a bit frightening, but a powerful lure nevertheless.


  There was one June day in particular that put the Meadows and the river in my heart forever, probably the start of the journey that led me to my quest for a cabin in the woods.


  Back in the 1960s, kids could enjoy carefree hours on their own, and on this day Mark and I, ages ten and twelve, enjoyed adventures I’d never let my kids do in today’s world. Our plan was to spend a whole day at the Meadows, hiking to see the beckoning river and then fish Longmeadow Brook. We insisted on starting our journey before dawn, because that’s when you caught the big ones—or so the fishing magazines said. Most parents might have a little trouble waking their kids at 4:30 a.m., but for my father, the baker, that ungodly hour was the normal start to his day.


  He roused us while it was still dark, and we stumbled out of bed toward the kitchen, where we ate our Corn Flakes like zombies. I remember a fleeting thought passing through my mind that Dad must have eaten alone like this every day. It never occurred to me to acknowledge his years of early-morning labor; now, looking back, I wish I had said a simple thank-you.


  Dad drove us through the dark streets, first pointing out where a police car always hid, later putting the high beams on a raccoon crossing the road. We passed the town green and turned downhill toward the Meadows, the headlights now cutting through a thick fog.


  When he pulled over to let us out, we hesitated. Although we had made elaborate plans for our trip, we hadn’t counted on it being dark when we arrived.


  “Well,” sighed my father, glancing from our faces then out into the gloom, “you better wait here with me until there’s enough light to see.”


  “But what about the bakery? Doesn’t Albert have the mixer going, waiting for you?”


  “I can wait with you guys.”


  “That’s OK,” I said, still sitting in the front seat, “we’ll be fine. The sun will be up soon.”


  Mark didn’t say anything. I was kind of hoping he might have changed his mind and want to go home—then I could curse him for being a chicken and still crawl back into a warm, safe bed.


  “At least the fishing should be good,” Dad said flatly. He was wearing his usual bakery garb of white pants and white T-shirt over his slender frame.


  I forced myself to open the door, and Mark did the same in the back seat. We unloaded our backpacks and rods.


  My father, still in the car with the windows rolled down, stared at us standing in the dark. “Why don’t I take you back home and you can ride your bikes down later in the morning?”


  It was a question, not a command. I looked at Mark, but he made no move to answer. The ball was in my court, and all I could think of was the warm bed back home. But the trip was my idea. “Naw, we’ll be OK.”


  My father turned on the overhead light and glanced at his watch. “It will be light any minute,” he said more to himself than us. “Alright, just stay together and don’t wander far from the road. I’ll pick you up right here at 3:00 p.m. sharp.” Then he paused and said, “Michael, do me a favor and don’t do anything foolish. Your job is to take care of your brother.”


  He had emphasized the word “foolish,” and I think I knew why. I could still hear my mother screaming on the phone, “Art! Michael split Mark’s head open!” Just a few days earlier, Mark and I had gone charging down the hall toward the bathroom, colliding at the door. I flung Mark out of the doorway, and as he fell his head hit the protruding corner of the hallway wall. Blood gushed from the back of his skull onto the beige shag carpet. My mother came running, and the next thing I knew she, crying uncontrollably, had Mark in the car and was on the way to the hospital. All of that because I wanted to be the first to use the bathroom. Foolish.


  I felt awful about what I had done, and when they returned—Mark’s hair had been shaved at the back of his head, and he sported several stiches—I tried to make things right. I apologized and gave him one dollar.


  When my father got home he exploded, shouting that I was older than Mark and that all I did was cause trouble. He also pointed out that giving Mark a dollar wasn’t going to make the pain I caused go away.
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  Now, as Mark and I watched the taillights on my father’s Bonneville get fainter, we were left wondering what to do in the pitch dark. Fishing was out of the question, since we couldn’t see our fishing rods, let alone the stream. The only way we knew we were in the Meadows was by the smell of the dank air. Earthy, swampy odors are not unpleasant to me, but I remember thinking the smell seemed “prehistoric.” My young mind equated this with the giant snapping turtles that were known to live in the ooze that covered so much of the lowlands.


  Strange rustling noises came from the woods behind us—probably just night critters—but we decided to follow my father’s advice and stay by the dirt road. I thought I would break the tension by engaging Mark in some small talk: “Remember the giant snapper we found in the Eisners’ pool?”


  Mark didn’t answer. I could not see his brown eyes, only the outline of his body. He sat right down on the side of the road. I thought he was going to cry.


  Kids react to fear in different ways, but I had never seen a response like Mark’s. He opened up our pack, pulled out his lunch, and started eating.


  Maybe he wasn’t afraid at all; maybe he was bored by being stranded in the dark. I forgot about the snappers and sat down next to him. I too began to eat the sandwich my mother had so carefully packed.


  By 5:10 a.m. almost all our food was gone and we were still huddled together in eerie darkness. This was not the way we had planned the big trip.


  Have you ever been up at night, waiting for the first gray streaks of dawn? I’m convinced the hours between 3:00 and 6:00 a.m. have a time of their own—a time so slow, you would think there was no time at all. I thought life would be forever frozen at 5:10.


  So we sat there, not talking, just watching the sky for a hint of light. I later found out each of us was thinking the same thing. We thought about how different these Meadows were at night, realizing this setting was a bit more formidable than the little patch of woods we played in by our house. Those woods seemed tame compared to this primordial floodplain.


  One thought that crossed my mind concerned the tale of a tunnel dug from the center of town all the way to the Meadows. The story claimed the tunnel was built by colonial settlers as a secret escape route in the event of an Indian attack. And it was true that settlers in our town were attacked by Native Americans during King Philip’s War, so I always believed the tunnel was built right after that first raid. Now I was worried that we were sitting near the end of the tunnel—I half expected a trap-door to spring open and something ghoulish to pop out.
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  The morning did not break forth with a burst of light. It was not even a transition into soft light. The sky merely changed from jet black to charcoal gray. If waiting for dawn is slow, this passage from black to gray was maddeningly so.


  About twenty minutes later there was enough light to see. We were engulfed in the color green. That’s how thick and lush the foliage was. We often think of the summer as vividly colorful. Maybe so at the beach, but on that early morning in the Meadows, there was an absence of all other colors except green, which made it look and feel like a jungle.


  We put our packs on and made our way along the trail to the Connecticut River. The jungle gave way to open fields and marsh. The sun was out now, and even at that early hour we knew it was going to be a hot, humid day. Wisps of mist rose off the water and then evaporated in the sun’s rays. A lone tree stood in the middle of a broad, flat field, giving the area the look of a savanna. I would not have been surprised to see a giraffe, or maybe a lion stalking a gazelle.


  At the end of the field we saw what appeared to be a little hut. Mark started for it, but I tugged his sleeve. “Hobo’s hut,” I whispered. The railroad tracks from Hartford to Springfield passed nearby, and we had heard of hoboes setting up camp in the Meadows. Mark cocked his head, clearly torn between curiosity and caution. I hoped he wouldn’t press the matter.


  We stood for a few minutes, just looking at the four-foot-high, box-shaped hut, and I thought about the hobo that might live there. I imagined him cooking hot dogs and beans over an open fire at night then sleeping to the sounds of whip-poor-wills and the hoot of owls. The romance of it all made me wish we had a hut of our own, and I made a mental note to talk to my father about building one. If a hobo could do it, why couldn’t we? I pictured a little log cabin with a crackling fire in a stone fireplace. Maybe we would build it right here in the Meadows, a kind of base camp from which to set off on explorations. Or maybe it could be in the mountains or on a lake. When you’re twelve, all things seem possible.


  We gave the hut a wide berth and continued our westward trek toward the river. The vegetation changed again as we got closer to the water. Towering cottonwood trees blocked out the sky, and there was little undergrowth beneath them, giving this bottomland a park-like appearance. We could see the slow current of the mighty Connecticut ahead, a strange mix of brown and dark blue-black water rippling and shining under the sun.


  At the river’s edge we paused and just stood staring for several seconds. The humidity gave the air above the water a milky haze, and the opposite shore seemed miles away. Thick tree trunks leaned out over the river, collecting full sunshine instead of climbing straight up and competing with their neighbors. Various items of flotsam had washed up on the bank, and a nearby tree root looked like a fat snake.


  We had a healthy respect for the river. True, it delivered its bounty to us from time to time, such as the carp that were trapped inland during receding floodwaters or the three-foot lamprey eels that swam up the feeder streams in the spring. We always discovered those carp and eels in the nearby ponds or streams, while the river itself was a whole different matter. Anything could lurk in there.


  Longmeadow is at the southern end of western Massachusetts, so the south-flowing river has already passed through all of Massachusetts, as well as along the borders of Vermont and New Hampshire. The broad expanse of the Connecticut overwhelmed us, making us feel small and insignificant as we cast our lines into its dark, murky water.


  Big rivers meant big fish—or so we thought. We cast spinners, jitterbugs, and spoons. Our small tackle box was filled with metal hardware, most ordered from a TV show featuring “Gadabout Gaddis.” But we lost confidence quickly. With so much water in front of us, we figured the fish could be anywhere, and they certainly were not within our casting range.


  Mark wandered the shore, and when he returned I was sitting on a log smoking—or trying to smoke—a cigarette. Mark was astonished, having stopped in his tracks when he saw me blow smoke out through my nose.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “Having a smoke,” I answered as cool as possible.


  “Where did you get the cigarette?”


  “Jerry Roberts. And make sure you don’t tell a soul.”


  “I won’t, but you sure look weird. How many times have you smoked one of those?”


  “I’ve probably had close to a pack in the last few weeks. Didn’t you know Mommy caught me at the corner of Williams Street and Laurel Street?”


  Mark shook his head.


  I explained how I had the worst luck imaginable. There I was hanging out at a street intersection with Jerry Roberts, each of us puffing away like we owned the world. He was blowing smoke rings, and I was trying. We thought we looked as tough as the Marlboro Man, especially the way we let the cigarettes dangle from our mouths while we tried to talk. Then we noticed a car slowing down directly in front of us, and in an instant I knew I was in big trouble. Of all the people in the world to drive by that street corner at that particular moment, it had to be my mother. The weird thing was she never stopped the car, just made sure she identified me 100 percent, then kept driving. But I knew I wasn’t off the hook. She told my father when he got home from work, and he shouted at me: “You think you’re being cool? You’re acting like a punk! Go to your room and think about it.” I had to stay in my room for the rest of the day, and was not allowed to leave the house for a week. But by driving my mother absolutely nuts, I was able to get her to commute my sentence to three days, which she did just to get me away from her.


  Mark was stunned that he didn’t even know about this whole incident, especially since we shared a bedroom with our younger brother, Bob: all three beds lined up in a row, completely filling the room. Mark asked a million questions, and for the first time I think I answered them all rather than telling him to get lost. We actually talked like two close friends. I even confided to him that my friends and I had twice pilfered a case of beer from homeowners who left their garages open. I explained what it felt like to be drunk—how you became dizzy, brave, and funny all at the same time. For added impact I described how a certain girl let my friend Jerry and me touch her breasts. And I told him how half the school knew what we were doing and how good it felt to do stuff other kids wouldn’t. I was establishing myself as a risk-taker, and basked in the attention.
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  When our discussion of beer, cigarettes, punishments, and how strange we thought our parents were was over, we decided to head to a nearby pond. It was only ten o’clock, but we were ready for lunch. Of course our lunch had been eaten five hours earlier, so we ate the last of our provisions—two apples. When the apples were gone, we discussed whether we could make it till 3:00 p.m. without any more food. It seemed impossible, and we set about the job of catching fish with renewed vigor.


  Mark and I were not all that close back then. With the usual sibling rivalries, and my insistence on playing the role of the older brother, it was hard to connect. But on that day we worked as a team—Lewis and Clark had nothing on us. It didn’t matter that we could walk three miles to the east and find a phone to call our mother. We were on our own, confident in our abilities, and as a team we focused our attention on catching lunch.


  Two hours later we sat side by side, roasting a nine-inch bullhead over a roaring fire. With a fish that size, we could have used a cigarette lighter to cook it, but making a fire was one of the reasons we had come. It made no sense to create such an inferno—we had no pig to roast, and the day was hot and humid—but given half an excuse, boys (and men) will make a fire.


  The lone bullhead, a member of the catfish family, was all we caught. We lost most of our appetite trying to kill the damn thing—it seemed like it was as strong out of the water as in it.


  Now I know catfish are considered good eating in the South, and I know Southerners fry it rather than roast it on a stick, but nothing will ever convince me to eat one again. And it was difficult to take a bite, because we kept expecting it to start flopping around again.


  As the older brother, I thought it was crucial to catch something big on this trip so we could call it a success. I’m sure Mark already considered this one of our better adventures, and he would have been content to explore, see new places, and enjoy the freedom of being a boy in the Meadows. But I was showing signs of adulthood. Bad signs. I was equating success of the trip with something I could show (like a fish) rather than the experience itself. I was becoming goal oriented, perhaps the biggest mistake we Americans teach our kids. The journey itself should have been my fulfillment rather than a big fish. A big fish at twelve years old, a big car at twenty-five, and a big house at thirty. The older we get, the more we lose touch with the important things, which often are the simple pleasures right in front of us.
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  We made our way to a brook where I knew some large suckers lived. The summer heat was now intense, and when we arrived Mark took off his sneakers and put his feet in the stream, letting the cool water refresh him.


  I then ruined his fun by saying, “That’s the exact spot where a kid killed a twenty-pound snapper.”


  It was true. I had seen an older boy shoot the snapping turtle with a bow and arrow. The arrow went right through the turtle’s neck. It was an awful sight—the arrow prevented the snapper from pulling its head back into its shell, and I had nightmares about the turtle’s struggles.


  Immediately, Mark had his feet out of the water, his sneakers back on, and was casting nervous glances along the stream bank. We started fishing, using worms with weights attached to the line to keep the bait down where the suckers sucked. I’m not sure what they suck, but suck they do; just look at their mouths sometime.


  Then we waited. And waited. And waited some more. We were about to pack up our gear and move on when we heard a voice from behind us.


  “What are you guys doing here?” It was Opie. Opie lived only a half mile from the Meadows and spent countless hours poking about. We had been friends for years, always competing, always looking for a thrill.


  He was with another friend, Cogs, each riding a Playboy bike and carrying a fishing rod.


  “Don’t even bother,” I said to Opie as I reeled my line in for the last time.


  “Did you get anything?” he asked, taking my position on the stream bank.


  While I shook my head no, Opie pitched a worm into the head of the pool where a few rocks created riffles, then he continued his interrogation, “How long you been here?”


  “Since early this morning, we got one catfish at a different spot.”


  “You mean to tell me you’ve been here all day and only caught one catfish?”


  It occurred to me that Opie had done nothing but ask annoying questions, and I was getting angrier by the second.


  “Well, we also did a lot of hiking, we walked down to . . .”


  My excuse was cut short mid-sentence because Opie’s rod suddenly arched over. He had a fish on, a good-size fish.


  “Wow!” all four of us gasped at once as the fish jumped completely out of the water. This was no sucker. We gathered around Opie and hollered our advice.


  “Bring it in, quick!”


  “Loosen your drag!”


  “Let ’em run!”


  “Bring it in, quick!”


  “Set your drag!”


  “Bring it in, quick, you idiot!”


  Cogs entered the water with a net large enough to haul up a tuna. The stream was only six feet wide, and it was easy wading. Opie reeled furiously, and Cogs scooped the fish up: a sixteen-inch rainbow trout!


  Mark and I stood with mouths open. None of us had ever caught a trout here, and this was a monster. I remember staring at the bright ribbon of pink along the trout’s fat flanks, thinking how strange it was such a beautiful creature came out of that dark little stream.


  Opie didn’t wait for us to compliment him. He hopped on his bike and rode off with the fish to show his parents and the rest of his neighborhood.


  Mark and I went in the other direction to meet our father. We had been in the Meadows for almost eleven hours. Opie had been there five minutes. Already we were planning our next trip, deciding what new lures to buy, and reminding ourselves that we must bring a huge net. And I’d ask Dad about building a small hut near where Opie caught his fish or any place he wanted, so long as it was in the woods and near water. The idea made so much sense to me that I was already thinking about old pieces of furniture to put in it.


  Years later I reminded Opie of the big fish he caught. We had a long talk, and the moments and the events of the day came flooding back. I told him how special that day was for me—a day I put aside all sibling rivalries with my brother, a day we were friends, and how my father seemed surprised neither of us got hurt.


  I also told him how jealous I was of his trout.


  Then Opie said something that made that magical day seem even better.


  “We cooked that big rainbow up that night, and all I remember was that it tasted like mud.”




  CHAPTER TWO



  WE TOLD MY DAD ALL ABOUT OUR DAY AT THE MEADOWS, LEAVING OUT the part about the hobo shack. The last thing we wanted to do was have my parents put a crimp on our exploration of the Meadows, especially now that we knew trout lived in Longmeadow Brook. I did, however, ask my father to help build us a hut or little cabin by the brook, but I’d neglected two minor problems: We didn’t own the land, and my dad couldn’t build a birdhouse, much less a cabin.


  My father wasn’t exactly handy, nor was he an outdoorsman, having grown up in the city of Springfield, Massachusetts. He didn’t know much about fishing, had never hunted, and couldn’t tell an oak tree from a maple. Yet despite his lack of knowledge, he truly enjoyed the outdoors.


  Although Mark and I didn’t know it at the time, we were probably fortunate he was not an outdoorsman. There were no speeches that started out: “When I was a boy, we caught dozens of three-pounders.” Consequently, Mark and I never knew what we were missing compared to the “good old days.” And we never had to listen to any “expertizing.” The few times I did catch a big fish and take it home, Dad’s typical comment was “Wow, what is it?”


  My father was the son of Greek immigrants, and he made no bones about the fact that he barely got through high school. During his teenage years he often worked in his father’s bread bakery when he wasn’t in school, and upon graduation he served in the army at the end of World War II and was stationed in postwar Japan. After his time in the military, he returned to the bakery and would work there for the next forty years with his brothers.


  When Dad was twenty-two he married my mother, who was only eighteen at the time. She was a short, pretty woman of Italian-Irish descent who was quiet and reserved—the exact opposite of my father. Together they had four children. My sister, Lynn, was the oldest, followed by me, Mark, and my youngest brother, Bob. Because Bob was ten years younger than I, we barely interacted until he was old enough to accompany Mark and me into the woods. But Lynn took him under her wing and was like a second mother to him.


  Our family had a middle-class lifestyle, but it came at a tremendous cost. We almost never saw my father because he worked ten hours a day—backbreaking manual labor—five or six days a week. He had very little involvement in our lives, at least compared to the way most parents interact with their kids today. I don’t recall my father ever coming to one of my soccer games or wrestling matches, and he never inquired about how we were doing at school and if we studied. In some respects that was a good thing: We learned to be independent and push ourselves when it came to school, sports, and earning money through odd jobs.


  Of his four children, I caused him the most grief—by far. In today’s world I would have been diagnosed with attention deficit disorder (ADD), but back then I was just a kid who was fidgety, antsy, or “that wild Tougias boy who can’t sit still.” I was always scheming, planning, and daring my friends to try new things, most of which were semi-dangerous. My mother couldn’t really handle me, so with tears in her eyes she’d often say, “I’m telling your father when he gets home.” And of course my father would come home exhausted and blow up at me when he heard about the latest incident. Some of those infractions were relatively minor, such as accidently breaking a window playing ball, telling my mother she wasn’t the boss of me and I’d do what I pleased, or a neighbor complaining that one of the arrows I shot into the sky was now stuck in their roof. Other issues were more serious, such as notes from the school assistant principal saying I practically lived outside his office because teachers would send me there for making jokes in class. And then there were the neighborhood fights. I was small for my age, but I learned early on that I had quick fists and size didn’t always matter. And I actually liked to fight, at least until a kid from the city of Springfield beat the crap out of me at summer camp.


  So ours was no idyllic family, and my father never really tried to understand me, or talk to me about why I always seemed to be in trouble. And who could blame him; he had three other kids who acted responsibly, and he was probably sick of working his ass off all day only to get home and learn about my latest escapade or fight. Heck, my very first memory of being alone with my father, around age five, ended with me ignoring his instructions and almost killing myself. We had just moved to Longmeadow, and he still hadn’t sold our earlier home in Springfield, so he rented it out. The place was falling apart, and on Saturdays, my father’s only day off from work, he took me with him to the Springfield house to give my mother a break from me.


  The backyard of that house in the city was surrounded by a chain-link fence, and Dad gave me a bunch of toys and told me to stay in the backyard while he climbed a ladder and scraped peeling paint off the second story. As soon as he was up on the ladder and engrossed in the job at hand, I promptly set about trying to escape the backyard. There was a grand old maple tree across the road with flowers around its base, and I decided I’d climb the tree then pick a bunch of flowers to give to my mother, since she always seemed mad at me. A steady stream of cars whizzed down that road like there was no tomorrow, so maybe what happened next actually saved my life. I scaled the fence and was about to go down the other side when my foot slipped. The fence top had exposed steel barbs crossing like an X, and I became impaled, with one barb slicing into my thigh and another into . . . let’s call it a private part.


  I let out a scream and saw bright red blood pouring down both legs. I’ll never forget looking back at my father way up on the ladder, thinking he was going to fall off. But he scrambled down, extracted me from the fence, placed me in the front seat of the car, and then sped to the emergency room, where they stitched me up. (Yes, I was lucky; I could have been neutered before I even reached puberty.) That was one of many trips to the emergency room for me (and a couple for Mark that I caused). I remember driving home and my father asking me why I was climbing the fence when he told me to stay in the yard. When I told him about the special tree and flowers, he shook his head, saying something like “What the hell am I going to tell your mother? I was supposed to be watching you.” And because I was fascinated by Tarzan at that age, I probably answered that I wanted to be in the tree “just like Tarzan.” Maybe that’s when my father decided to give up trying to understand me.


  [image: chpt_fig_001]


  As a twelve-year-old, I was always curious and frequently annoying, which didn’t endear me to my five other family members. My older sister, Lynn, probably took the lion’s share of aggravation. It was tough enough being the lone female out of four siblings, but what really got under her skin was when I’d spy on her or eavesdrop on her conversations. Looking back, I can’t even remember why I did this, but likely it was just to make myself more of a pest—and also because she was older and her life seemed more interesting.


  I’d listen in on Lynn’s after-school phone chats by carefully picking up another phone, eavesdrop until she was finished, then I’d hang up with no one the wiser. At the dinner table I’d announce to the family what secrets I’d heard, and Lynn would scream, “Dad, he’s snooping on me again; you’ve got to do something!”


  My father would glare at me and shout, “How many times have I told you to leave your sister alone?”


  It was a rhetorical question, but I’d answer anyway, “Six?”


  “No, it’s constant! So this is it; if you listen to her calls again, you’re in big trouble.”


  My father seemed serious, so I tried a different tact. “I didn’t mean to. I just picked up the phone to call Cogs, and she was already on it. I hung up after a minute and . . .”


  My sister pointed at me. “He did not. He heard the whole call. He’s ruining my life. Why does he have to be so annoying!”


  I came back with, “Why does she get her own phone in her room? It’s not fair.”


  My father silenced the debate. “Enough! For the last time, leave your sister alone!”


  And so I did—until I found a better way to spy on her. This method was absolutely brilliant, if I do say so myself. Our den had a built-in bookcase and cabinet covering almost an entire wall. Bookcases enclosed the top half, a recessed compartment for a TV was in the middle, and on the bottom were two large cabinets where we stored our toys and sports equipment. Mark and I discovered that inside the two cabinets there was no top, but instead two hollow openings that, like the flue of a chimney, went straight up to the ceiling. It was possible for small skinny kids like Mark and me to get inside the cabinet and then, with a bit of effort and gyration, stand up. Mark got in one cabinet and I in the other, and when we stood we could actually see each other’s head across an opening that was above the recessed box that held the TV. Even better, we could pull ourselves up and sit together on top of the enclosed TV box, completely hidden inside the wall. Oh, the possibilities of this secret place were endless, and my thoughts turned to Lynn.


  “Mark, we can hide up here and listen to Lynn and Mandy (our neighbor) next time we know they are going to be in the den watching TV.”


  “And we could bring food with us!” said Mark.


  “And a tape recorder!”

  “Why?”

  “To tape Lynn, and blackmail her!”

  “I dunno about that . . . ,” said Mark.

  “Wait!” I hissed. “I’ve got a better idea. We can make a little hole in the wall right where we are sitting above the TV. Then we could see her or anyone who sits on the couch!”


  Mark saw the possibilities. “It could be like watching a movie! We’d have snacks, drinks, and see and hear everything they do!”


  A couple months went by before Mark and I had enough lead time to know exactly when Lynn and Mandy were going to be watching a TV show together. My mother was the one who inadvertently tipped us off. “There’s a show on TV Lynn and Mandy want to watch after dinner, so leave them alone. You can watch the TV in my room if you want to.”


  Aha! It was a summer evening, and just before Mandy came over, Mark and I went out the back door to play—only to reenter the house quietly through the front door, slip into the den, crawl up the wall, and take our sitting positions behind the bookshelves about four feet off the ground and just above the TV. The tape recorder had been forgotten, but no matter.


  We heard Mandy come in through the back door, and I craned my neck to the peephole. She and Lynn entered the den, turned on the TV, and took their seats on the couch. They were probably watching one of the shows like Bewitched or the Flying Nun, both of which Mark and I considered “girl shows,” and nowhere near as good as The Andy Griffith Show, which had such lovable characters as Barney, Goober, and Ernest T. Bass. Heck, I would have watched Andy Griffith for the opening credits just to see Opie carrying out a string of fish from the secluded lake in Mayberry. (My friend Opie was a dead ringer for the one on the TV show.)


  Mandy and Lynn, sitting on the couch, did not reveal any state secrets and said nothing of consequence, but Mark and I found the experience fascinating. We whispered back and forth.


  “What are they doing now?” asked Mark


  “Nothing, but they’ve got popcorn.”


  “Let me see, let me see,” said Mark. We should have made two holes, but we shared the one we had, and Mark took his turn.


  “What’s happening?” I hissed in his ear.


  “It’s amazing,” said Mark; “they are looking directly at us and have no idea we’re here.”


  We watched for another five minutes until I accidentally banged an elbow on the wall.


  Both Lynn and Mandy leaned forward, perching on the edge of the couch, their eyes searching every part of the room.


  “What was that?” asked Mandy.


  “I have no idea,” said Lynn, “but that was really creepy.”


  I shined the flashlight directly on Mark’s face. He had his hand over his mouth to keep from laughing out loud, and his body was shaking from suppressed giggles.


  With Mark ready to burst at any minute, I decided to go for broke. I took a deep breath, placed my tongue against my bottom lip, and let out a long, loud, deep, and very wet fart sound.


  The girls screamed, sprang to their feet, and dashed from the room. I looked out the peephole just in time to see my mother walk into the room, followed by Lynn and Mandy.


  “Where did the noise come from?” my mother asked.


  “From the wall,” stammered Mandy; “it’s haunted. We heard a bang first.”


  “Then,” added Lynn, “we heard another noise. It was awful. It sounded like a poop, like something farted.”


  That last line sent me over the edge, and I broke out laughing.


  Lynn shouted, “Mom! It’s Michael and Mark, they’re in the wall! They were spying on us!”


  When my father got home, there was hell to pay. I can still see him in his standard white V-neck T-shirt, with smatterings of white flour in his black wavy hair. “How many times have I told you, leave your sister alone!”


  “But we were in our fort in the wall, and Lynn and Mandy came in the family room.”


  “Well, I don’t care! Go outside to your real fort, but stay out of that wall.”


  For a moment I considered saying that if we had a cabin in the mountains, we wouldn’t have to hide in the wall. Then I thought better of it. I do wish my father had just talked with me, maybe even asked me why I felt a need to always be causing trouble, always looking for attention at school. Maybe he could have started a conversation by saying something like, “Look, I know you’re just trying to have fun, but why not pick your spots?” But that was not his nature, nor was it likely the approach many fathers used back in those days. What I didn’t know about my father was that he’d do anything for his kids, and later he would give of himself in a way that few people do. He was about doing, but not necessarily discussing feelings or giving pep talks.


  My father was a shouter when he was angry, and that shouting often scared me, but it also made me resentful that I couldn’t tell my side of the story


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
_—
LYONS
PRESS





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg
LYONS





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
"A song of praise to the outdoors...and an unforgettable memoir."
—Sy Montgomery, National Book Award Finalist and author of The Soul of an Octopus

THE
WATERS
BETWEEN
uUusS

A BOY, A FATHER, OUTDOOR MISADVENTURES,
AND THE HEALING POWER
OF NATURE

MICHAEL J. TOUGIAS

New York Times Bestsellihg Author






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





