Hatchling

I think baby emperor penguins must be very close to their fathers when they are young. In penguin families, it’s the fathers that incubate the eggs and protect the hatchlings.  This is done at a very high cost. For almost two months, these penguin fathers face extreme weather conditions--blizzards and unremitting cold with wind chills down to -76°.  While Mom is away fishing for weeks on end, the fathers must survive on only their fat stores and whatever food was in their stomach when the eggs were laid. As if that weren’t enough, each father faces these hardships with an egg balanced on his feet, tucked into the warm folds of his tummy. 
I envy those chicks, and the year I turned seven, I was lucky enough to feel a little bit of what that closeness must be like.  My dad was my emperor penguin that year, and I thought he hung the moon. Looking back now, I realize, of course, that he didn’t actually do anything truly amazing. He didn’t give up food or cradle me on his feet for months. What he did was buy me ice cream.  Every day.  And that was enough. 

That year, he picked me up from afterschool day care on his way home from work. Every day, around four thirty, I took up my post near the door, knowing Daddy would be there soon. Often, I saw him before he actually got through the door, and I would be chided by the daycare workers for leaving the room to get to him more quickly. I couldn’t help it, though. When I saw him striding down the hall in his work boots and blue uniform, instinct took over and I barreled through the open door. He always smiled, took my hand, and walked me back inside with a smile.


“The ladies have a crush on me, kiddo, that’s why you’re not really in trouble,” he’d say in a mock whisper. The workers would laugh, I’d gather my things, and then the pair of us would be on our way. On the trip home, we always stopped at the Cavanaugh Lake Corner Store. The second we walked through the door, Daddy would say “Make this girl an ice cream cone, and make it a big one!” I’d wait at the counter watching while the lady who owned the store helped me open the cooler and pick out a treat.  I always chose the same thing: a Drumstick. 
Meanwhile, Daddy headed to the coolers in back of the store to buy himself forty ounces of Busch Light. We’d head back to the car, him twisting the top off of his beer, and me peeling the paper top off of my Drumstick.  When we got in the car, I’d carefully smooth it out and place it on the growing stack in the cup holder with the rest
. 

Once we were set, we’d hit the road again. Dad would sip his beer, and I would eat my ice cream as we drove along back roads, over hills and though woods, not really going anywhere. It was just the two of us together, like there was nothing else in the world.  I let my imagination run wild on those rides through the fields and woods of Sylvan Township. I imagined us as bandits, running away from the law, or refugees escaping the tide of some dread illness. Whatever my daydream, Daddy was the hero, and he always saved the day. 

Eventually, we would end up in our driveway, Daddy’s bottle empty, and my hands sticky with melted ice cream. Our afternoon adventure over, I’d settle in to do my math problems and social studies homework, while he headed off to the barn to mend whichever of our cars was ailing at the moment. 


Our routine stopped being routine at the end of the summer. There was no gentle let down or tapering off. We just stopped. I started riding the bus home, Dad started getting out of work earlier, and the era of his being my gallant emperor penguin came to a close. Life, as usual, changed.  I was too big to sit on his feet anymore to keep warm.

When I look back, it’s not like we were even doing anything together. We just happened to be together when we were doing what we were doing. We barely talked –we still don’t– so it’s not like he shared a lot of life lessons with me. He wasn’t teaching me how to fish, or the internal workings of a combustion engine. We were just together.

Daddy was there, and I knew he would be, just as a penguin dad would. Even before I could really comprehend what dependable was, I knew, in my young seven-year-old heart, that that was what he was. Dependable. 

For seven-year-old me, those days were special adventures; for Dad, it was just picking up the kid on the way home from work. Or at least that’s what I thought. Then one day he handed that car down to me.  When I slid behind the steering wheel, I happened to look up.  There, tucked neatly into the trim around the ceiling, one, after the other, after the other, were those Drumstick tops. Every single one of them, smooth as I’d stacked them ten years ago, not a single one torn. 
�Here you should somehow say that it’s always a Drumstick.


�Want to say anything about that stack growing?





