
Looking out over the dry, desert landscape, Dan watched the wind blow dust into the air, mixing with tumbleweeds that appeared to hurry on their way to some great unknown destination.  The sky seemed a little bleak, more so than normal, having a slightly grayish tint to the blue, like a faded photograph.  There wasn’t a cloud in sight.  He wondered to himself how his life had come to this.  It wasn’t that he felt depressed, necessarily, but more of an inward reflection.  If you had asked him as a child where he wanted to be when he got to the age of forty-six, he would have told vivid stories about being a heroic fireman, or flying jumbo jets to distant lands.  He never would have said anything about an widowed accountant going through a mid-life crisis with a less than perfect track record at life.  He didn’t even notice the lack of wildlife in the landscape he was surveying, as his mind seemed to drift, intent on his own wandering thoughts.

~FLASH~

Wiping his hands on his apron, Dan hurried up to finish his duties at the restaurant.  He placed all the dishes in a neat row on the drying rack and took his apron off as fast as he could.  Rolling it into a crumpled ball, he walked quickly back to the rear office of the business.  He tossed the apron into the laundry bin on the way in the door, and made a mental note that he would need to empty it and wash the contents the next day.


“Dad,” he said, almost out of breath with excitement, “can I go now?”


His father, a kind man who took pride in his work, was bent over some books and an adding machine.  Slowly he looked up from what he was writing and turned to look at his son over his glasses.  “Did you finish up with the last load of dishes?”


Dan nodded eagerly.  “Yes, and Robert is here to take over.  He’s already in there.”


Dan’s father smiled.  “That’s a good boy, then.  Yes, I suppose you may go to the dance with that girl.”  He paused.  “What was her name again?”


“Emma.”


“Emma, that’s right.  Her father knows that she is going?”


“Yes sir,”  Dan replied.  His father did not always require him to use proper titles, but Dan knew that he had a lot easier time getting what he wanted when he did.


“Good, good.  Well, you have a fun time with your friends and be careful.”


“I will,” Dan responded, as he gave his father a quick hug.  Even though he was 15 years old, he didn’t feel like he was to old to hug his own father like some of the other kids his age.

Running out the back door, Dan rounded the corner and ran to the front of the restaurant that his family owned, down the alley between the walls of the building and the wooden cedar fence that ran adjacent.  He waited in the evening dusk, shivering slightly against the occasional cold breeze, and watched eagerly.  Finally, a half a block to his left, a pair of headlights could be seen rounding the corner and the dim outline of a 1958 Edsel with white and spring green paint rolled up in front of him.  Quickly, he jumped in the front seat with his best friend Jonathan, whom everyone in town just called “Johnny” for short.


“Did you bring my costume?” Dan asked his friend as soon as his seatbelt was on.  The vinyl seat was still cold against his back.


“Yeah,” Johnny replied.  Dressed as a cowboy with a large hat, jeans, a bandana tied around his neck, a Sheriff’s star made out of aluminum foil and construction paper, some cap guns, and a vest his mom had made him, Johnny looked like a real western cowboy, right out of a Wyatt Earp or John Wayne adventure.


Dan turned around and fumbled in the back seat in the dark, and felt the contents of his costume.  He grabbed them all in a big heap and began putting them on as fast as he could while they drove.  He even had a mirror and a “borrowed” tube of his mother’s eyelash makeup that he would use to create his faux mustache and beard.  He threw on his own vest, rolled up his pant legs, changed his shirt, and put on an eye patch and a wide hat with a skull and crossbones on it that he had found at a costume shop.  He pulled out the mirror and a small flashlight, and began carefully applying his makeup.  Occasionally, the car would bump a little, and he would smear it slightly.  As he changed and applied the final touches to his desired pirate look, the boys talked about their plans.


“We’ll swing by and pick up Susan first,” Johnny was telling him, “because its on the way to Emma’s parents’ house.”  The speedometer lit up on occasion, whenever Johnny would go over 25 miles per hour.  Looking down at it, he tapped a finger against the dash panel.  “Why did my dad feel the need to get this little gizmo and not some of the other neat options that we could have on this car, I can’t understand.”


“That sounds fine with me,” Dan said as he twisted the bottle of makeup closed.  “Johnny, can I ask you a question?  About Susan?”


“Sure thing,” Johnny said.


“Well, you’re older than I am, and Susan has been wearing your letterman jacket for over two months now.”  Dan bit his lower lip in hesitation.


“Right.  Go on.”


“Well,” Dan continued.  “How did you know? I mean, how did you get her to want to go steady with you?”


Johnny smiled in the darkness as Dan put his seatbelt on.  “You just know these things.  Its really nothing that you can put a lable on, you know?  You just feel them out.”


“Is that why you haven’t kissed Susan yet?  You feel things out and it doesn’t feel right?”


Johnny looked at Dan for a moment.  “Well, yeah, I guess it is.  I think I will tonight, though.”


“What if it doesn’t feel right, though?” Dan asked him.  He knew that Johnny, being a year older was more experienced with women.  Susan was the second girl that had worn his jacket since Johnny started going to high school, and he was only a junior.


Johnny seemed to think for a moment before responding.  “Do you remember the last time I went out with Susan?  When I held her hand and we stayed up talking for a long time, until I had to take her home?”


“Yes.”


“Well,” Johnny continued, “it seemed like the right thing then.  I suppose it will all depend on how things go at the dance, but I just have this feeling like it’s going to happen tonight.”


Dan almost envied Johnny.  He had never really held a girl’s hand.  It wasn’t that he was sloppy or that girls didn’t ever talk to him.  It was because he had just recently come to an age where his parents felt it was acceptable for him to ask a young lady to a school dance.  That, and he could sometimes be shy towards girls.
