Fifteen
by Bob Greene

"This would be excellent, to go in the ocean with this thing," says Dave Gembutis, fifteen.

He is looking at a $170 Sea Cruiser raft. 

"Great," says his companion, Dan Holmes, also fifteen.  

This is at Herman's World of Sporting Goods, in the middle of the Woodfield Mall in Schaumburg, Illinois.

The two of them keep staring at the raft. It is unlikely that they will purchase it.  For one thing, Dan has only twenty dollars in his pocket.  Dave has five dollars.  For another thing - ocean voyages aside - neither of them is even old enough to drive.  Dave's older sister Kim has dropped them off at the mall.  They will take the bus home.

Fifteen.  What a weird age to be male.  Most of us have forgotten about it or have idealized it.  But when you are fifteen.... well things tend to be less than perfect.

You can't drive.  You are only freshman in high school.  The girls your age look older than you and go out with upperclassmen who have cars.  You probably don't shave.  You have nothing to do on the weekends.

So how do you spend your time? In the 1980s, most likely at a mall. Woodfield is an enclosed shopping center sprawling over 2.25 million square feet in northern Illinois.  There are 230 stores at Woodfield, and on a given Saturday those stores are cruised in and out by thousands of teenagers killing time.  Today two of those teenagers are Dave Gembutis and Dan Holmes.

Dave is wearing a purple Rolling Meadows High School Mustangs windbreaker over a gray M*A*S*H T-shirt, jeans, and Nike running shoes.  He has a red plastic spoon in his mouth, and will keep it there for most of the afternoon.  Dan is wearing a white Ohio State Buckeyes T-shirt, jeans, and Nike running shoes.

We are in the Video Forum store.  Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel are singing "Wake Up Little Susie" from their Central Park concert on four television screens.  Dave and Dan have already been wandering around Woodfield for an hour.

"There's not too much to do at my house," Dan says to me.

"Here we can at least look around," Dave says.  "At home I don't know what we'd do."

"Play catch or something," Dan says.  "Here there's lots of things to see."

"See some girls or something, start talking," Dave says.

I ask them how they would start a conversation with girls they had never met.

"Ask them what school they're from," Dan says.  "Then if they say Arlington Heights High School or something, you can say, 'Oh.  I know somebody from there.'"

I ask them how important meeting girls is to their lives.

"About forty-five percent," Dan says. 

"About half your live," Dave says.

"Half is girls," Dan says. "Half is going out for sports."

An hour later Dave and Dan have yet to meet any girls.  They have seen a girl from their own class at Rolling Meadows High, but she is walking with an older boy, holding his hand.  Now we are at the Woodfield McDonald's.  Dave is eating a McRib sandwich, a small fries, and a small coke.  Dan is eating a cheeseburger, a small fries, and a medium root beer.

In here, the dilemma is obvious.  The McDonald's is filled with girls who are precisely as old as Dave and Dan.  The girls are wearing eye shadow, are fully developed, and generally look as if they could be dating the Green Bay Packers.  Dave and Dan, on the other hand ...  well, when you're a fifteen year-old boy, you look like a fifteen-year-old boy.

"They go with the older guys who have the cars," Dan says.  

"It makes them more popular," Dave says.

"My ex-girlfriend is seeing a junior," Dan says.

I ask him what happened.

"I was in Florida over spring vacation," he says.  "And when I got back I heard that she was at Cinderella Rockefella one night, and she was dancing with this guy, and she liked him, and he drove her home and stuff."

"She two-timed him," Dave says.

"The guy's on the basketball team," Dan says.

I ask Dan what he did about it.

"I broke up with her," he says, as if I had asked the stupidest question in the world.

I ask him how he did it.

"Well, she was at her locker," he says.  "She was working the combination.  And I said, 'Hey, Linda, I want to break up.' And she was opening her locker door and she just nodded her head yes.  And I said, 'I hear you had a good time while I was gone, but I had a better time in Florida.'"

I ask him if he feels bad about it.

"I feel bad," he says.  "But a lot of guys told me, 'I heard you broke up with her.  Way to be.'"

"It's too bad the Puppy Palace isn't open." Dan says.

"They're remodeling," Dave says.

We are walking around the upper level of Woodfield.  I ask them why they would want to go to the Puppy Palace.

"The dogs are real cute and you feel sorry for them," Dan says.

We are in a fast food restaurant called the Orange Bowl.  Dave is eating a frozen concoction called an O-Joy.  They still have not met any girls.

"I feel like I'd be wasting my time if I sat at home," Dan says.  "If it's Friday or Saturday and you sit at home, it's considered ... low."

"Coming to the mall is about all there is," Dave says.  "Until we drive."

"Then I'll cruise," Dan says.  "Look for action a little farther away from my house, instead of just riding my bike around."

"When you're sixteen, you can do anything," Dave says.  "You can go all the way across town."

"When you have to ride your bike ..." Dan says.  "When it rains, it ruins everything."

In the J. C. Penney store, the Penney Fashion Carnival is under way.  Wally the Clown is handing out favors to children, but Dave and Dan are watching the young female models parade onto a stage in bathing suits.

"Just looking is enough for me," Dan says.

Dave suggests that they head out back into the mall and pick out some girls to wave to.  I ask why.

"Well, see, even if they don't wave back, you might see them later in the day," Dan says.  "And then they might remember that you waved at them, and you can meet them."

We are at the Cookie Factory.  These guys eat approximately every twenty minutes.

It is clear that Dan is attracted to the girl behind the counter.  He walks up, and his voice is slower and about half an octave lower than before.  The tone of voice is going to have to carry the day, because the words are not all that romantic:

"Can I have a chocolate-chip cookie?"

The girl does not even look up as she wraps the cookie in tissue paper.

Dan persists.  The voice might be Clark Gable's:

"What do they cost?"

The girl is still looking down.

"Forty-seven," she says and takes his money, still looking away as we move on.

Dave and Dan tell me there are a lot of girls at Woodfield's in-door skating rink.  It costs money to go inside, but they lead me to an exit door, and when a woman walks out we slip into the rink.  It is chilly in here, but only three people are on the ice.

"It's not time for open skating yet," Dan says.  "This is all private lessons."

"Not much in here," Dave says.

We sit on benches.  I ask them if they wish they were older.

"Well," Dan says, "when you get there, you look back and you remember.  Like I'm glad that I'm not in the fourth or fifth grade now.  But I'm glad I'm not twenty-five either."

"Once in a while I'm sorry I'm not twenty-one," Dave says.  "There's not much you can do when you're fifteen.  This summer I'm going to caddy, and try to save some money."

"Yeah," Dan says.  "I want to save up for a dirt bike."

"Right now, being fifteen is starting to bother me a little bit," Dave says.  "Like when you have to get your parents to drive you to Homecoming with a girl."

I ask him how that works.

"Well, your mom is in the front seat driving," he says.  "And you're in the back seat with your date."

I ask him how he feels about that.

"It's embarrassing," he says.  "Your date understands that there's nothing you can do about it, but it's still embarrassing."

Dave says he wants to go to Pet World.

"I think they closed it down," Dan says, but we head in that direction anyway.

I ask them what the difference is between Pet World and the Puppy  Palace.

"They've got snakes and fish and another assortment of dogs," Dan says.  "but not as much as the Puppy Palace."

When we arrive, Pet World is, indeed, boarded up.

We are on the upper level of the mall.  Dave and Dan have spotted two girls sitting on a bench directly below them, on the mall's main level.

"Whistle," Dan says.  Dave whistles, but the girls keep talking.

"Dave, wave to them and see if they look," Dan says.

"There's another one over there," Dan says.

"Where?" Dave says.

"Oh, that's a mother," Dan says.  "She's got a kid with her."

They return their attention to the two downstairs.

Dan calls to them: "Would you girls get the dollar I just dropped?" 

The girls look up

"Just kidding," Dan says.

The girls resume their conversation.  "I think they're laughing," Dan says.

"What are you going to do when the dumb girls won't respond," Dave says.

"At least we tried," Dan says.

I ask him what response would have satisfied him.

"The way we would have known that we succeeded," he says, "they'd have looked up here and started laughing."

The boys keep staring at the two girls.

"Ask her to look up," Dan says.  "Ask her what school they go to."

"I did," Dave says.  "I did."

The two boys lean over the railing.

"Bye, girls," Dave yells.

"See you later," Dan yells.

The girls do not look up.

"Too hard," Dan says.  "Some girls are stuck on themselves, if you know what I mean by that."

We go to a store called the Foot Locker, where all the salespeople are dressed in striped referee's shirts.

"Dave!" Dan says.  "Look at this!  Seventy bucks!"  He holds up a pair of New Balance running shoes.  Both boys shake their heads.

We move on to a store called Passage to China.  A huge stuffed tiger is placed by the doorway.  There is a PLEASE DO NOT TOUCH sign attached to it.  Dan rubs his hand over the tiger's back.  "This would look so great in my room," he says.

We head over to Alan's TV and Stereo.  Two salesmen ask the boys if they are interested in buying anything, so they go back outside and look at the store's window.  A color television set is tuned to a baseball game between the Chicago Cubs and the Pittsburgh Pirates.

They watch for five minutes.  The sound is muted, so they cannot hear the announcers.

"I wish they'd show the score," Dave says.

"Hey, Dave," Dan says.  "You want to go home?"

"I guess so," Dave says.

They do.  We wave goodbye.  I watch them walk out of the mall toward the bus stop.  I wish them girls, dirt bikes, puppies, and happiness.

