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Louren Kilburg

For Al Carter

Once again I was stuck with the middle seat, my legs knotted 
like a pretzel between two rather large individuals. I was 

nearly asleep when the lights flashed, jerking me from my slum-
ber. My father let out a wild scream as we sailed down the high-
way, beneath yet another graffiti-covered overpass.

Our annual family road trip had certainly become an eccen-
tric event, evoking gaping mouths and quizzical looks from many 
a passerby. My parents had fully decked out our 1983 Ford Aero-
star with any light, gizmo, or gadget that blinked, honked, or shot 
confetti. 

The fact that I was seventeen years old did not deter my 
unconventional parents from dragging me along on our yearly 
adventure. I hated every minute of it: the family sing-a-longs, the 
three a.m. wake up calls, the matching neon shirts, the sour smell 
of Aunt Lorna’s too sweet perfume and Uncle Jim’s greasy onion 
breath, asking me for fourteen solid hours why on earth I didn’t 
have a girlfriend. 

Gee, I couldn’t imagine why not…
Somehow, this year felt different than all the others. Nothing 

had changed...except maybe me. The older I got, the more aware I 
became of how different my family was (the Aerostar was just the 
beginning of our eccentricity).  I was no longer oblivious to the 
stares and whispers about my dad.

I can still remember the first time it happened;  I was in the third 
grade. It was Parent’s Day. A grown-up version of every kid would 
march into the school building, mixing the worlds of school and 

home, cramming their adult-sized legs under child-sized desks, 
a pressed smile on their lips. They would stay for the morning, 
admiring their child’s worksheets, pretending to enjoy an im-
promptu round of BINGO, and making only the polite amount of 
small talk with other parents. Then they would leave, sending the 
world back to its state of normalcy.  

 Jimmy Hanson (who had been my best friend since preschool) 
was one of those kids that probably had undiagnosed ADD, or 
something like that. He was the most popular kid in class; every-
thing he did was hilarious, regardless of whether it was actually 
funny or not. So when he yelled out “retard” across the room, 
what did I expect the other kids to do? They all laughed and said 
it too. 

I watched my dad staring in confusion, biting his lip, not quite 
sure what was happening. I  remember fighting back the tears, 
then shifting from sadness to anger, hating, not Jimmy Hanson, 
but Al Carter, my dad, for being different, and for making me be 
different too. Anger turned to shame and embarrassment as I tried 
to imagine coming to school every day, my third grade reputation 
tarnished. So I laughed along with the other kids, said that word 
too, rolled my eyes, and explained that he was my weird Uncle Al, 
not my dad. 

I didn’t look in his eyes. I didn’t have to. I could tell from the 
way his body was hunched, folding into itself, and from the way 
his body shook, that he, Al Carter, was crying. I wanted to go 
to him so badly, to sit with him, and take him away from here, 
where he didn’t belong. But I couldn’t. So I curled my toes deep in 
last year’s sneakers, and laughed some more, ignoring my guilt as 
Jimmy playfully punched my arm in approval. That was the first 
time I was forced to acknowledge that my dad wasn’t like every-
one else’s. It was the first, but certainly not the last, time I was 
ashamed of him.

Growing up, Mom never missed an opportunity to remind 
me that Dad hadn’t always been like this. She said I was still in 
diapers and I couldn’t even walk at the time of his accident. He 
had been coming to pick me up from the babysitter’s when a semi 
had hit him head on. 

Ever since, he hadn’t been ‘all there.’ He would act like a kid, 
running everywhere, throwing tantrums, not able to dress him-
self properly. 

There wasn’t much he could do well anymore. Honestly, he 
just kind of followed Mom and me around. Since the accident, I 
had to take over his jobs: taking care of Mom, mowing the lawn, 
and helping to pay the bills every month.

 It’s not that I was mad at Dad for being like this, I mean, he 
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couldn’t help it. I just wanted to be a kid sometimes. I wanted to 
go out on weekends and not feel like I had to babysit my dad. 

“This is it!” my mother practically sang as she screeched the Aero-
star’s wheels to a halt.

Stepping down from the passenger’s seat, my father let out 
a satisfied sigh, stuffing his oversized hands into his undersized 
pockets, smiling toward the sky. 

He spoke in a slew of hurried words, never stopping for air, 
“I never was sure if we’d make it here, but look, here we are! Isn’t 
this great, Nate! Haha great-Nate! It rhymes, wouldya look at that! 
Come on, let’s get a move on!” 

He ran a hand through his thinning hair, bouncing heavily on 
the balls of his feet. 

“Cool. Great, yeah. Where exactly are we?” I asked, somehow 
unaffected by whatever fumes the Aerostar had released to the 
rest of the family. 

Aunt Lorna took my hand, leading me aside. I resisted the urge 
to roll my eyes as I followed the neon-clad troop that marched 
ahead of me. 

We were in what appeared to be a classic, All-American small 
town. Locally owned shops lined the eroding street. Cars did 
not drive by at a constant rate like back home. Everything about 
this place was slower, calmer. No one seemed to be in a rush, and 
everyone seemed to be looking out for everyone else. Waves and 
smiles came quickly and easily from the locals. 

“This is it, Nate,” my mother set her hand on my back, sending 
a smile in my father’s direction.

Looking up, I could only stare in amazement. Lost in my own 
thoughts, I hadn’t noticed that before us stood an enormous base-
ball field, complete with gates, arches, and stadium-quality seats. 

I watched a slow smile spread across my father’s face. He 
laughed, wrapping me into a bear hug. He held me for a mo-
ment, enclosing me inside his grasp. After a beat, his arms fell, 
he pushed me away, and sprinted through the gates to the field. 
He kicked the dirt, stomped on every base, all the while laughing 
maniacally. 

Aunt Lorna pulled me toward the fence. “Read this,” she 
urged, gesturing toward a plaque near home plate. 

For Al Carter,  Brooklyn Dodgers pitcher (1995-2001).

I stared in awe. Beneath the caption was a picture of a hand-
some young man. Familiar dark eyes shone with excitement, not 
a glazed-over daze. His hair was not ruffled in patches; it swept 

across his forehead: Al Carter before he became everything I per-
ceived him to be. I had lived my entire life in shame, fearing that 
someone, a friend, a teacher would connect the two of us.  It had 
never crossed my mind that he, Al Carter, had been–was–capable 
of incredible things. 

As I stared at my family, encircled around me, everything 
came together. All those years of road trips, the endless hours 
spent together had all been leading up to this moment: the day Al 
Carter was no longer a name we tiptoed around, the day we could 
be proud of everything he was, everything he had done. Here we 
stood, an emotional jumble of Carters, in a brand new baseball 
field, opening today in his honor. 

“I never thought this day would get here,” my mother spoke, 
trying desperately to hold back her tears. 

“I wanted to tell you, I really did. The timing was never right, 
and I just couldn’t bring myself to talk about it… Before the ac-
cident, your father really was something special. Not that he’s not 
now,” she added quickly, laughing at herself along the way.

“I know you don’t always love these road trips exactly. But 
they’re what your dad needs. He needs to see you, to be with you. 
You’re a good kid, Nate. Give your dad some credit, though. He 
loves you; he just doesn’t know how to show it anymore.”

I stared at the ground in disbelief, wondering just who Al 
Carter was behind the confines of his mind. For the first time 
I can remember, I didn’t think about how ridiculous I looked. I 
ran out onto the baseball field built for my father. I grabbed his 
hand, allowing him to pull me behind him. Our laughing voices 
chorused together, rising and falling in unison as we sprinted lap 
after lap around the bases. 


