Michael Tarpey

Block 4A

9-26-08


Now In Stereo


“I just put this in this a few weeks ago. So much better than that old thing, right?”


My Dad had finally bought and installed a brand new, hi-tech car stereo. It was another in what now seemed like an infinitely long sequence of changes.


Seventh grade was my last year as a kid. The school year flew by, I had nonstop fun, and everyone around me was generally happy. Life was a great thing to have, especially when you got to wake up Saturday mornings and walk outside, sit on the couch with the glass door to the porch open, and take in the cool, breezy Florida air. I had always appreciated what my home state had to offer, and we were living in a prime location: the suburbs of the World's Most Famous beach, Daytona. My sister, mother, and I lived right next to a lake, hence the name of our complex, Waterside. We were an hour's drive from tourist city Orlando, ten minutes from the beach and speedway, and forty-five minutes away from my relatives on my dad's side of the family.


Wednesdays and every other weekend, my sister and I would go to see our dad, now eleven years separated from my mom. Saying that this man knows everyone in the state of Florida is probably an understatement; he is one of the wackiest and friendliest guys you will ever meet. He was by far my best friend, and we understand each other more than anyone else probably ever will. He would take us to the greatest pizza place to grace the state of Florida, Giuseppe's Steel City Pizza. The cheese was so runny, it was almost liquid, but had just enough of a hold to the pizza to be edible. And it was SO worth eating.


Long story short, my life seemed to be floating on a cloud to all of the beautiful places of the world, and I couldn't get enough of it.


Then eighth grade came (following what had been the worst summer ever at a terrible local camp), and the domino effect began. To start, the school seemed different. Not like your year-to-year differences that you always run across in a school; the atmosphere was just off. I can't explain it well enough to this day, even to myself.


Midway through the third week of the school year, I was walking home with my friends. As we rounded the corner and my quaint, dark-green apartment building came into view, my heart sank into my feet. A U-haul was parked outside my house, with my mom and one of her longtime friends lugging stuff from the glass door to the truck. Due to a shortage of money, we had to flee to Virginia Beach to get support from my mom's family, only because of a lack of support from my dad's side.


We were leaving the next night.


The next day at school, I was a celebrity. Everyone showered me with goodbyes, I was the headline of the morning announcements, my teachers took almost their entire classes off to let everyone talk about the good times they'd had with me, and my language teacher even gave me fifty bucks. One of the saddest moments of my life was when we got in the moving truck and pulled away from Waterside, getting on Interstate 95 for the trip to Virginia.


Three miles down the road, my mom's car exploded; someone had left it in the wrong gear. It was both cruel and unusual, having to stay at a foreign hotel only three miles from where I had lived since I was five years old. I longed to go back and resume normal life tomorrow, but the next morning we were on our way again.


Virginia came, and it was new and exciting, finally living in the place where we had vacationed so many holidays before. My aunt and uncle were so excited to have us as their guests.


I never once felt at home while I was there. Not because of my own doing, however. I always made peace with my family members, never one conflict. But differences between my mom, sister, aunt and uncle finally culminated in us leaving their house in December. We were now going to the place where we would hopefully find some peaceful living space. It was off to that longtime friend's house.


He had found a four-bedroom house in a great school location, and I had the room that used to be the garage. I find myself almost drooling while I recall how big that room was. I would create mini-golf courses all over my room, and still have plenty of space for various necessities. The four glass doors that went straight into my room were also reminiscent of our old apartment back in Florida. I was perfectly happy with this living space, and felt that it could really work.


Of course, once again not of my own doing, we were moving again.


This was where I began to wonder what I could possibly do to obtain for myself a stable living environment, somewhere where I could come home and always know that the house was mine, free to do whatever I wanted (without setting my mom off the wall, of course). I had done nothing to lose the apartment in Florida, or my guest room at my aunt's and uncle's, or my mega-room with my mom's friend.


I was determined to make things work with my grandma, our third shared-house experiment, and hopefully our last. Before the start of my freshman year, we moved into a three-bedroom townhouse where everyone had a room, and I was convinced that everyone would be satisfied.


I've never been more wrong about something in my life.


Without repeating expletives, I will say that if keeping two women and a sister in balance is possible, I will probably never experience it. Every day in that unfortunate house, people slamming doors, throwing and breaking plates, and general anger were common environmental factors. By the end of my freshman year, I remained vigilant and patient with my three female family members, who were consistently insulting each other, usually behind the others' backs if they weren't in a state of fury or anger.


The summer that followed was a blessing if there ever was one. Our dad's parents were paying for us to fly down to Florida for two weeks. My father was overjoyed to see me again, and I felt the same for him. We had a fantastic fortnight together, including an amazing July 4th. Near the end of our vacation, we found ourselves sitting on the deck in the night in that wonderful Florida air, at my other uncle's house, just taking in life.


I broke down. I told my dad everything, that I had tried to keep everyone happy, because deep down that's all I really wanted. But I had failed. And I cried the worst tears I have ever felt, tears that felt like they had grown so stale from being held back for two years, they had trouble finding their way down my face. My dad could not help himself, and cried too. And he understood perfectly, and for the first time in so long, I was genuinely happy.


“Mike, you cannot do everything...but you can do anything. You just do the best you can to take care of everyone. You're my clone-man, you know that.”


I smiled and hugged him. Perhaps that was all it took, a father's advice. It was the best summer I can recall.


I was foolish to believe that moving to a fresh location would get us off on the right foot this time, because it didn't. Sophomore year went by the same as freshman year did. And the summer that followed was worse, because I didn't have the retreat of school to get away from my life in my living space. Things continued to change; my mom came down with a dangerous lung cancer, my sister rarely hung out with me anymore, and the only time my grandmother was happy was when she was insulting someone or breaking a cooking dish. But that summer did bring me something that I came to hold valuable in maintaining sanity in an otherwise explosive household. It brought wisdom and maturity, something that I could not live without. I believed that I had finally reached a point in my life where all of the tumultuous events hardly even phased me anymore, and my life could be properly lived exclusively outside of the walls of my house, which I still refused to call a home.


I didn't say I was happy with it.
