If you want to know what I think, people are given too much credit.  We are expected to mature at the same rate, tackle the same goals, and ultimately attain the same dream: to be successful in whatever it is we do.  Well, what if you are forced off the course because you weren’t living up to someone else’s standard of who you are and what you should be?  And once you have made a bad choice, can you ever make it right?  Those were the questions that forced me to leave home and find my own way.  I’m not exactly sure what it was that scared me so much about going back.  Maybe it was the fact that I hadn’t been home in almost five years. I thought I had left that life behind me.  I thought that distance was what I needed.  Maybe not.


I have always had the tendency to run away from problems and bad situations.  Life seems so much easier that way.  If you hate your job, you quit.  If you hate your spouse, you get a divorce.  If you hate your car, you trade it in.  We are all running from something.  I guess I made running a part of my lifestyle.  Everything in my life seemed too complicated.  I didn't want to deal with anything, not even reality.  It wasn’t that I thought that I would somehow slip up and find happiness by running away, but I felt there had to be a better way to success then my so-called life.  So I ran from everything I knew to start a new life.  I was sure that if I cut all ties, even family, I could be a better person. 


As I packed my bags, gearing up to return home, I started analyzing my life.  How far had I actually run?  I was always taught that on the road of life, certain pit stops are necessary.  Namely marriage, kids and all that go with that dream.  I must not have gotten the pamphlet in the mail that specifies when you are suppose to choose those portions of your destiny.  I was happy and content just being who I was.  I didn't feel that I needed the validation of certain certificates to make me whole as a person.  That is my story and that is what I'm sticking to.


My friends thought that I was the biggest freak.  Of course they were all married, and if they weren't married, they had a different girl for each day of the week.  That has never been my lifestyle though.  I have always considered myself to be a good man.  Each week my friends would ask the same question, “You found a girlfriend yet?”  Each week my answer was just the same, “No.”  Immediately, they would then ask, “Well, have you found a boyfriend yet?”  Then they would try to console me by saying, “You know that if you did, we would still accept you anyway.  We don’t care if you’re funny.”  After I laughed off their crazy ways of thinking, I informed them that they had nothing to worry about.  Not to say that my lifestyle is any better, but being gay, no thanks.


Before I left home, I was being pressured to do certain things to prove that I was…what’s the word…normal.  At age 21, I was unofficially kicked out of the family because I was the only boy to reach that age and not have at least a child on the way.  It was very embarrassing because someone was always hooking me up on a blind date or introducing me to some nice, young lady.  It's not that I didn't enjoy the company, I just wasn't ready for all that just yet.  I guess you can say that I was a late bloomer.  I was also very awkward around girls.  I wasn’t one of the cool guys.  I was an emotional and physical mess, wrecking havoc on any female that came within 20 feet of me.  I would like to think that I’ve gotten over that phase, but I’m 32 and still single, so you tell me.

At age 27, my mom kept hinting, “It’s time for you to find yourself a nice young lady and settle down and have me some grandchildren.”  Every five minutes I heard her say, “It’s time.”  She was right and wrong at the same time.  It was time sure enough, time for me to get away from my so-called family.  She kept reminding me that by the time she was 27, she had been married with three kids.  By the time my father was 27, he had been married and divorced twice before marrying my mother.  I guess you could have called him a ladies man.  I may have gotten my looks from him, but that was about all that was passed down through the jeans.


So I ran, and I’ve been running ever since.  I’ve been running from people who think that a child and a wife define your manhood.  I could have gotten married and had those things if I wanted to, but if my heart wasn't in it, what was the point.  Besides, kids are so overrated anyway.  I’ve run from people that feel that someone is a loser just because they have reached age 32 and don’t have their own business or management position.  I’m still running from the grips of structured religions or cults, as I sometimes like to call them.  Somehow, going to a church every Tuesday, Wednesday and Sunday with Be-Be and June-June rolling down the aisles with Holy Spirit just isn’t me.  Especially since the spirit seems to be overly friendly with them and attacks them every single service.  


I have run from those people that reject different forms of creativity.  Life for me is hard as a singer/actor/writer/will work for food.  Everyone claims that they want something fresh and new, but as soon as you provide it, they compare it to someone else’s work.  They say, “This isn’t a song Michael Jackson would sing,” or  “Do you think Dean Koontz would sign his name to this crap?”  Well, I should hope that he wouldn’t sign his name since ‘this crap’ belongs to me. 


My family rejected my creativity.  Your family is supposed to be the biggest ego booster.  Apparently, my family didn’t get their pamphlet in the mail either.  No matter what I did, they always had something negative to say.  They always said that I couldn’t sing and that writers come a dime a dozen.  They would ask me to get a real job and writing was not going to put food on the table.  Not that they ever read any of my writing.  That would have been considered too much support, I guess.  I figured that anything I would ever get in life, I would have to get on my own.  I would have to be my own cheerleader, my own source of inner and outer strength.  So I ran to save my sanity. 


Before I left home, I had done a little modeling.  I knew that I was an attractive kid, but I didn’t think that I had “the look.”  Apparently, the modeling agency didn’t think so either.  One day, I took my friend, Billy, to my photo shoot.  They asked him to do one photo with me, and one by himself.  At first he resisted, but then he got into it and you couldn’t tell him that he wasn’t the greatest thing that hit the streets since the television was invented.  Although I was the hired model, they chose Billy for the ad.  His face was all over the city.  The product got a big boost in sales.  I got a pink slip from the agency thanking me for my time and contributions but they no longer had use for my services.  Who wants to be a model anyway?  As usual, my family thought that it was for the best that I stopped modeling.  How typical?


I continued to pack for my journey to my old life, back to faces, places and things I hadn’t seen in half a decade.  I wondered what it would be like to see my mother again.  I wondered if my dad still worked two or three jobs like he used to when I was home.  I wondered how my brothers and sisters had come along with their lives.  I also wondered what my excuse would be for not calling, visiting, or even sending a post card.  I sure hoped my family had stocked up on their forgiveness.


I took a break from packing to get out of the house.  Although I know that my teenage years are way behind me, I found myself at the mall window-shopping.  The mall was a place for me to take a brief moment away from reality.  Today, the mall was definitely a reality check.  Everywhere I looked, families were doing things together.  Little children ran about as they enjoyed being young and in their own little worlds.  For a brief moment, I longed for that, as if it would complete the image that I wanted for myself.  Then one of the children began to yell and scream. So, I changed my mind.


After going to the mall I decided to take a walk through the park to get my thoughts together.  I played a little basketball with the neighborhood guys, then headed back home to finish packing.  I didn’t know why I was packing so much because I didn’t know whether I would just run in and out or stay a little while.  My mother was a feisty one.  I wasn’t sure if she would welcome me with open arms or whip out her pistol and threaten to call the cops on me.  Finally, I finished packing and jumped in my car to make the 13-hour trip to my parents’ house.  I tried to call first, but the number had changed.


Being on the road gave me a lot of time to reflect on what had become of my so- called life.  I wished I had of had some interesting story to tell them about how I had saved the world, or better yet, won an Oscar.  I though that maybe I could make up some stuff, but then decided against it.  If I was going home, I was going to do things the right way.  After a while, I got tired of feeling sorry for myself.  I figured I would run from my past just one last time and start a new by trying my best to become the person I’ve wanted to be all my life.  


When I arrived at my parent’s house, I was awestruck.  Except for a few minor changes, the house still looked exactly the way I had left it.  It was still white with royal blue shudders.  The apple tree with the tire swing was still in the middle of the yard.  The grass was still the greenest of the whole neighborhood.  It reminded me of when I was younger and my mother would spend hours raking and planting in the garden.


I got out of the car and started heading towards the front door.  I didn’t want to be presumptuous by taking my baggage.  It would be very embarrassing to expect a warm welcome but get a door slammed in my face.  When I got to the door, I wasn’t sure whether to knock or try the knob.  I decided to do neither.  I needed more time to get myself together.  There was no excuse for what I had done.  I’m sure I had made my family worry so much about me.  I thought I was doing what I had to do to be happy and instead I’m still searching for answers.  


Instead of leaving, I decided to sit on the steps and take in the view.  After a few moments, I noticed a figure in all black walking very slowly down the lane.  I laughed to myself as I though that the figure looked like death.  In a sense, it was.  As the person got closer, I began to get nervous.  The person would take two or three small steps then do a slight little dance, and then began walking again.  I saw this as being odd and thought that maybe that was a sign that it was time for me to go inside.  The last thing I needed was to get mugged outside of my parents’ home.


I got up and placed my hand on the knob.  Once again, I became fearful of what I would face inside.  I decided I would take my chances with the stranger in black.  When she finally got to where I was, I noticed something very familiar about her but I wasn’t sure what it was.  Her clothes were torn and tattered.  Her hair was wild and unkempt.  Her skin had a grayish hue to it which made me wonder whether she was sick or not.  I figured that maybe she had had a rough life, or that she was into drugs or something.


She stood about two feet away from me and looked blankly into my eyes.  I tried to read her disposition to no avail.  I opened my mouth but I couldn’t speak.  I didn’t know what to say.  Then I noticed something on her arm that ripped me apart inside.  It was a red and golden butterfly.  It was the same butterfly that had caused such a commotion when we were teenagers.  It was the same tattoo that got all of us punished for not telling our mom and dad when she was planning to get it.  This was no stranger, this was my sister.


“Hey sis.” I said as a tear rolled down my cheek.


“You got five dollars?” she asked as she stumbled backwards a few steps. 


I couldn't believe what I was seeing.  How could my sister that I looked up to growing up be the same person standing before me?  "Yeah, I think I do."  I said as I searched for the money.  When I found it, I wished I had said no.  I had no clue what she would do with it and I didn’t want to be the source for her next high.


"While you in there, give me twenty,” she said with absolutely no facial expression at all.  I gave her a twenty and she slowly headed back up the gate.  I had no idea where she was going, where she came from and what had happened to cause her to end up that way.  I watched her walk away.  She didn't even thank me for the money or acknowledge that she hadn't seen me in years.  Her mind was gone.  So was mine. 


I sat back on the stoop.  I was more shook up now then I was when I first arrived.  I wanted to cry, but as you know, real men don’t cry.  We just grin and bear it.  Just then, the mailman arrived with a handful of letters.  Instead of sticking them in the slot, he handed them to me.  I thanked him and looked through the letters.  I noticed that they all were addressed to my mother.  I thought that it was kind of odd but I didn't put much thought into it.  The last piece of mail was a flyer stating that the state fair was in town.  I figured that it was just what I needed to take my mind off my sister. 


I arrived at the fair hoping for fun so that I could get myself together before seeing the rest of the family.  Although I'm 32, rides are still my forte.  I felt a little embarrassed, as it appeared I would be one of the few people to get on the ride alone.  It’s funny how some things you just never get used to.  I got in line for a new ride called the ZigVanWyler.  There was a long line of people ahead of me so I had a lot of time to focus on my upcoming reunion.


I looked around and was overwhelmed by the love that I saw on display.  I began to wonder whether I would ever have the chance to feel love the way the couples around me did.  I wondered if I would ever know the joys of having children that looked up to me and depended on me to fulfill their every happiness.  I felt like my window of opportunity was closing.  The older you get, the more difficult it is to meet females with no baggage.  I didn't want to join a ready-made family where the lady of my life would already have children and I would have to just adapt.  I didn't want a woman who couldn't trust me because she had been hurt by a previous marriage.  Maybe I have too many requirements.  Maybe that would doom me to being single forever.


After I had gotten off the ride, I headed to the animal section where the local 4-H club members were giving out information on the animal's care and upkeep.  I had just started looking at the pigs when someone tapped me on the shoulder.  

"Reginald, is that you?" the voice asked 


"Yep, it's me."  I said as I turned around to face and old friend of the family.


"You remember me right?" she asked.


"Yeah, I think that you are Lorraine."


"That's right.  I haven't seen you in years.  What’s been going on with you?” 


“Nothing really.  I’m just trying to maintain, that’s all.” I responded hoping she wouldn’t ask me anything I wasn’t prepared to answer.


“So I know you are probably some big shot lawyer or something. Right?”


“Not exactly.” I had started looking away at this point.


“What?  Are you serious?”


“Nope, I’m not a lawyer.”


“Oh, wait Reginald.  You were the singer.  That’s right.  You were always performing back in the day.  What happened with that?”


“Absolutely nothing.” I responded.


“Oh, so what are you doing job wise.” she asked.  Some people just don’t get the hint.  Out of all the questions that she could have asked someone she hadn’t seen in over five years, she had to ask about my job status.


“Well, I do a little bit of everything.  I still sing.  I write a little bit.  You know, whatever comes along.”


“Oh.  I guess if that works for you.  You here visiting your mom?" she asked with a pleasant smile.  I was glad she had changed the subject.


"Yeah, I haven't been home in over 5 years.  I came to visit mom and dad and the rest of the family to catch up." I replied.


"Your dad? You’re visiting your dad?" she asked with a strange look on her face.


"Yes, my dad.  You know, the one you used to call Uncle Mitch?"


"I know who he is but he…you said you haven't been home in a while?" she asked still looking concerned.


"Nope." I answered.


"You mean you haven't called or wrote or anything?"


"No, I haven't." I said realizing that I wasn't prepared to explain myself just yet.


"Well, you need to talk to your mom." she said.


"I will.  Why?  What's wrong?" I asked.


"I shouldn't be the one to tell you,” she said.


"Tell me what?" I asked.  Now I was the one with the concerned look on my face.


"I have to go.  Enjoy your visit," she said.  With that, she turned and headed towards the exit of the barnyard area.  I wanted to follow her but it was clear she had more information than I did and she wasn't sharing.


After walking around a little while longer, I got myself together and headed back to the place I use to call home.  When I made it back to my parents’ house, I knocked on the door without hesitation.  A few moments later the door opened and it was a beautiful woman about my age looking up at me.


"May I help you?" she asked.


"Yeah, I'm here to see my mom and dad.  My name is Reginald."


"Reginald?  Wait, you're Reginald.  The Reginald that hasn't shown his face in so many years?" she said catching on to who I was.  

"O.K. Now that we now who I am, who are you?" I asked.

"Oh, I'm Patricia. I married your brother, Jermaine.  I'm sorry, I'm just so shocked to finally meet you.  They talk about you all the time.  Why don't you come in?" she offered, realizing I was still on the outside of the house.

Once inside she informed me that my mother and brother were out for the day but should be home shortly.  She told me to make myself at home, which was pretty ironic since this was home.  I made myself comfortable in the living room.  Not much had changed.  My picture was still there on the wall with the rest of my brothers and sisters.  My degree from Pemberton was still on the mantel along with my graduation picture.  I was kind of glad that my family wasn't home.  It gave me more time to prepare.

After a few moments had passed, Patricia joined me in the living room and asked me if I wanted anything to eat or drink.  I told her that I would be ok and that I just wanted to walk around the house and reminisce.  She left me alone to walk the same halls that I had walked when I was little.  The first place I went was upstairs to my parent’s bedroom.  As always, the bed was made and the rest of the room was spotless.  I sat on the bed and thought about how many times I had been comforted in that room.  That room was like a sanctuary.  I always felt safe in that room.

I made my way down the hall to my old room.  The door was closed.  I was scared to open it because I had no idea what I would find in my old space.  To my surprise, the room was exactly the way I had left it.  Nothing had been changed.  I would have thought that my dad would have made the room a den or a study by now.  Apparently, there were other plans for the room.

As I looked around in disbelief, Patricia joined me in the room.  “It’s amazing isn’t it?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” 

“The way they have kept your room together.  No one was allowed in here ever.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because it was your room.”

“I don’t understand.  Mom and Dad couldn’t wait to get me out of here so they could do other things with their lives.” I responded.

“Maybe I’m not the one you need to talk to.  I only heard their side of the story, but although they did want you to grow up and become a man, they didn’t expect you to do what you did,” she had the sound of disappointment in her voice as if she had been there to witness the events personally.

“I realize that I made some mistakes,” I said, wondering how much she knew.

“I’m really glad that you are here though.  Your mother will be so happy.  Now she’ll be able to rest in peace,” she said.  I didn’t like the sound of her comment.

“What about my dad?” I asked.

“He passed on three years ago,” she said.

“What!”

“He had cancer.”

“No, you don’t understand!  My father can’t be dead.  He isn’t dead!  I still need him,” I don’t know how much of that she heard because I was crying heavily at this point.

“I’m sorry to have had to tell you this.” Patricia said.  She was tore to pieces too.

“If he had cancer, he would have told me.  I know he would have.”

“They didn’t tell you because they didn’t want you to worry.  That’s why it was so hurtful that you left the way you did.  Your father knew that his time was limited.”

“No.  I won’t believe it.  I refuse to believe it.” I said.

“You have to.  That’s just the way it is.”

“Well, how is momma?” I asked.

“She has seen better days.  She has been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease,” she said.


“How bad is it?” I asked.


“She has her good days and her bad days.”


“Are you saying that my mother won’t even know who I am? ” I asked.

“I can’t say for sure what will happen but I guess we will have to wait and see,” she said.

Just then, the front door opened and I heard a male voice calling for Patricia.  “I’m up here," she yelled.

“Whose car is that out there?” the male voiced yelled.

“It’s a surprise just come up here," she said.

“We will be up in a second,” he yelled back.

“So this is it.  Are you ready?” she asked me.

“I guess I’m as ready as I’m ever going to be.” I was trying to gain my composure so that I could be strong for my mom.  Our roles had reversed.  For so many years, I depended on her to be strong for me and now I found myself doing the same for her.  It was ironic.  

The next thing I heard was footsteps coming down the hall.  I looked up at Patricia and she smiled at me and gave me the thumbs up.  After what seemed like an eternity, my brother walked through the door.  He looked so different to me.  No longer was he the guy who used to pick on me and call me names.  For a few moments we just looked at each other.  He made a sudden move towards me and all I saw was his arms rapidly coming towards me.  There was no way I could fight in my condition so I closed my eyes hoping that my brother would realize my state of mind and show mercy on me.  I waited to feel pain.  Instead, I felt a soothing comforting feeling.  When I opened my eyes, I realized that he was embracing me, not fighting me.  I hugged him back and together we cried.  I couldn’t imagine my brother crying for me.  This scene made Patricia cry as well.

Once we all got ourselves together, my brother outstretched his hand to me and said, “I’ve got someone that you must see.”   Hand-in-hand my brother and I took the walk down the hall, and then down the steps.  I heard noises coming from the kitchen, so I assumed that was where we going.  I was right.

Before we made it to the kitchen, I heard the sweet sound of my mother humming the same song that she had hummed when I was a child.  I remembered us humming and singing together throughout my childhood.  I loved my mother dearly and I couldn’t believe that I had made her suffer the way I had.  When we made it to the kitchen, my mother’s back was turned toward me so she didn’t know that I was in the room.  I slowly walked towards her and realized that she was in the process of preparing dinner.  Suddenly, without turning around, she spoke, “Reginald, is that you son?”

“Yes mom, it’s me.  How did you know?” I asked, fighting back the tears.

“A mother always knows her child.  Time doesn’t change that.  I still felt your presence even though you weren’t here,” she said as she finally turned around to look at me.

A tear ran down my mother’s cheek.  Although she didn’t always agree with what I was doing with my life, she was still there for me. Maybe my family wasn’t trying to hold me back.  Maybe, somehow, they knew the struggles that I would have to endure to pursue my field of dreams.  Maybe my family was trying to prepare me for the fact that everyone would not feel that I was as talented as I felt I was.

We stood there in the kitchen, hugging and talking about old times.  We talked about my father and how we would miss him.  She told me about how much she thought about me when I was away.  Even though I was gone she knew that I was ok.  When I asked her how she knew, she simply said, “A mother always knows.”

I spent the rest of the day helping my mom with dinner, just as I had as a child.  I reminded her of how my dad always used to tease her about how warped I would be if I kept on with the cooking and cleaning thing.  It’s funny how things you dislike as a child, turn out to be the same things that make you smile as an adult.  I was so proud to be back home and to feel like I belonged there.

Later that night I couldn’t sleep.  I went out to the front steps to think.  I hadn’t asked my mom about my sister’s condition because I didn’t want to spoil the mood of the evening.  I had already found out that she had chosen to roam about as opposed to living at home.  I realized something while sitting on that stoop, no matter what happens in life, family is the one thing that you can count on.  Sometimes family is all you have.  I know that they come in different shapes, sizes and outlooks on life, but when it comes down to it, they are still family.  I had missed so much time, so many moments of love.  I vowed not to do that ever again.  I looked down at my feet and realized that I was outside barefoot, something my mom scorned us about as children.  I smiled to myself; I had taken off my running shoes.
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