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Urban Nomad

My life as a nomad began sometime around eighteen when I got the itch to move out. Out away from the home where I had spent my formative years. Truthfully, though it began before that time, in high school, I read all the Kerouac I could get my hands on.  I was crazy about the stuff.  I’d read about all his journeys back and forth between the coasts, his wild nights, and about his aching head the next day.  I felt that I, too, had to move and see and do and ache just like him.
However, it must have been something, even before that time. Going back, deeper into my past, I see a very young version of myself through the passenger window of my grandfather’s yellow Buick. The asphalt is moving underneath us at a steady fifty-five miles per hour. He always drove at the precise speed allowed by the law. I’m young and I’m enamored. The conversation is about being chased by armed guards over the Moroccan border for crimes that I didn’t understand at the time; or details of a place called Westminster Abbey that seem so abstract to me and so strange I could hardly even conjure the vaguest of images of it. I know this place was there, that it did exist, because there hangs a brass rubbing of one of the grave markers over the behemoth of a cabinet television that resided on the autumn-colored shag carpeting in the main room during those years.

By this time in my life something was already consuming the very same grandfather who was sharing his tales with me. Unbeknownst to me, and the rest of my family, and possibly even to him, there was a cancer spreading through his body. The man who showed me boundless love and told me tales that pushed the limits of my comprehension, then patiently told me all the details he could recall of adventures decades in the past as many times as I would ask, would leave us forever.  As his journey wound down, my own was preparing to take flight.
 I was restless in the nest and intent upon leaving.  I received this news when I was nineteen.  Although I had planned my escape, and carefully worked out the details, I was drawn back to the home place.  In January my family and I learned of his condition.  Advanced and terminal was all I knew.  I wanted so badly to be away from what I knew was happening, just gone on the road, anonymous and without the serious weighty problems.  But I didn’t go. 
My grandfather loved me so thoroughly, and without thought for his personal comfort for all my years.  So I stayed and stuck it out.  I did, however, move out when I was 21.  Promptly thereafter he became very ill.  He was in and out of the hospital. Then he was home in hospice care. And then, on Halloween Day 2006 when everyone was at a breaking point, when my mother’s funding for 24-hour care was running low . . . and when I would leave my mother’s house to return to the dorm red eyed and weary . . . he was gone. This may have been the break in me. Perhaps this marked the beginning of my nomadic days.

I thought that with my familial obligations satisfied I’d be free to run.  This was not the case.  I thought I had prepared for loss, but I had no idea. Now my family needed me.  My mother had lost her father, and though she didn’t talk about it much (and still doesn’t) I knew that having me around was essential to her.  I was also reeling.  But I found my solace elsewhere; not in company, but alone with my thoughts, or boozing with my friends, or occasionally in the arms of my girlfriend. So, in following what would have been my grandfather’s advice, I stuck around a bit longer and moved back home that summer. 
It all seems like I’m a bit selfish.  But I had a lust, a fire inside me, and all this sticking around business wasn’t slaking the flames by any means.  It only seemed to be fanning what I felt would become an inferno that would eventually consume me if I ignored it.  The want to live by my own agenda was fast becoming a need. This need manifested itself in a move across campus to another dorm. One where I could live alone, free from the worries of upholding my end of the bargain as far as being a decent roommate goes. Not that I was much of a roommate anyway. I spent most nights away from our room. 

I could be at this new place when I wanted and not there when I didn’t think it was necessary. I set it as a sort of headquarters, a place to study or shower and a pillow to put my head on when I needed it.  Not that I was there much, or did a whole lot of studying, but it was good to have a place to spread out when the time came. Outside of this hole dubbed the “rad pad”, there were a number of other places I would spend my time. I had a job that I went to each day that was thirty miles away in another town. There was a soft bed and warm greetings at my girlfriend’s place. There was always a couch at any number of my friends’ places. Of course, I did have places I favored. 
My dear friend’s place for example, I liked his long, low white couch the most. It was sort of a hold-over art-deco piece that weighed a ton.  Also, his apartment was only about five minutes away by skateboard and there weren’t ever any police to hassle me on the early morning, inebriated walks back to headquarters. 

I lived out of my pick-up. It was a compact red Nissan that became my mobile command vehicle. I equipped it with the essentials for appearing and smelling like a normal person. There were various items of clothing, either clean or having the visage thereof. At one time there would be any number of products to enhance my scent.  These were important if I were to pass as clean at my place of employment.  Behind and under the gray bench seat, and in the passenger floorboard were food wrappers from gas stations mixed among lost important documents I’d never find again and I guess really did not need (I survived without them). 
I found it easy and affordable to eat gas station fare and ate it more often than not because stations were everywhere. I could count on a Shell or the cheap food and fuel of a Quick Trip station to be just around the corner.  Probing deeper beneath the seat the little orange-yellow envelopes of parking tickets might be found right next to the change of shoes. 
I lived out the rest of the semester this way. I didn’t usually sleep in the same place more than two nights in a row.  If I did it was due to an interesting party at that place on consecutive nights, or just that I was too tired to go back to my headquarters. If I stuck around anyplace much longer though I’d start to get that familiar itch, and then it was on to the next destination.  I criss-crossed and zig-zagged about in no particular order and stayed in no place predominately. I’d go see my mother once or twice a week. I did stay in close touch, talking to her on a regular basis. 

Summer came, and my little red truck told me that it had had enough by dying on me for good. I purchased a new vehicle. I was now responsible for making my payments by the ninth of every month. My job, or at least my paycheck, became more crucial. My nomadic lifestyle became harder and harder to maintain. The end of the semester evicted me from headquarters and sent my lover South across the state back to her real home. The beginning of summer also saw my friend and his white couch move out of town. 
I felt everything ebbing away. I really needed a place. I found it back where I started. I’d eat with my parents again. I’d hear them bicker and spend time in the main room where the brass rubbing still hangs, even though the television and carpet have changed. I had facilities at my disposal to clean myself regularly. I was living as a partial resident again. I slept in this place each night for nearly two months. I went to work every day and came home to the same home most every night. My wandering wasn’t over though. 

The end of summer saw the return of my girlfriend, and incidentally another place to stay. Also with the new semester came the re-acquaintance of me, and the long, low white couch I so dearly cared for. I suppose I identify these two factors so vividly in relation to this time period because I could count on them. That couch and that girl were the constant forces in my life. While my life felt like a storm whirling around me those two things were like safe harbors. Maybe they were my home. Not in a physical sense but more in the feelings I associate with them. I still feel the need to move, I dream of Alaska and sailing away. I’m pleased to say that both the couch and my girlfriend are still in my life. Though now I live in one spot with the couch and I visit my lover.


 

