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Relatively Speaking

by Gary W. Cantor

As they moved away from the airport, there was complete silence in the car. Jack looked
straight ahead as they approached the entrance to the highway, and for the most part Cindy also
kept her eyes on the road.

Traffic on the highway wasn'’t very heavy, and because of that Jack found it relatively easy to
ease the car into the right hand lane and then quickly slide over to the left. Once he had the car
positioned where he wanted it, he pushed down hard on the accelerator, and after a few seconds
they were moving along several miles per hour over the speed limit.

“Slow down,” said Cindy. The directive startled Jack, and as he adjusted his speed, the strange,
rather distant look on his face softened just a bit.

“What are you thinking about?” Cindy said, asking the obvious.

“Oh, nothing,” said Jack. “My mind is just wandering, that’s all.”

“Well,” said Cindy, “don't be so gloomy. We should be happy, not sad. Our son is going to one
of the best universities in the country, and he has a full scholarship, too. It's like a dream come
true.”

Jack glanced over at Cindy and forced a smile. “Yeah, I know,” he said. “But still, it's not going
to be the same anymore. Everything’s going to be different.” And as he fixed his eyes on the
road once again, he breathed deeply.

“Things change,” Cindy said. “Kids grow up and move away, parents grow old... It’s all
perfectly natural.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “I just wish I had a few more years with him, that's all. I just wish he could
have gone to a school closer to home.”
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“He’s doing what he wants to do, Jack. I admire his courage. And I think you should, too.”

“I'do,” said Jack. “I do... It’s just that we've been so close over the years. You know. So, it’s a
little hard to take.”

“Tknow,” said Cindy. “I know. It’s not easy for me, either. Still, though, I'm happy for him.”

“Yeah,” said Jack. “Me, too. Still.. " And with that, he licked his lips before continuing. “Still,
the house is going to be awfully quiet now.”

“Yeah,” said Cindy. “It will. But it’s not as if he’s never coming back. He has a long vacation
in just a few months. And besides that, there’s the phone, and even e-mail. These days, it's easy
to stay close.”

Jack breathed deeply once again. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s true. But still, it'’s not the same.
And besides, you know how kids are when they get busy. It's pretty easy to forget about your
parents.” And as he spoke he thought about how he was when he had gone off to college. How
did my own parents feel, he wondered.

It was a sunny day, and quite warm, and this gave Cindy an idea.

“Hey Jack, it’s still pretty early,” she said. “Why don’t you call Al and play some tennis? I have
to do some shopping and I think it would be good for you to get out and get some exercise. You
shouldn’t mope around the house all day.”

“No,” said Jack, rather softly. “I don't feel like playing tennis.”

“Well, do you want to go shopping with me?”

“No, I think I'll just take a nap or something.”

“Anap? You never take naps.”

“Tknow. But I'm a little tired.”

Cindy started to say something in response, but she decided not to. She realized that there was
nothing that she could say to alter Jack’s mood. And so, with total quiet once again returning to
the car, Jack and Cindy moved steadily closer to their home.

When Jack turned off the highway, both he and Cindy glanced around at all of the familiar
sights. They drove past a drug store, a Chinese restaurant, and a bookstore, and it occurred
to both of them that all of those places had been there ever since they had moved into the
neighborhood fifteen years earlier.

After moving past a few more shops, Jack turned onto a residential street and then drove
straight for three blocks. At the end of the third block stood their home, and Jack slowly pulled
into the driveway.

“Do you want something to eat?” Cindy asked, as she got out of the car.

“No,” said Jack. “T'll wait for dinner. Thanks anyway.”

“Okay,” said Cindy. And then she reached into her purse for her keys.

Several seconds later, as the two of them walked into the house, Cindy could hear Jack’s loud
sigh.

“Are you okay?” she asked

“Yeah,” said Jack. But she knew exactly how he felt.

“Well,” Jack said, “I'm going to go upstairs for a little while. Maybe I'll be able to get a little
sleep. Are you going shopping right away?”

“In a minute,” came the reply. “I just want to check some things in the kitchen.” And then
Cindy walked quickly away.

Jack stood at the bottom of the stairway for about ten seconds, and then, he slowly lumbered



upstairs. When he reached the top step, he quickly glanced at the first door on his left. It was
the door to Mark’s room and it was closed. Jack thought about opening the door and looking
in, but he decided not to. “There's no use making it any worse,” he said to himself. And so he
walked on by.

A few minutes later, as Jack lay in bed staring at the ceiling, he heard Cindy’s voice.

“I'm going now,” she yelled. “Are you sure you don’t want to go?”

“Yeah,” Jack yelled back.

And then, a second later, he heard the front door open and then shut.

Jack closed his eyes. “Okay,” he said to himself. “I just need some sleep. That'’s all.” And he
tried his best to shut all thoughts out of his mind.

However, try as he might, Jack found it impossible to find the peace that he desired. After
a few minutes he turned to his side, and then, after rolling over on his stomach, went back to
facing straight up. But it was no use. The problem wasn't the position of his body. The problem
was something very deep, and he wondered if he would ever feel right again.

“Ahhhhh!” he finally yelled out in despair. And then, as he rose to his feet he punched the bed
with all of his might and grumbled, “Am I always going to feel this way?”

Jack walked slowly out of the room and then, once again, found himself staring at Mark’s door.
Then, as if moved by some force that he couldn’t resist, he moved his right hand over to the knob,
opened the door, and walked in.

The room was just as it had always been. There was the bed, the desk, the bookcase, and
the dresser with the mirror on it. Jack walked over to the dresser and looked at himself in the
mirror. He saw an old man. Then, he walked over to the desk and looked at the two photographs
that stood there in their frames. One of the pictures was of Mark in his high school football
uniform, and the other was of the three of them: Mark, Cindy, and Jack. That picture had only
been taken a year earlier, but to Jack it seemed like it was ancient. I was a lot younger then, he
thought. Jack then walked over to the bookcase and opened one of its glass doors. And he stood
there for about ten minutes looking over old notebooks, texts, novels, and even report cards.
Where did the years go, he thought.

After closing the bookcase, Jack’s feet moved sluggishly out of the room. Then, they carried
him down the stairs. He looked at the front door and then opened it. Maybe a walk will help, he
thought. And so, he opened the door and stepped out into the warm September air.

After he reached the sidewalk, Jack looked left and then right. He didn't know which way to go
and so he just stood there. Then, all of a sudden, he heard a sound. He looked across the street
and saw his old friend, Bud Green, emerging from his house.

“Hi, Jack,” shouted Bud.

“Hi,” said Jack. And then he waited as Bud walked swiftly over to him.

When Bud reached Jack, he put a hand on Jack’s shoulder, and then patted it two or three
times.

“Did you already take Mark to the airport?” he asked.

“Yeah,” said Jack.

“Well, you must be awfully proud of him. Just think of it, a full academic scholarship to a
school like that. Of course, he's always been a special kid.”

“How’s Bobby?” asked Jack.

“He’s fine. His classes start next week.”
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“You're lucky to have him at home.”

“Well, I guess. He’s a good kid. At least he doesn’t get into any trouble. But still, he’s no
superstar like Mark.”

Jack laughed a bit uncomfortably.

“You did good,” Bud said. “You raised quite a kid.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Jack said, again laughing rather awkwardly. And then he shrugged his
shoulders.

“Hey, Jack,” Bud said. “I was thinking about going to the golf range to hit a few balls. Do you
want to go with me?”

“No, thanks,” said Jack. “I'm just going to take a little walk.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, Jack.” And then Bud once again patted Jack on the shoulder.

At this point, the two men stood silently, and then, all of a sudden, both of them looked down
at the same time.

Bud was the first to look up again, and he broke the silence when he said, “Cheer up, Jack! It's
not the end of the world.”

“What?” said Jack.

“You know what I mean. Mark is off to bigger and better things. It's the way it should be. You
know that. You should be happy.”

“That's easy for you to say. Your kid’s not going off 3,000 miles to school.”

“Well,” said Bud, “T know how you feel. But, we all have to let go sometime.”

“Yeah, I know, Bud. Iknow... Thanks, Bud.”

“Well,” Bud said, “I'm going to go now. I'll call you tomorrow, okay?”

“Sure,” said Jack. And he watched as Bud crossed the street and got into his car.

Once again, Jack stood thinking about which way he should go, and then, all of a sudden he
started moving. He crossed the street, and then walked along the one block that separated his
house from a small park.

Jack had always liked that park, and when Mark was younger they had often gone there
together. Sometimes they played catch there with a baseball or a football, and they also often
jogged around the perimeter of the park. They used to count how many times they could jog
around the park without stopping, and Jack remembered one day when they circled the park 30
times. He had been completely exhausted and thought that he might have a heart attack right
then and there.

As he approached the end of the street, Jack heard some yelling and realized that something
was going on in the park. He crossed the dirt path that led to the park’s entrance, and then, after
emerging from the shade of a large tree, he was able to see what was happening. A bunch of
kids were playing softball, and the yells accompanied the action of the game.

Jack stood and watched the kids for a while from a distance. They looked to be about twelve
or thirteen years old, and they were dressed in all sorts of summer attire. Obviously, it was just a
pickup game with a number of kids from the neighborhood.

There was only one bench to sit on in the park, and as Jack looked in the direction of that
bench he saw a middle aged man sitting there watching the game. Jack walked toward the man,
and then, with the man still looking at the game, said, “Do you mind if I sit down?”
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The man looked up quickly and Jack realized that he had startled him.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Oh, no,” the man said. “T'm sorry. I didn't know anyone else was watching.” And then, he
scooted over to his right and motioned for Jack to sit down.

Jack sat down, and then, as the man’s attention returned to the game, he looked at him from
the side. The man seemed to be totally absorbed in the game, and because of that, for a few
minutes Jack refrained from speaking to him. However, he thought that it would be nice to make
just a little bit of small talk, so he finally asked him the first question that came to mind.

“Is your son out there?” he asked.

“No,” the man said, and then he immediately turned his attention back to the game.

Jack was a bit puzzled by the man’s behavior. He wasn't what one would call hostile. However,
by the same token, it seemed clear that he didn't want to talk to anyone, either. He seemed to
want to be left alone. So, Jack decided not to force the issue, and just watched the game that was
going on in front of them.

For the most part, the kids who were playing weren't all that good. As Jack watched he saw
several errors, and not much in the way of good hitting. However, there was one kid among
them who seemed to stand out, and Jack couldn't stop looking in his direction. He was a graceful
athlete, and he also possessed an extremely powerful arm. He was playing center field, and
whenever he threw the ball into the infield, it flew as if shot out of the barrel of a rifle. He wasn’t
that big, and this made his throws seem all the more amazing.

The boy’s throwing made Jack think of Mark, and as he watched the softball game, his
mind wandered to football. Like this kid here, Mark had always been a graceful athlete, but
football was the game that he excelled at. Even when he was in junior high school he could
throw a football about fifty or sixty yards, and from seventh grade on he had been the starting
quarterback on every one of his junior high school and high school football teams. He was so
good that two universities offered him athletic scholarships. However, he turned them down.
His dream was to become a chemist, and he eventually accepted an academic scholarship from a
university with an excellent chemistry department.

Still, Jack had always watched with wonder when he saw Mark throw a football, and now, each
time that centerfielder made a throw, he saw one of Mark’s passes whiz before his eyes. Those
memories made him smile. But they also deepened his despair. Those days are gone forever, he
thought. They're just part of the past.

When the game finally ended, Jack noticed how late it had gotten. The sun was beginning
to set, and Jack was startled when he looked down at his watch and noticed that it was past six
o'clock. Then, he remembered the man who had been sitting next to him.

Jack looked over to his right and saw that he was still there. He was looking down at the
ground, and he seemed to be in deep thought. Jack wondered if he should say something to him
or just get up quietly and leave. Finally, he decided to say goodbye.

“Well, I guess I'm going to get going now,” he said. And with those words, the man lifted his
head slowly and looked over at Jack. He nodded and seemed to make an effort to be friendly,
but Jack sensed that something was wrong. There were no tears, but everything about the man’s
facial expression indicated great emotional pain.

Jack thought for a second. On the one hand, he felt some sympathy for the man. However,
on the other hand, he thought that it might be better if he just left. Maybe he wants to be alone,
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he thought. And then some other possibilities also occurred to him... Maybe he’s crazy... Or even
dangerous. However, despite these concerns, Jack finally decided that he couldn’t just walk
away.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

The man didn’t respond. He just turned his head slightly away from Jack and breathed deeply.

“Idon’t mean to pry,” Jack said. “But it looks as if something is bothering you.”

Slowly, the man turned back toward Jack, and for about ten seconds just looked deeply into
Jack’s eyes.

Jack waited and waited, and then finally the man spoke.

“I'm sorry,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “I usually don’t talk to people about my feelings.
Especially not strangers. But, yeah, I guess I'm feeling something right now.”

Jack nodded but didn’t say anything.

“Something about watching those kids,” the man said, “really got to me.”

“Yeah?” said Jack.

“Yeah. Watching those kids made me think about my own.”

“Oh? How many kids do you have?”

“Two,” the man said. “A boy and a girl.” Then, after a short pause he added, “But I hardly
ever see them.”

“Isee,” Jack said, not knowing what else to say. And then the man explained.

“You see,” he said, “I got divorced when my kids were only five and three, and they've lived
with my ex-wife ever since. She lives pretty far from here, and so it's pretty tough for me to visit
them.”

“Tsee”

“But that’s not all,” the man said. “My wife got remarried about five years ago, and so now,
when I do visit my kids it's really awkward. They get along real well with her new husband, and
the last time I went to their house do you know what I heard?”

Jack didn't respond.

“I heard my kids calling him ‘dad,” ” the man said. “And that really blew me away.”

“Yeah, I guess it would,” said Jack.

“Anyway,” the man said, “sometimes when I see other kids playing, I start thinking about my
own and all the things I've missed over the years.”

“Yeah,” Jack said, and then there was a long interval of silence.

“Well,” the man finally said, “I don’t want to bore you. And besides, I should probably get
going. By the way, my name’s Rick. Rick Bell. What's yours?”

“Jack. Jack Browner.” And the two men shook hands.

Rick started to get up, and then he said, “Didn’t you say you were going, too? We could walk
out together.”

“Oh,” Jack said, “Actually, I've changed my mind. I think I'll stay here for a few more minutes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. See you.”

“Goodbye,” said Jack.

And he watched as Rick got up and walked slowly out of the park.

When Jack could no longer see Rick, he turned around and looked up at the red sun, which
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was now hanging quite low in the sky. It was a beautiful sight, and as he looked at it he thought
about this chance encounter. Maybe there was a reason for it, he thought. And in time, his
thoughts moved from feelings about a stranger to feelings about his own life. And slowly but
surely, a feeling of warmth and peacefulness began to creep into his soul.

When the sun could hardly be seen, Jack finally got up and left the park. Then, he hurried
home. When he opened the front door, he was surprised because the house was quite dark. The
light in the front hall was on, but all the other lights in the house seemed to be off. What's going
on, he thought. He assumed that Cindy was home because her car was out front, so he wondered
why almost all of the lights were off.

Jack slowly walked toward the kitchen, and then, when he got there he was shocked to see
Cindy sitting there quietly, staring straight ahead.

“Cindy,” he said.

Cindy, a bit startled, turned toward Jack and just said “hi.”

“Hi,” Jack said in return. “Are you okay? Why is the light off?”

“Oh,” Cindy said, “T was just sitting and thinking.”

Jack turned on the light.

“Have you been crying?” he said.

“Yeah, a few minutes ago,” she said.

“Because of Mark?”

“Yeah,” Cindy said. “I don’t know what happened. I was fine before. But then, while I was
shopping, I just started to feel really lonely. Then, when I got home, nobody was here, so I guess
I just kind of went to pieces.”

“Sorry,” Jack said. “Twent out for a walk and then spent some time in the park.”

“How are you?” Cindy asked. “You seemed really depressed before. But you look okay now.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “I feel okay.” Then, after a slight pause he continued. “Actually something
happened and it made me realize how lucky I've been. I mean, how lucky we’ve been.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I met someone in the park. A guy who hardly ever gets to see his own kids, and it
really made me appreciate all these years that we've been with Mark day after day. I mean, we
saw a baby become a small boy, and then we saw a small boy become a teenager. And then,
finally, when he left home today, Mark was a man. It's like something you said before. Change
is natural. This was his time to go and we should just be grateful for everything that we've had
until now.”

“Yeah,” Cindy said. “You're right.. When you think of it, relatively speaking, we really have
had it pretty good.”

“Yeah,” said Jack. “We have.”

And at this point he reached over to Cindy’s cheek and wiped away a tear with the back of his
hand.

“Thanks,” Cindy said.

Jack nodded, and then said, “Thank you.”

Then, their eyes met and the two of them slowly embraced.
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