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Evil Twin

One last time of cleaning up after you, Dad.

I’d slept downstairs on the couch, expecting him to get up and stumble downstairs, looking for beer or bourbon or something to piss in, but his body was still in the shower stall. His hip, covered with old blue jeans, lay against the glass door, pressed flat against the soap scum. His head lay against the fiberglass wall, curly white-gold hair surrounding his head like a halo. His pants bulged, filled but fortunately not overrunning with shit. I was tempted to turn the shower on and hose him down, one last time. You’re a drunk, you’ve always been a drunk, you died a drunk, you even haunted me drunk. He still wore his professorial corduroy jacket with leather patches at the elbows, real as the number on the scale after Thanksgiving. At least he hadn’t haunted me in the leisure suit Mom had him buried in.

I shoved the double-paned shower doors open so I could get at his legs. His right boot caught against the glass, then suddenly unstuck itself and lumped onto the rug. I grabbed him by the ankle and pulled until his head thumped onto the shower floor, then lifted his other leg and turned his hips around until he was an L-shape with his legs out on the tiles. 

If he’d been alive, I would have worried about tearing the skin under his shirt, or on his face. A fact learned from my long history of cleaning up after my father: cheekbones get caught on the damnedest things. Ridges between rooms, uneven tiles, rubber floor mats. I used to always put a pillow under his head when I had to drag him out of places by myself, one of those u-shaped corduroy travel pillows. Kept it in a Ziploc bag under the passenger seat in the car, so the car wouldn’t smell like puke.

I pulled him out of the shower stall onto the rug, being careful not to look toward the medicine cabinet, and checked that he wasn’t leaving a trail. He was; the cup had runneth over. I rolled both Dad and the rug onto a fitted sheet from the closet that I couldn’t remember seeing lately on our bed. I closed my eyes as I passed the hall mirror, then covered it with a sheet on the way back.

Then I called Joanna and got serious about dragging him out of the house.

· · ·

When you’re in mourning, you start remembering odd little things. Like Helga and Helsinki. Dad was a near-seven-foot brick shithouse with a face cut like a lion’s and a mane to match. One of the giants. He went through doors sideways; he went through Mom like a pack of smokes. He mocked Joanna cruelly and constantly; he tolerated me because I carried the testicular line, which would surely rise up to crush Mom’s genetics in a generation or two. Whenever someone remarked on my diminutive size, he’d glance at me and say, “In my next life, I’m going to marry a woman named Helga who can kick my ass from here to Helsinki, and who breeds mighty sons.” 

Always Helga; always Helsinki.

Last night I watched my face in the mirror turn into his, and then his face lean forward into mine. I wanted to yell at him, Christ, what did you want now? But of course I already knew. I tried to push him back into the mirror. He stank, drunk as a skunk. 

“Dad. You’re dead. Go home.”

Somewhere on the other side of the mirror, he stumbled backward, his shoulders moving like he was swinging his arms. “Whoa, Mikey,” he said. “Just about landed on my ass there.”

“Go home.”

“I am home.”

“This is my house.”

“I live here, too, you know.”

“You’ve never lived here, Dad. Go home.”

“I don’t have a home.”

“Go home.” I gave him another shove through the mirror. He stumbled again. He hadn’t given up yet; when he was truly shitfaced, he was like one of those dogs that follows you no matter how many rocks you throw at it. But at least his face wasn’t sticking out of the mirror anymore with a slight sheen of glass across the bridge of his nose and his recently wetted lips. 

He glanced down. “Aw, Mikey,” he said. “I spilled my beer.”

Then his eyes rolled back in his head and his head fell out of sight. He’d passed out. 

Finally.

· · ·

Later that night he stumbled into our room and sat on my side of the bed for a long time. He kept slumping forward and falling asleep, catching himself falling asleep, and then jerking upright. At first I wasn’t sure if he knew where he was, if he’d meant to go haunt Mom’s house or the nursing home or something. Maybe his old office in the English building; he had one of those Seventies modern couches, fake leather and no armrests, where he’d sleep from time to time.

After the last jerk he woke up enough to say, “Mikey, you gotta give me a beer. Or a bourbon or something.” He mush-mouthed the words. A brrrbn uh suh-uhn. 

“No, Dad. You know I won’t bring you anything to drink. Ever. So don’t even ask.”

“Couldn’t hurt to ask.”

He picked one boot off the floor with his hands under his knees, then swung it up onto the bedspread. 

“No, Dad. You can’t sleep here. Go home.”

He ignored me and swung up the other boot, then started to lean back over me. I pushed him, trying to shove his hips onto the floor, but my hands went right through him. Inconsistent fucker. My heart started beating like a hammer. His elbow slid right into my ribs. It cut like a knife so sharp that you couldn’t tell whether it was hot or cold.

I eeled onto Ellie’s side of the bed. Don’t piss in the bed. Don’t piss in the bed. He sank into the covers, pulled them over his shoulder, and started breathing deeply. His lips made puh sounds and his cheeks puffed out. The mattress sagged from his weight.

I watched him for a few seconds. Even though he was breathing, his face looked like it had at the funeral, stiff and waxy. I lingered until I heard the sound of wetness gushing, then slid out of the bed. I never acquired the habit of sleeping naked. Too much of a chance that I’d have to be up in the middle of the night with Taylor when she was small and not in college at Dartmouth, or to answer a call from Mom to haul Dad home and clean him up, even after she and Dad were divorced. I used to wish he’d get remarried to a teenager, knock her up, and denounce me as the milkman’s son, but, in the end, we’re too much alike. 

The room quickly filled with the reek of heavy piss. 

· · ·

I went downstairs to the kitchen. I was upset but at least I remembered to grab my glasses and put my slippers on. I flicked on the light and scuffled over to the coffeemaker. Ellie wanted to get a Keurig for Christmas. I’d already compromised once. Originally, I’d wanted a glass carafe brewer that looks like the kind that you get at diners. I liked the taste of burnt coffee. I’d worked so many nursing-home night shifts as a college kid that the flavor was ingrained on my taste buds. Instead she’d bought me a fancy metal insulated coffeepot with a built-in bean grinder. And a coffee roaster, which is nothing but a glorified popcorn popper. It took time, but she’d turned me into a coffee snob. Now what she wanted to turn me into, I didn’t know. When you’re a coffee snob, you start by roasting the next day’s coffee. I turned on the fan over the stove.

Ellie was at a conference on urban renewal in Detroit. Growing up well-off and loved gives you superpowers the rest of us can’t imagine. She went to the doctor without thinking about the co-pay. She hugged people. She paid for the services of a professional masseuse on a regular basis. She listened to my talk about my father, about the shit he’d done to us when I was a kid, held my hands, and told me it was over now. She went out for drinks without wondering what the chances were of her turning alcoholic—or getting raped. She threw out leftovers without letting them go bad in the back of the fridge first. She made me take vacations, laughing at my shock at the expense. Compared
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