Lions & Tigers & 10:00 Summers, Oh My!
By Bernadette Gongora

MUSKEGON
I enthusiastically arrived to meet The Family. Stepping foot in Michigan, I immediately

felt an electric connection. We drove through the western part of the Mitten State, and almost
every single home possessed an impeccable lawn, including fragrant flowers and a kaleidoscope
of vibrant hues. The scrappy ingenuity of these Midwestern homes could have leapt out of the
pages of Better Homes and Gardens. There were plump wheelbarrows full of fuchsia and light
pink geraniums or decorative bicycle baskets overflowing with cascading multicolored
inpatients. Michigan summer was on full display!

Almost every yard had several commanding and exploding hydrangea bushes and trees
in addition to voluminous sculptured spots where there were shades of purple and a
congregation of heavenly fragrances from lilacs, lavender, and lilies. I didn’t know it at the time,
but it was a baptism to the possibility of a Michigan life.

Western Michigan welcomed summer with little whimsical Dutch boys and girls donning
the entrance of their abodes which represented their Dutch heritage settling here, not to mention
the real legacy of vibrant radiant tulips streaming through the yards. The little golden-haired duo
were not alone on the lawns but accompanied by plump geese resin figures dressed in red, white
and blue in anticipation of Independence Day

Plop, gurgle, zip burp! 1 sheepishly glanced up to checked if anyone heard my
shameless stomach. I was sitting in the back seat and cleared my throat and coughed to disguise
my hunger pangs. I stretched my neck to check the time on the car’s dashboard. The green
glared 9:23.

“No wonder,” I said to myself! [ was trying to remember the last time we ate. Summer in
Michigan is thirteen to fifteen hours --1 had no idea. The sun was barely melting behind the
maple tree lined yard. It was my first time west of the Great Mississippi. Meeting my future
husband’s family should have had me nervous, but it didn’t. Believing in past lives, I felt
somehow, I always belonged.

Born in the Bronx, spending my childhood there, and then being transplanted in the

seventies to sleepy Miami where the Florida Everglades was barely hanging on, I was used to



change. Having lived on three continents during my college days in abroad programs never
prepared me for the magical summers [ would experience during my subsequent adult years in
The Great Lakes State.

The Midwest in my mind, like many other people who have never been here, was filled
with images of vast open lands with marbled black and white chubby cows and calves grazing on
waves of wide-open emerald fields. Picturesque Americana towns would be mine to explore as
my fiancé Shanghaied me and introduced me to my new home. Flashy bustling crowded urban
areas weren’t for me. They never were.

PERE MARQUETTE

I excitedly arrived in Muskegon, my hubby’s childhood stomping ground where under
the clear, starry sky, he drove me by Pere Marquette and the glowing silvery sands where the
frothy water was beckoning to get out to meet me. As the red orange beam was descending into
water, we slowly drove up Beach Street...

“Oh my God! What a magnificent site! WOW! Is this the lake?! IT’S like the ocean!
How incredible,” I gasped.

“Yes, that’s what everyone who isn’t from here says,” replied my husband.

“Mid-August waters at the beach,” he warned me,

“It’s not Miami... It’s chilly for you...” Greg teasingly said.

“Not for me! I have been in fifty-degree waters when I went to Jones Beach with my dad
in New York!” Yeah, right I was no wimp, I thought to myself.

“It’s getting dark,” he chuckled with a weird look on his face.

We sat down at the water’s edge, and as I touched the sand, I noticed it appeared to still
harness some of the afternoon’s sun; it was warm and delicious to the touch as I sank my fingers
deep in the floury earth. I looked at the horizon, as little murmuring ripples beckoned me. The
boats and paddle boards had been all nestled away by their owners, and all that could be seen
were the red and white lighthouses waning in the distance.

As I waded into the cool lake water, my toes were celebrating their liberation from the
strappy taupe flat sandals that were torturing my pinky toes. They glided through the nippy
water and flicked a thick splatter that drenched Greg. I waited and looked over at him to enter the

peaceful water. I knew from memories that he would seek revenge. . .



In front of me was the three-layered wedding cake with perfect real white and rose
flowers artfully placed and admired. The dashing groom was about to serve me a piece, and I
looked lovingly across the table and anxiously prepared myself for that morsel of heaven, from
one of the renowned best bakers in Miami. My eyes widened when I saw that scrumptious
raspberry filling caressing the butter pinkish merengue. My mouth began to water. I opened
widely and inhaled, but instead of a gentle spoonful of delight, I was assaulted with a fistful of
messy icing—slathering over my face, stuffed into my nose.

What kind of creature was I marrying??

Pere Marquette had a tender grip on many stragglers who could not bear to bid adieu to
the shore and the simmering sunset replete with the fragrance of blooming sweet-smelling phlox
and lavender caressing the shoreline.

I teased him again, a flick of foot and a lunge, my ruminations of that wedding day, dared
him to follow, but he feigned a submissive stance before bolting toward me, eventually getting
ensnarled in my trap and stumbling into the water. SPLASH!

“I think it’s even,” I exclaimed and furrowing her brows and squinting her eyes.

“I give in, no more,” he laughingly acquiesced.

TOMORROW SLEEPING BEAR DUNES-Last Chance for Michigan to Woo me

“Wake up, sleepy head,” he naughtily said, trying to irk me like he knows how.

“Ugh, I can’t. It’s too early. What time is it,” I said?

“We gotta go to the livery before the canoes are all taken?”

I have never been in a canoe, not when you could be a warm meal in Miami for
the gators who are quite brazen down there. This was a metal contraption which moved and
bobbed when I shimmied to the front. Is this tin can going to keep me afloat at the hands of my

Jjokester of a husband.

As they glided down the Platte River the adventure had begun. Surveying the crystal-
clear water, [ was finally at ease. The fact that the river was not shy in revealing all her
blemishes, transformed it into another portrait of Michigan. The fallen trees, the challenging
pieces of the route only made her more charming. The turtles waddling over to partake in
sunbathing with all the rest of the river’s interlopers, the ones who floated carelessly in
innertubes and mindlessly down the winding the glistening waterway. Children, family, and

friends all merged into a patch of happiness, laughing, and nibbling here and there. The fragrance



of coconut oil in their tanning lotions reminded me of a much more improved scene of bliss. No
alligators or sharks to menace you. Just peace... It was 9:30 pm, and this vision nourished my
soul and spirit, and that’s why Michigan became my home. Although summer could be longer, as

well as autumn and spring, this image carries me through snowy white winters.



