RITE OF PASSAGE
Richard Paul Jones

| turned in my uniform the same day the moving eame. It was almost the end of June and
the weather had turned hot and muggy. | got ortrosty bicycle and peddled down to Smitty’s
house. “Here’s my uniform,” | said. “Mom washeédnd sewed up that torn place, so you can
give it to the new kid. Good luck; | hope you gwym the city championship.” Smitty and |
had started the Aviators baseball team in Daytoro @at summer so we could play on a real
team, with uniforms and umpires and all the othengs that make you feel like you've
graduated from playing in the cow pasture. And moyfamily was moving to the far northern
reaches of Minnesota and | had to leave the teahatimy friends behind. With that farewell
and a wave, my bike went on the moving van ancatibd off to a new life 1,000 miles away, in
a new state with a different culture. For a fiftegear old boy, the promise of adventure far
outweighs any sentimental concerns.

Moose River, Minnesota is located two hundred milegh of Minneapolis and smack dab in
the middle of the Chippewa National Forest. Thatens are very cold and the snow keeps
piling up until it's waist deep by the time the isygr thaw rolls around. Sometimes the
temperature doesn’'t get above zero for a week orenamd twenty or thirty below is not
uncommon. In the winter it is already dark whee #thool day ends but in summer the
evenings seem endless. Scandinavian and Finnisiignants were the first Europeans to settle
this part of Minnesota because it looked and fk# home and lumberjack work could be had
for the asking.

When my parents bought the two-story, twenty-ergloim hotel in Moose River, it marked the
beginning of my passage from the carefree joyshilfiicood to the inquisitive adventures of
teenage life in America. One day | was a fifteearyold kid cavorting around our Dayton
neighborhood on my bicycle; and a few miraculougsdater, there | was, a thousand miles
away, riding around in a car loaded with pulsategnagers — half of whom were girls.

Back in Dayton, girls did not play a very importaalke in the lives of my childhood buddies and
me. Of course thinking about girls, staring wigee at girls, and talking about girls was quite
another matter. As | recall, these titillating iaities occupied something like 80-90% of my
waking hours and all of my dreams.



During my last school year in Dayton | came facdatwe with a girl on only two occasions.
First, a girl named Margie cornered me at a panty @ught me the rudiments of kissing. All
these years later, | still remember exactly howt soid inviting her lips felt as they pressed
eagerly against mine. | was still in a daze uh#l other kids started laughing and pointing at my
lipstick-smeared face. Not long before we movethok a girl named Anita downtown on the
bus to see a movie, which | guess you could calffingy ‘date’. | kissed Anita goodnight just
like Margie had taught me, and then | walked twocks to my house and spent the night
dreaming about all the things | really didn’t unstand.

The traditional rite of passage that our Hebrewnfdis call Bar Mitzvah is celebrated in Moose
River under the guise of a weenie roast — at ieagbrked that way for me. The morning after
our earthly belongings were unloaded and moved antocramped apartment in the hotel, the
bright sun and cloudless sky beckoned me to thik dhdiscovery. | hopped on my familiar old
bicycle and set out to explore the town. Threekdcaway | passed a saw mill and learned first
hand that it was the source of the pungent smell hielped to define our new hometown. |
proceeded to survey the limits of the south enobse River and returned home a half hour
later, consumed with my newfound knowledge. |kHimat was the last time my bike was out of
the garage until we sold it the next year.

A day or two later, a local boy named Wayne cane fine hotel lobby and said he heard that a
teenage boy had moved in and he would like to shimev newcomer around. My father
summoned me, and away Wayne and | went to the teealhge hangout, the Arrowhead Cafe,
and into the fascinating new world that was to neeany life.

The next thing | knew, | was invited to a weeniasibhosted by two girls, named Pat and Rita,
whom | had met on my whirlwind tour with my neweind Wayne. The neighborhood looked
familiar and it gave me a comfortable feeling wheealized that | had peddled past both of our
hosts’ homes on my earlier cycling exploration.

It was August by then, and the evenings were statt get chilly. In northern Minnesota, the
first killing frost arrives before the end of Augusnd soon thereafter the leaves begin their
glorious annual display of colors. When | arrivedRita’s back yard that evening, | was
confronted by a dozen or so smiling teenagershinkt I'm not really sure, because nothing
fully registered with me after the second girl ItmeShe was a slim, dark-haired cheerleader
named Elaine who had an entrancing smile, a vivscigersonality, and dancing eyes. She
captured my heart instantly, and at that very madanheragerly left all the innocent pursuits of
childhood in my wake,

There were other parties that summer, and | spatyeossible minute with Elaine — sitting
close and holding hands. | cleverly snaked my around her shoulders at the movies and later
| inhaled the seductive aroma of her cologne whersgqueezed into a booth full of teenagers at
the Arrowhead Café. Then we walked hand-in-hartetchouse and the glorious evening ended
when | put my arms around her and our lips met aithentle kiss — just the way Margie had
taught me back in my boyhood world.



School started in September. Two months laterrtwat for basketball and made the starting
team. | loved playing basketball and it was anotgettable thrill every time we dribbled out
onto the floor and the crowd leaped to their fewt eheered at the top of their lungs. And there,
jumping and shouting with the other cheerleaders Blaine — with the dancing eyes. We won
some and lost some that year, but the best partiveagdances after our home games. That was
when Elaine and | moved together to the romantisicmand | got to hold her close and fill my
senses with all the wonderful feminine things aldwart

One day a letter came in the mail from Smitty. PRwators had won the city championship,
beating our fiercest rival decisively in the final3he thought raced thru my mind that | was
happy for Smitty and the team, but it just didrdem all that important to me any more.
Boyhood and the Aviators were fading rapidly in ragr view mirror.

Elaine’s family moved to Colorado the next year and lives continued down separate paths. |
only saw her once after that, but they say you néwget your first love. Several years ago |

saw a picture of Elaine and three other girls tdk@ck in those exhilarating days of discovery. |
didn’t notice who the other girls were but my heskipped a beat when | saw those dancing
eyes.

[Editor's Note: This enjoyable story is a sequethis author's previously posted story entitled
"Summer of the Aviators". Both stories describe ¢iperience of growing up in America, and
the changes in priorities that take place in adlifg with time.]



