Giving Voice

My Aunt Shirley’s kitchen smelled like a living room.  I don’t think she ever cooked.  She was married to my uncle Bud, but unlike most of the people in our suburban Chicago apartment complex, they had no children. And, she wasn’t really my aunt.  But most days I popped through her screen door with at least twice the enthusiasm I brought to my own apartment directly below hers.

I don’t remember when she and Bud moved in; I was too small to mark life’s ebbs with time.  I do know they replaced the opera singer who’d lived there too long, freeing me from her excruciating late night scales.  Ah, ah, ah, ah, ah, ah, ah!  She sang those scales like an endless freight train over our heads at bedtime.

Soon Shirley and Bud were family, and it felt to me like they’d always been there. I assumed they would be forever.

Shirley invariably made me feel like a gift in her perfectly groomed and stylish flat that never smelled like polish sausage & sauerkraut or pet rabbits kept in hiding from the evil Janitor Joe, or like Jim Beam.

Her dark, tightly curled and short-cropped hair framed a fair round face.  Her red lips always matched her fingernails, the nails she let me stroke and twiddle when I curled like a contented cat in her lap. Those red lips never failed to split in wide revelation of her prefect white teeth the moment she saw me.

She never grabbed me or mashed me in a mauling hug. Instead she held that open-hearted grin until I got to her.  How I loved falling into her stuffed pillow breasts and inhaling the scent of her ever-present, sunny cologne.

Shirley would have been called ‘big and beautiful’ today.  Back then, nobody seemed to mention or note her size.  Bud, a tall, dark, handsome man, adored her…he liked her and she liked him.  They seemed to my childish view never to struggle with each other. 

Visiting Shirley’s apartment was like going Uptown.  No matter what I was wearing – and I was usually dirty from rough-n-tumble outdoors -- I always felt dressed up in her house.  And, it was in her kitchen that I first discovered my voice.

I was probably nine or ten years old, big for my age and in constant motion.  I rushed to her screen door one hot, July day, the kind that makes the air feel like a wet towel on your face… Some story was exploding inside me and I didn’t even know it yet, but she did.  I was only relieved to find her kitchen door open and Shirley inside.  She was in rare cooking mode, busy at the sink but still ready with a grin for me.

When she dropped everything to give me her full attention I was overcome with the thrill of it.  It took me only a heartbeat to recognize the opportunity and let that swelling idea spill out.  I had discovered something – developed a theory on my own, I thought – and I was dazzled by its originality.  To this day, I have no memory of what it was, some connection between history and modern times…for a nine-year-old!?  It was probably nothing quite so esoteric, but Shirley made me feel brilliant.

I don’t remember anything I said.  All I can recall are those deep brown eyes sparkling and speaking to me with their focus.  It felt like hours that she listened with genuine interest, asking me questions, urging me to think – no one had ever given me the idea that I could actually think.  After all, I was only the cute one, the baby, the entertainer in my family.  My big sister did all the thinking.  She was the smart one.  But, with Shirley, I was smart and it felt like I was soaring.  She and I rode that idea like cowgirls galloping across the Badlands, scrambling up a slag hill of questions and leaping over creeks to grassy knolls of answers.  Then more questions and more possibilities.  It was my first conscious experience of intellectual exercise and I didn’t want it to stop.  

It didn’t stop.  Shirley never checked her watch nor glanced away or turned her attention to anything but me until I was finished.  It felt like we were locked in rapture; time was irrelevant and only I could end the journey.  And, so I did ultimately, spent on the exhilaration of exploring an idea…and hooked for life on the thrill of it.

She gave me something tasty to moisten my parched throat as she let me wind down the idea.  With no demands, no expectations, she allowed me to finish, kiss her sweet powdered cheek and turn happily to the next play yard game of football, cowboys and Indians or battlefield. I kept bringing her my ideas and I started branching out to the other kids in the neighborhood.  “Classroom” soon rose to the top of my favorite games list and, of course, I played teacher favoring Shirley’s Socratic method of questioning everything.

Shirley never had children.  Eventually, my family realized our dream of buying a house and we moved out of the apartment complex that had been my village from earliest memory.  I remember Shirley and Bud visiting us occasionally at the house, but soon they faded into Ohio somewhere and we lost track of them.  

Not long afterward, I heard Shirley had died – a sudden heart attack.  Bud moved on to marry again, and I don’t think we ever heard from him.  

When I heard Shirley had died, I was still in motion.  I felt no real loss because, I realize now, she had become my constant riding companion through the wide-open spaces of ideas.  Death couldn’t take her from me. It was with Shirley I shared my daydreams, my fantastic stories and my theories about everything.  And, thanks to Shirley, I still do hatch a theory about almost everything.
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