By Greg Shafer

Last Spring in Michigan

The suitcases stood motionless in the hallway like stoic soldiers, the stickers from a
dozen different cities adorning the backs and sides of their weathered exterior. There was Seattle
and New York and that crazy trip to Cedar Pointe, where Mom and Dad had never told anyone
until the day of the excursion. I smiled and fought back another surge of warm tears. Next to my
little MSU Spartan backpack was my Spartan doll, which sang the university fight song when I
squeezed its hand. I think my mom picked up on my reflection as she walked by with some
additions for the move.

“Ready to pack it all up, Kido,” she said with a consoling smile.

“Guess there won’t be any MSU football Saturdays this fall—right?” I said as I kept my
eyes pointed to the floor, not wanting to show how close I was to crying. I knew the answer and
was sure | had asked the question before but the ability to ask it again gave me hope that the
answer might be different this time. And I wanted to reinforce my childhood anger at what Mom
and Dad were doing to me. Mom smiled sympathetically.

“Maybe. .. | mean, Miami is a long way from Michigan, but once we get settled in
Granny’s house, we might find that we have enough left over for a game. Know which one you’d
want to see?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said as [ swung my arms in anger and stormed out of the house. I
remember of thinking how liberating it felt to just run, to get out of the stifling atmosphere, to
refuse to stay any longer. Once out of the door, I found myself sprinting, extending my little arms
and legs, crossing grass and then sand dunes, breathing heavy until I dropped from exhaustion.
The smooth sand of the lake was like a soothing friend, and as I turned over onto my back, I

listened to the sweeping sound of the seagulls as they hovered and then landed next to me. This




wasn’t a normal day of feeding and chasing my old friends, and they could sense my anger.

It was a gorgeous Michigan spring day. Cool breezes emanated from the lake as it tossed
and turned and emitted a special smell, mixing with the sand and the distant aroma of burned
wood. I remember the sky. It was turquoise and orange and adorned with warm bands of yellow
and white. It was late afternoon, and the sun was putting on the typical light show it did this time
of the day in Michigan. It was just that [ had never stopped to notice it before.

Within minutes I had noticed a little sand sculpture and sat down next to it. I can never
forget the extreme loneliness of the beach, as if I was the only one invited. A walker occasionally
trudged by but the overcast day made it less desirable for sunbathers. So many memories were
spread out over the lake, reaching out to the clouds, speaking in a euphony of voices. . .

“Billy, you’re gonna have to treat each of those hitters differently. Brinston is a power
hitter and you know that Clark will steal if he gets on—probably the first pitch.”

Those walks with my father, sauntering down the shore of Lake Michigan, throwing
stones, listening to crashing waves, talking about how bad the Tigers were playing, and arguing
about Root Beer. It was Dad’s contention—long held from his days at the A& W--that A&W Root
Beer had a secret ingredient that not only made one a better ball player but even extended life.
And, of course, I believed it and drank more.

Dad always held my hand when we walked along the shore, as if he somehow thought the
waves would sweep me away. Sometimes I complained—I mean, [ was almost twelve
--but mostly I just let him do it, forgetting for a moment that at any moment a friend from school
could see me in that compromising position.

Back to reality. I started the slow trudge over the soft sand. In the distance was the

lighthouse and the smattering of people walking to and from the channel. There was a relaxed
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energy to the lake in late spring. It was as if everyone was getting ready for the end of school and
the feel of sand between their toes.

Before I knew it, I found myself walking along the lake, running just close enough to feel
the water as it danced on my ankles and lower legs. I had fished in this lazy body of water a
hundred times and the whisper of the drowsy birds blended well with the snapping, blurping
sounds from the fish as they peeped above the surface to grab a mosquito.

In the distance, I could see the fire flies making their first appearances of the evening and
I smiled for the first time since my parents had announced their divorce. Now the cries and
laughter of the lake was hushed by the trees and park-like setting along the channel walls. This
had always been a place to go for bon fires, and I remember finding a picnic table and sitting
down.

“Fire flies always come out at night and are little angels when we feel blue.” That was my
mom’s theory, and no matter how smarmy that sounded, I never got sick of hearing it. Memories
of my mother usually included talks about insects and seasons because just as Dad put faith in
A&W Root Beer, Mom saw signs and hope in flowers and insects. Of course, there was also the
spring in Michigan, which she was sure was nature’s special message to living life to its fullest.
She always insisted on the swing sets in the spring, the ones near the channel wall.

But the fire flies—they were special. Mom had warned me since I was old enough to
understand that capturing a fire fly was akin to a mortal sin, because the light would be
extinguished for some person somewhere who needed it. It was about a believable as Dad’s Root
Beer story but for tonight I wanted to sit and commune with the flies as they danced in front of

me, providing a ballet in the fading light.

“Billy—is that you?” The house was quiet and dark. [ had returned home too late to say a



last good bye to Dad, and as I entered Mom’s room and surveyed the bags and suitcases, I
noticed she had been crying. “Where were you, Kido?” she asked while sipping a drink on her
bed.

“Just saying good bye to stuff,” I said, realizing it didn’t make much sense.

“Early day tomorrow-- lots of road to travel. I guess I'll go to bed—and you should too.”

Minutes later, the house was silent and dark. The snoring of Dad was conspicuously
absent and Mom and my sister had drifted off quickly on different sides of the master bed.

Outside the crickets sang their songs and the rabbits ran and quickly froze when alerted
by a light or shriek of laughter emanating from the beach in the distance. For a few moments I
stood at the window and peered out. That moment I vowed to myself that I would never tell
anyone about the fear that resonated through me—the fear that there would be no more walks or
talks or picnics on lake Michigan. Was there even A&W Root Beer in Florida?

Just as I sensed the fear of moving getting the best of me, a series of lights began to shine
from the distance, coming alive in a series of flashes and splashes and bright white messages.
Soon they moved closer, turning darkness into day, flashing the hope of nature’s nightlight. Fire
flies! I smiled and soaked in their sudden presence. They seemed to be there just for me, talking
to me the way nobody in the house had bothered to do. There is something about fire flies. They
light up in celebration of life, reveling in the moment. Then they disappear, only to appear again,
lighting up some other dark, lonely place. I thought of my Mom’s words about the fire flies and I
smiled. [ was sad and didn’t know what my childish future held, but as the warm tears rolled

slowly down my face, I knew I wasn’t alone.
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