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April Melting

April, the liquid month, enters the world in a flood of holidays.  Easter swims in and out among the days, and sometimes, the currents suck it entirely back into March.  For me, it’s the month that holds that bright, shimmering moment in time when I don’t know how many I am, my birthday.  And April 27th is Tell a Story Day.
April trickled along as I shopped for Easter dinner.  Home for spring break, I wanted to do things differently this year.  No waiting until the last minute and cursing every god but Jesus since he was having a bad week.  This year, I would take care of getting everything in the middle of the day in the middle of the week when everyone else was in the middle of work.  
I pushed my cart to the far side of the produce aisle.  I read somewhere that bananas aren’t having enough sex.  I guess they just don’t find each other attractive anymore.  Terrified of a world of extinct bananas, I only bought them every other time I went to the store.  This was not banana week.  I took a look at the apples.  Bruised and brown, it seemed to me they were having too much sex.  April is STD Awareness Month and Anxiety Month.  Terrified of contracting an apple STD, I passed.
A frazzled woman nearby had no such qualms.  Her son stood on the rails of the cart and held tight to the handle.  Occasionally, he would push off with his foot like he was on a scooter, leaving his mom behind him.  She grabbed apples at random and dropped them in a bag, which her son promptly knocked out of her hand.

“No apples!  No!  I hate apples.”

“Now, hush, Gavin, or Mama will put you in time out when we get home.”
Mama can put him in time out, but she’s gonna have to wait until after Sophie smacks the hell out of him.  It’s amazing the things parents think can be cured by time out.  Spoilt brats and temper tantrums aside, if time outs worked, would hockey be the sport it is today?  
Moving away from the apple massacre, I checked out the produce boy who was dancing as he stacked oranges.  Cute.  Definitely the same one Tasha was talking about.  Probably the same one encouraging the apples to have indiscriminate, promiscuous sex, endangering the entire world for his own sick pleasure.  I passed and resolved to tell Tasha to do likewise.  
I had carrots, celery, lettuce, and peppers for salad.  Passed on apples.  So far, so good.  I moved on to the next aisle.  Canned goods.  I grabbed canned pineapple.  I was unaware of the mating habits of the modern pineapple, and I decided that was for the best.  It would be nosy to pry.

The cans left me with a problem however.  Sodium, no sodium, or low sodium.  Sodium, atomic number 11, valence 1, specific gravity 0.971.  Specific issue, bad for the heart.  My grandpa had one heart attack at 55.  I would have preferred the low sodium, but opted for the regular because no one would agree with me.

Cans can cause cantankerous cannonades.  But so can mother-fucking little kids.  Never forget the little kids.  Gavin, his mom, and their terrified apples wheeled into my aisle.  As I picked out the French-cut green beans I liked and the creamed corn Tasha liked, Gavin plotted world domination, starting with my foot and a can of peas.  Did you know April is Foot Health Awareness Month?
“Ow!  Shit, mother-fuck, bugger!”

Gavin et al stared at me.  Gavin’s mother responded first.  “Really, that kind of language in front of my child!  Who do you think you are?”

I am Sophie, defender of the down-trodden miserable masses your son plots to destroy, and I would gladly stick my keys in your child’s eyes and relish the squishy sound it makes, would be as good an answer as any to that question.  However, blindness would probably only make him more fussy, and to be perfectly honest, I can’t stand squishiness.
Gavin stuck his tongue out at me.

Deep breath.  “I apologize.  But maybe you should keep the cart away from the shelves so your child can’t commit attempted murder.”

“Excuse me?”  The woman, probably somewhere in her late thirties, bristled in defense of her child.  Even with the extra years and the experience being a mother, she didn’t seem to have gained much over me.  
“No need.  I’ll get out of the way.”  I pushed my cart on, trying not to limp and wanting to cut my own foot off.  
In the checkout line, Gavin and his mom wound up right behind me.  His mother studiously ignored me and my broken foot.  Gavin, on the other hand, alternated between sticking his slobbery, pink tongue out at me and begging his mom for candy, gum, and toys.  I had to admit the kid had it down to a science, and he almost had the stamina to pull it off.  Almost.
“Mom!  Please!”

“No, Gavin.”

Gavin kicked out from the seat of the cart, legs wildly striking at anything.  “Please!”

“No, Gavin, you can’t have any gum.  Last time I gave you gum, you got it in your sister’s hair.”

“But I want it!”  The little legs kicked more slowly.  

I turned away to pay for my items, with my mom’s checkbook.  As I pushed my cart to the automatic doors, Gavin’s screaming continued.  I stopped at the doors and rummaged in my purse for a quarter, my own, since Mom would never let me buy gumballs for a quarter, not 15 years ago, not now.  I knew what I was going to do was so wrong, but I hate kids.  

Gavin and his mother came through the automatic doors, Gavin worn from his tantrum and calm now that there was nothing to be gained.  I stuck my now gumball blue tongue out at him as he passed in the shopping cart.  The shock on his face was worth the quarter.  Kids never expect grown-ups to be mean to them.  I don’t know why.

April, the liquid month, rages with storms, placates with sun, and caresses with breezes.  The weather and the pressure shift until my brain feels squashed and pureed by my creaking skull and starts to drip out my ears in slow, grey, oozy drops.
“You stole my past, I want it back.  Don’t let the door hit your ass.”
“Hey, Sophie, is that the Wakefield CD?” Tasha asked me.

Tasha and I were spending the morning boiling eggs for our cousins to color later.  While the water boiled, she and I blew the whites and yolks out of eggs.  We would scramble the eggs later.  Each of us would decorate the emptied egg shells after the kids had left.
“Yeah, best 10 bucks I ever spent in my life.”

“Dad’s not gonna like it.”

“By which you mean you like it,” I said.  “I saw your stock boy today.  Very cute.”

“Was he dancing?” 
I nodded.  

Tasha sighed.  “I’m gonna marry that boy someday.”

“Ahh, yes, in your future I see many little babies, all uncursed by the ravages of scurvy.”

“You know, you’re stupid.”

I laughed.  “I’m stupid, and you’re the one who’s trying to marry a Wal-Mart employee.  At 17, I was at least aiming for Jason Lee.  Still am, come to that.”

Tasha rolled her eyes and decided to ignore me.  “So if you went to the store, did you get cranberry sauce?”

“For Easter?”

“Yes.”

“No, I didn’t.”
“Damn it, Sophie!  You didn’t get it just because you don’t like it.”

“I didn’t get it because I didn’t know anyone wanted it.  I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, whatever.”  

What a bitch!  I couldn’t say that.  “Why don’t you bitch about it then, Tasha?”

“Fuck you!”

“What in the hell is going on out there?” Mom yelled.
“Nothing!”  Tasha and I said at once.

“Fine, shut up then.  No one wants to listen to you two arguing.”

“Fine.”  Tasha went to her room.  
I walked into Mom’s room.  She sat on her bed, reading.  When I entered, she looked up and sighed.  She set down her book and pulled a pillow out of the way so I could sit down.

“What were you two fighting about?”

I am nothing if not consistent, at least sometimes.  “Nothing.”

“You know, you’re 21.”
Trust a mother to tell you you’re 21 while simultaneously making you feel 4.  “Yes, but sometimes I forget since that was just 3 days ago.”

Mom looked at me.  She’s always been good at looking scary.  “What I’m saying is you shouldn’t still be picking fights with your sister.”
“I know, but I didn’t—”

“And I don’t want to hear that you didn’t pick a fight with her.  I don’t give a shit.  If she’s being a pain in the ass, it’s my job to deal with it.  And I am perfectly capable of doing so.”

I tried again, “I know, I’m—”

“No, you don’t know.  If it weren’t for the fact that I don’t want grandchildren, I would wish kids like you two on you.”

This had become a common refrain over the last few months, ever since we found out that my uncle Cody’s wife was pregnant.  I say uncle’s wife because she’s two years older than me.  It’s bad enough having an uncle three years older than me.  Kids in high school called him the miracle baby since his parents were a full 20 years older than anyone else’s.  I’m not calling a girl who’s still in college my aunt.  I think she really just wants me to wait.  No sense having a baby when you’re in college, or even right out of college come to that.  Still, there’s something very daunting about being told not to have kids by your own mother.
“I’m sorry, and I promise never to have children, either like me or even very different.”  This is not a lie.  This is not even a possible lie.  No babies, not now, not ever.  I know what you’re thinking, people who never want to have kids are just too selfish.  Right in one.  I’m also too immature, too flighty, and too disinterested to name a few.  Besides, it might be stupid.  I couldn’t deal with a stupid kid.  I might have to sell it.  
“Well, that’s a start,” Mom said.

“When are the kids coming over?”  My cousins Aaron, Ashley, and Alex, who had been named by the Sesame Street muppets, were coming over to color eggs that night.  
“Around six, I think.”
“Great, I’ll go coat the kitchen with Teflon,” I said, getting up.

 “Don’t go fuss at your sister.”

“Damn it, Mom.  It’s not like I schedule time into my life to piss off my sister.  She got mad because I didn’t get her cranberry sauce.”
“Well, why not?  It was on the list.”

“That wasn’t on my list,” I told her.

“She put a list on the fridge of what she wanted.”

“I didn’t know that.  It’s not my fault.”

“It never is.”
April is the liquid month.  Its birthstone is a diamond.  Clear and hard, it looks like ice, perpetually ready to melt at the touch of your skin.  April is when the Titanic sank.
“Alex, Alex, no.  Stop!  Don’t.  Nevermind.  I give up.  If you want to make yourself look like you have the Black Plague, I’m not going to stop you.”  
“’Kay.  This’s done, ’nother egg.”  Alex stretched out a mottled purple and brown hand with a similarly colored, many-times-dropped egg.
I rolled my eyes.  I took the egg and handed him another.  I could imagine that as it got more and more worn on Easter, hidden over and over, the shell would flake off revealing the tracing of purple dye which had seeped through the cracks.  Yummy.  

Alex dropped the egg into the dye from five inches above the surface, resulting in the splash of pink water that was the real reason Alex enjoyed coloring the eggs.  I was onto him this time.  Before he could jam his tiny hand into the cup of dye, I grabbed it.  

“Again!” he told me.

“Yes, I have no doubt, but use the spoon this time.”

“No.”

I was flabbergasted.  “What did you just say to me?”

“No.”

“You won’t use the spoon?” I asked him.

“Duh.”  His new favorite word.

“That’s it, you little monster.”  I picked Alex up from the chair he sat on, carried him away from the table, and turned him upside down.  I held him by his ankles and swung him back and forth as he giggled.  
“Sophie, will you put him down?  He’s dripping dye on the floor,” Dad said from where he sat talking to my aunt and uncle, Karyn and Allen.  

“Oh, there was already dye on the floor.  See?”  I swung Alex in the direction of the mess he had made earlier.  He wriggled with delight.
“Put me down,” he yelled as he laughed.  

I pretended as though I would drop him.  

“No, don’t drop me.  Put me down!”

“Alright.”  I set him back down in his chair and felt a tug on my arm.

“Me now,” Ashley asked me.  

“Oh, no, you’re much too big.  Your head would drag on the floor.”

“Oh, okay,” she said, disappointed.  “Can you help me make stripes on the eggs with the crayon?”

“Sure, honey.  Hey, Tash, watch the little monster boy over there, okay?”  I wasn’t sure how she would respond after our fight earlier.
Alex giggled again.  Tasha looked up from the egg she was coloring and tried to pretend as though she was helping Aaron, who was in actuality playing his Gameboy.  “What?  Oh, yeah, sure.”

As Ashley and I drew stripes and stars on the eggs with the wax crayon, I had to admire my mother’s ingenuity in making separate dye cups for the kids.  Alex’s frequent drops and splashes mixed the colors much too much for fastidious Ashley.  She carefully dipped her eggs, one by one, into the cups and watched them to try and determine when they should come out.

“How many eggs have you colored?” Tasha asked Alex.  April is Mathematics Education Month.
“One, two, three, five, eight.  Eight.”

“One, two, three, four, five, six.  Six, Alex.”

“Duh, six.”
Tasha and I laughed, looked at each other, and laughed again.  There is a reason April is both Humor and Welding Month.
“I’m so dumb,” Tasha told me.

“Yeah, duh, six,” I said.
An hour later, Tasha and I were throwing chocolates at each other as we helped the kids into their jackets.  Zipper Day is April 29th.  
“You missed me.  I’ve foiled you again,” I told her, ducking behind Alex to use him as a shield.  “Try and hit me now.”  

Alex giggled.

“Alex, human shields are supposed to be scared.  You’re not very convincing,” Tasha told him as she moved Ashley in front of her.  “Show him how to look terrified, Ashley.”

“Oh, no, don’t hurt me!  No, no!”  Ashley collapsed in a fit of laughter, amused by her own acting skills.  Alex followed suit.

“Ah!” I screamed.  “Now what am I going to do?”

“I’ll save you!”  Aaron leapt in front of me.

“That’s enough, you two,” Dad said.  He swooped in and picked up Alex, throwing him up in the air.

My aunt and uncle came into the front room to finish getting the kids ready.  Karyn took one look at Alex’s hands and mimed horror.  Ashley tugged at my arm.  “Can we take some candy home with us?”
When a child asks you for candy, gum, or any toy of a particularly noisy nature, there is one, and only one, safe answer.  “You’ll have to ask your mom.”

Woe betide you if you are the mom.  Then you have to make the tough decisions.
Insistent tugging on the other arm.  “Can I have canny?” Alex asked me.

“Do I look like your mom?”

“Yes, can I have canny?”

Only one response was possible to this.  Yes, I tickled him.

Growing up is liquid, full of strange, inescapable currents and strange tides flowing in different directions.  Each year seems a distinct and solid approach to adulthood, but in reality everyday storms and rains blur the hard corners and edges of each year until you can’t tell which is which.
I’ve lived 21 Easters.  Easter 1, don’t remember, probably cried a lot.  Easters 2-7, learned about the Easter Bunny through positive reinforcement (i.e. my parents gave me lots of chocolate and told me it was from the Easter Bunny).  Easter 8, saw the “Easter Bunny” putting together my Easter basket, but remained stoic for fear that the “Easter Bunny” would stop bringing candy.  Easter 15, decided I was too old for Easter eggs.  Easter 16, drove to the store to make sure we had plenty of eggs.  Easter 21, got asked if I was dating anyone special by my uncle, aged 24.
We were outside, hiding eggs for Aaron, Ashley, and Alex.  “No, Cody.  Oh, my God, are you hitting on me?” I asked him.  
“I was just—I was trying to be—”  
I took an egg from the carton he held and hid it in the crook of a tree branch.  How frustrating, the same guy who knocked one of my teeth out when I was five is now so old he’s going senile.  “Well, stop trying.  You’ve been married for like 6 months.  I’m sure we have things in common still.  And if not, there’s always the weather.”
“Rainy, isn’t it?” he asked and hid an egg behind the mailbox, careful not to let it touch.  Interfering with the mail is a federal offense. 
I looked up.  April 3rd is Find a Rainbow Day.  “Actually, it’s sunny out, not a cloud in the sky.”

“Well, there you go.  We can never agree on anything these days.”

I smiled.  “It’s ‘cause you’re old and responsible and boring.”

“No, it’s because you’re an irresponsible, young rascal, missy.”  This from the guy who spent more time in high school making football highlight tapes than going to class.

We went inside with the empty egg carton.  The kids raced to the door to shove their feet into their shoes.  It was open season on our dyed, pre-feathered friends.  It never occurred to me as a child of merely eight Easters that a real Easter Bunny would be welcomed as much by parents as by kids.  After years of eggs hunts where I placed the targets, I am fully awake to that possibility.  

“Alex, Sophie lost all the eggs.  We don’t have anything to eat now.  Do you think you can find them for us?” I asked.

Alex glared.  He wouldn’t be so easily taken in.  “You lost the eggs, Sophie.”

I hung my head.  “It’s true.  Do you want to help us find them?”

“Okay.  But put this shoe on me.”

With the first egg hunt over, everyone headed inside for Easter dinner.  For some reason, this year I was no longer the master of the microwave dominions.  I had handed off that duty to Tasha somehow.  Now, she was in charge of nuking the stuffing, the green beans, the corn, and the crazy canned gravy we started getting when Grandma stopped cooking the turkey.  
I slipped a hot pad under the bowl of green beans because Tasha had forgotten.  Mom was very protective of her new countertops.  National Sibling Day falls in April.

We all took our positions.  Grandpa carved the turkey.  Mom fussed over the rest of the food.  Dad offered everyone drinks.  Cody, Tasha, and I picked a kid to fix a plate for.  Everyone else sat down and relaxed.
“Alex, what do you want to eat?” I asked.

“Peanut butter and jelly.”

“How about turkey?”
“No.”

“Green beans?”

“Peanut butter and jelly.”

I’m not stupid.  I just saved the surefire food for last.  “Mashed potatoes?”

“Mashed a-tatos?  Yeah.”

I put mashed potatoes on his plate with gravy over top.  I added some green beans and turkey just in case he decided to eat anything other than mashed a-tatos.  Tasha had an easy time with Aaron.  He pointed at everything, and she heaped it all on his plate.  Cody, however, had Ashley to contend with.  

“Not like that.  It’s touching the green beans.”

“I think this is all that’s going to fit on this plate if all of the food has to be an inch apart,” he told her, trying to be patient and prove to everyone that he would make a good dad.

“Fine.  Give it here.”  Ashley took her plate to the breakfast bar and climbed up the stool.  Cody and I sat down by Ashley and Aaron.  Tasha claimed a seat at the table, presumably to help Alex.   

“Ashley, all your food’s too far apart.  Let me mix that up for you,” Grandpa told her.  

She jerked away from him and glared, well aware that he was teasing her.  Of all his grandchildren, Alex is the only one who took to Grandpa immediately.  For the rest of us, it took some time.

“It’s about sexual harassment in the military,” Tasha said, telling everyone about the speech she wrote for her drama class.

“There’s really only one way to stop that,” Grandpa told her.  “Only have one sex in the military.”

“You can’t be serious,” she said.

“Of course, he’s not serious, Tash,” Mom told her.  “He’s just trying to wind you up.”

“Now, I didn’t say that you could only have males in the military.”

“But no matter which way you go, they’ll never meet recruitment quotas if they kick one sex out of the military.”  Tasha was quite upset now.

“Let it go, Tasha.  Trust me.  I lived with him for 18 years before I went off to college.  He doesn’t mean a word of it,” Cody said.
“What are they talking about?” Aaron asked.

“I don’t know.  They don’t know.  Nobody knows.  Now, put down your Game Boy, and eat.  Or else you can’t have any of the cake I made,” I told him.  

“Ooh, what kind?”

“Chocolate with chocolate frosting.”

He put down his Game Boy.  Sometimes I think I’m getting the hang of this.
While everyone else finished eating, Cody, Tasha, and I slipped off to the front room to discuss our plan of action for the next egg hunt.  “Cody and I did the first bunch,” I whispered.  “Tash, you and Dad can do the next bunch.”

“Hey, I was cooking while you did the first ones.  That’s not fair.”

“Come on, Tash,” Cody said.  “I want to check my email.  Sophie will help clean up if you come outside.”
“Thanks, Mr. Oh-So-Growed-Up!”

“I’ll help, too.  I just want to check email first.”

I glared.  “Tash, I’ll help you.  Cody can clean up.”

“No, you always take the obvious places,” Tasha told me.

“Rock, paper, scissors?” Cody asked.  Can you believe this guy found someone to marry him?

“Fine,” I said.  “On the count of three.  One.”

“What are you guys doing?” Ashley asked.  

Cody jumped.  Well, to be fair, we all jumped.  

“We’re finished eating,” she told us.  “We’re gonna hide the eggs for you now.”

“Really?” Tasha asked.

“Yeah.  And no peeking,” Aaron said, coming up behind Ashley.

“Is Alex going to help?” Cody asked.

“Duh,” Alex told him, trying by failing to shove the wrong foot into his shoe.  Ashley helped him with it.
Cody did not like being mocked by a three year old, but there were more important things to think about.  “You don’t want any help from us at all?”

“No,” Ashley said.

The three of them took the carton of eggs and headed outside.

Tasha, Cody, and I looked at each other.  

“Do you remember doing that when we were little?” I asked Cody.

“No.”

“Tash?”

“No,” she said.  

“Doing what?” my dad asked.

“Shoving the adults inside and hiding the eggs ourselves,” I said.

“Of course you did.  And we all spent nearly forty minutes finding the damn things because you couldn’t remember where you hid them.  All you did the whole time was giggle.”

We processed that information.  Cody came up with the most pertinent detail for himself.  “So we might not get back inside for an hour?”

“That’s right,” my dad said, much too obviously relishing the poetic justice.  April is National Poetry Month. 

“I want snacks,” Cody said.

“You just ate,” I told him.

“I want snacks.”  He headed for the kitchen.

The door opened, and Aaron carried a crying Alex as best he could through the door.  Aaron sat him down as gently as he could.  We all rushed over to see what was wrong with him.
He’d fallen and scraped his knee in the driveway.  We all started making the “oh, poor baby” noises everyone makes when a little kids been hurt.  It’s not so much words as inarticulate sounds.  We all feel completely responsible for letting him fall, for letting the kids go out on their own.  We all feel guilty and hurting and achy inside because one of our little darlings is hurt, and there’s not a whole heck of a lot we can do about it.  I look over at Cody.  Who would ever want to have kids?

Alex stands up.  We all rush over to hug him, but he knows who he wants.  He walks to Grandma.  “I fell.”

“I know, baby.  You’re such a big, brave boy though.  Are you okay?” she asked, hugging him.

“Yes.  Can I have cake?”

We all laughed.  
Karyn picked Alex up.  “You can have cake just as soon as we get a Band-Aid on your knee, baby.”
“I’m not a baby,” he told her, but he allowed her to carry him into the bathroom.  

It was good to see that no matter how self-assured or adult you get, it’s okay to look like an amateur compared to your mom.
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