Ryan McKee

The Grand Connection


“Now I’m south bound 35 heading down the road.” As Pat Green provides the music for my trip to my great grandma’s 90th birthday in Missouri, I can not help but think that, “you know, Pat I wish I was.”  As much as I wished I was headed south on I-35 the road that leads back to Austin, I was not.  This trip came at a very bad time, but how often does your great grandma turn 90?  

The trip had happened to fall on the weekend that I was to move from my apartment in Georgetown to my new home in Round Rock.  As I drove toward Missouri, my mind kept going back to the fact that everything I owned was packed in a van sitting in my driveway at home.  I had tried to convince my dad that I really did not see how I could make the trip.  He told me in no uncertain terms, that I would be going on this trip.  As it turned out, it was a good thing that my dad had insisted on my coming, because had I not been there I would not have been able to gain a very valuable experience.


As I drove north on I-35, the outside world flew by at 80 mph.  Six hours after leaving home I found myself in Oklahoma City.  The city looked much like any other city in the United States, but the geography of the area had changed quite a bit from that of Austin.  The rolling hills and oak trees of Austin had been replaced by flat plains and a few sparse mesquite trees.  This, however, was far from the change I would find when I pulled into Pickering, Missouri.  This change started to take place as I exited off the highway, which runs north out of St. Joe, on to a narrow two-lane road that would take me to Maryville and then on to Pickering.  


The road appeared as though it had just been resurfaced.  The reflection of the sun off the white concrete caused the road to look like the lines on a football field as it meandered its way through the vast cornfields that covered the countryside.  As I drove down the country road I realized that the flat land had given rise to gentle rolling hills once again.  As I continued along the road it seemed as though I was making no progress; as I looked out at the top of the hills it seemed as the road cut a never-ending path through the sea of green corn and been plants.  The only real reverence I had that told me I was actually going some where was the occasional farm house and barn that would emerge from the fields.  


As I drove up on the crest of a hill I spotted the top of a clock tower.  As the tower neared I realized that it was the top of the courthouse in Maryville.   Driving down the main street that goes through the town, I realized that the Maryville was not all that different than Georgetown.  The buildings and the house seemed to be much the same age as those that line the streets in Georgetown.  While the towns have a similar look I could tell, even from inside the car, that Maryville had a drastically different feel to it.  It was not until we drove into my grandparent’s driveway in Pickering that I realized what that feeling was.


As I turned right onto my grandparent’s street, I realized that it was like turning back to 1950.  The house looked much like those you would see in an episode of Leave It to Beaver, white picket fences and all.  It had been at least eight years since I had last been to my grandparent’s house and as I walked in the door I realized that nothing in the house had seemed to have changed since my last visit.  The only thing that looked different was the oxygen cord that ran across the floor to my grandfather sitting at the kitchen table.  This sight started a string of thoughts that would run through my head for the rest of my trip.  As bad as it may sound, I kept telling myself “man I don’t won’t to get old.  Please just let me die quick and still functional.”  As I sat down next to my grandfather I kept watching him and listening to his words, but all that registered in my mind is just how much he has faded away since my early memories of him.  The next day would only go to reinforce my thoughts that as people get older they become just glimpses of their former selves.


Awaking the next morning I readied myself for my great grandma’s birthday party.  The night before I had been informed by my aunt that I would be in charge of the guest book, and it was my responsibility to welcome people to the party and make sure they signed the book.  The party was to be helped at the community center in my great grandmother’s town, Hopkins.  As we arrived in the town I looked around and saw a town that was just a skeleton of its former self, much like what I had seen had happened to my grandfather the night before.  The community center was the newest building in the town area.  It was surrounded by two streets of storefronts, not unlike those in the Georgetown Square, but the difference was they were not restored or for the most part even inhabited.  Once again they reminded my much of my grandfather in that the exterior still resembled a town, but they lacked the substance that they required to still be considered functional.  


As I looked around the town I began to think, “What would it be like to grow up here?”  As soon as this thought had crossed my mind I realized that I had not seen anybody that was even close to my own age.  Most of the people that I had encountered were middle age or senior citizens.  This brought me to a realization that these towns are wasting away with every person that dies in them.  I would come to find out that most kids as soon as they graduate leave for good, and those that are still here are in most cases people that left and could not make it and were forced to return.


As noon rolled around people began to show up to the party so I took my place at the front door next to the guest book.  As people came in I would introduce myself, and I soon came to another realization.  When I would say my name the response would be, ”Oh, your Randy’s boy.”  I would then say that I was, and they would inevitably reply with, “I remember when you were only a little kid.”  This would then be fallowed up by what are you doing now, where are you going to school?  I think I must have said Southwestern over a hundred times in less than an hour.  This lead to the question what are your plans for after school?  For me this is still a question of personal debate so I would give them a generic answer; I would keep up a smile until they found someone else to talk to.  As cynical and as bad as this sounds, for me it was really like going to a foreign country were everybody you meet already has some sort of idea about you.  It can be really disconcerting.  I sometimes found myself just wanting to make up some outlandish lie just to see the faces of the people as I told them that all I did at school was take drugs and drink beer, well maybe that’s not a total lie.  


As I sat at the front table I realized that my great grandmother was not there.  With this realization I thought of the movie, The Great Outdoors, when the old man had died just before his birthday party.  If I had known how close that thought was to being true I would have probably have hit myself for even thinking it.  Not five minutes after I had had the thought my aunt came through the door to get my mother because my great grandmother had blacked out in the shower and fallen down.  With that news I sank into my car as I could hide, even though no one had heard my thoughts.  As my mom rushed out the door, I was left to set there with my thoughts.  As I sat at my post, I scanned the room, along on wall of the room was a desk that contained photographs of my great grandmother throughout her life.  I decided to leave my post, even with the knowledge that my aunt would find me shortly and order me back.  


As I looked at the pictures on the table the importance of my presence at the party suddenly became clear to me.  I saw that many of the people in the room held some significance in the shaping of who I am.  As I looked at the pictures that span from 1913 to the present, many of the people in the room were represented in the pictures that were there on the table.  In many ways these people in the pictures represented my history.  If they had not had a direct impact on me the people in the pictures had had a direct impact on some one that had eventually impacted my life.  As I set there and marveled at all the different connection and links that these people in the photographs had to my family and myself, reality suddenly came crashing back in one big rush.  The person that was the strongest link to all these people was not there, and she was in fact not there because she was very ill.


As I stood there at the picture table wondering what was wrong with my great grandmother, the room was filled with a louder commotion.  When I turned to see what it was I saw a family friend wheeling my grandmother up to the door in a wheel chair.  As she came through the door, the room filled with the sound of the song Happy Birthday.  As the song came to the part, “happy birthday dear _______,” I heard about ten different names come from the crowd.  This moment is something that I will never forget, my Great Grand was something else to many different people, but she knew all of these people in some way or another.  She was mother, grandmother, aunt, friend and neighbor to all these people and she had impacted each of their lives in her own unique way.


As the party was wrapping up I finally realized that growing old was not such a bad thing.  With each year you live it gives you that much more of a chance to pass down family history to more generations of your family.  While with age your body may become weaker your connection to your family only grows stronger.

After Word


Writing this story down on paper was a real challenge for me because as I was writing it I kept thinking, “Man you are an ass.”  After reading the finished product I think that this was required of me to help both the reader and me to understand the change that I went through.


Since the time of the story Great Grand has been put into a retirement center.  While she was discouraged at first, she has recently been moved from the more intensive care side into her own garden home.

