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For my father




Prologue

I’M ON DEADLINE. I should be working on tomorrow’s cartoon, but my mind drifts. I’m sketching a man. He’s the man I always sketch when I can’t think of anything else to draw. He’s not me, but he is me. He is smiling, calm. In the next frame, one of his eyes is squeezed tight, his mouth stretched grotesquely to one side. The third frame: he is again smiling. This is how I draw the man with Tourette’s.




Part One






Rough Sketches

THE PLYMOUTH RATTLES UP the driveway, its headlights beaming through the blinds of our living room window, illuminating the dark canyons of broken TVs and boxes. I want to leap, but instead I slide off the scratchy davenport and ease through a minefield of screws, bolts, and wires to the front door. He barges in, bringing with him the October night, the scent of fresh ink and newsprint.

“Hi, Daddy.”

He doesn’t respond because he’s worried. I don’t mind. I know how important his ad is. It’s Saturday night, and he’s cradling the early edition of the Sunday World-Herald. The newspaper, every other day known as the Omaha World-Herald, comes wrapped in comics. He flicks on the overhead light and discards the comics; they land partly open at his feet, forming a color-splashed tent.

I drop to all fours. I’m at eye level with Dagwood Bumstead. He’s running, leaving behind puffs of cartoon smoke. It’s not yet safe to move.

Other sections of the newspaper fall to the floor, on top of boxes and TVs. A squeak—a single hiccup—comes from my father’s throat as he spreads open the want ads like a bird’s wings. All he ever wants from the newspaper is confirmation his weekly ad has made it into print and is accurate.

“Damn it,” he says to himself. “Where the hell is it?” He gives the paper a quick snap, attempting to shake his ad into the open.


He’s the tallest thing in the room, taller than his stacks of TVs. I watch as his face makes a wide circle, drawing the letter “O” in the air with his nose. He focuses again, squinting with concentration.


  Please let his ad be okay.


Finally, he smiles. “Perfect,” he says, tossing the want ads onto the davenport. He leaves the room singing “I’m in the Mood for Love.”

I scramble for the comics.

Although the paper comes to our door, every Saturday night after The Jackie Gleason Show my father makes the drive downtown to the World-Herald‘s headquarters to buy an early edition from a toothless man on the corner. The round-trip takes no longer than a half hour.

On rare occasions he invites me along. I ride up front where my mother and brother, Artie, usually sit. Even after eight on a Saturday night, downtown Omaha bustles with trains, Greyhound buses. As far as I’m concerned, the W.O.W. Building—Omaha’s tallest at nineteen stories—is a New York skyscraper I’d once seen on the late movie. During these drives I watch as the lights of the city reflect, move across the passenger-side window. Once, I licked the cool glass, my tongue following a streak of red neon into the gooey crevice where the window sinks into the door.

“You’ll catch germs if you do that,” my father warned, “and then you’ll get sick and we’ll have big doctor bills we can’t afford.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“That’s okay. You have nervous habits just like me.”

 

On the dusty wood floor of my room, I devour Peanuts, Dennis the Menace, The Wizard of Id. I’m convinced I’m a time traveler, reading tomorrow’s funny pages. As I scan Prince Valiant and the strips that remind me of my mother’s soap operas, I dislodge a nugget of gravel that became embedded in my right palm while crawling on the floor.


From my dresser I retrieve a black Flair pen and a handful of typing paper. In the other room, TVs are blaring. The music and laughter make me wish we’re throwing a party, but we never have visitors. It’s back to the floor, on my stomach. I position Peanuts to my left, a sheet of paper to my right. Often, the early-edition comics are blurry, the black outlines and colors not quite in register. Tonight everything is aligned as perfectly as in a comic book.

Charlie Brown.

His eyes are two black dots bracketed by parentheses.

I always start with the eyes.

Back and forth I go, shaking my head in slow motion, studying, sketching. Left. Right. I’m in a trance.

There’s a spot of blood next to my Charlie Brown. It’s from picking out the gravel. I ignore the blood and keep going. The paper is smooth, its surface soothing, healing.

After a quick scribble of hair, I’m ready for the mouth. Even when the Charlie Brown in the newspaper comes with a wavy line, I change it to a smile. This time I want my Charlie Brown to look exactly like the Charlie Brown in the newspaper.

I lick my lips. I make the wavy line.

I move on to Snoopy, then the King and Spook from The Wizard of Id. When I’m drawing, time stands still.

I finish and come up for air. On my elbows, I study my efforts.

Silence.

When did the house get quiet? I can’t hear my father’s TVs. I want to show my mother what I’ve drawn, but I’m paralyzed by the utter lack of sound. If not for my lamp casting an orange glow through its tasseled shade, our house might’ve blown another fuse. I can hear nothing but my own breathing. I’m used to my parents’ yelling, and as much as yelling scares me, hearing nothing frightens me more. Somehow I must stay this way, frozen, until I hear a sound. Otherwise, I believe, my parents, my brother, might die.

I focus on Spook, his hairy body and his bulbous nose. Together, we keep everyone alive. A short while later, relief tingles my body as I detect my mother’s voice through the wall. She must be talking to Artie. He’s almost two, four years younger than I, but still sleeps in a crib alongside my parents’ bed, as if in a motorcycle sidecar.

Clutching my drawings, I step into the dark hallway. From the dining room comes a faint but reassuring snapping—the sound of electricity. My father is tinkering, which also means electricity didn’t kill him. He controls electricity.

As I enter my parents’ bedroom, my mother is on her bed, Artie at her breast. The other breast stares at me, a heavy, surprised cartoon eye. She makes no attempt to cover herself.

I divert my attention to the floor.

“It’s okay,” she says, “you can come in.”

Keeping my head lowered, I close the door behind me and from under my brow I watch as Artie leaps from her chest to the bed. Her flesh disappears as she fastens her bra, her blouse.

“How’s my Jeffrey?” she asks.

“The house was quiet.”

“Oh?” she says, patting the bed. Her face is framed by black bangs, swoops of hair on either side of her flushed cheeks.

I sit next to her, my drawings on my lap. I watch our reflection—all three of us—in the blank, silver-gray screen of their Magnavox. I’m grateful for the image of us, the movement of us.

“What’s this?” she asks, reaching for my drawings.

I shrug.

“I’m so proud of you!” She always makes a fuss over my drawings.

“Artie, look!” she says. “See what your brother did? See Snoopy?”

“Snoopy!” he repeats, bouncing on the bed, a piston.

“Honey,” she says to him, “you’re going to fall. Why don’t you read a book in your bed?” He obeys, and climbs over the railing. He dominates his crib.


She guides my head to her chest, cradles it. We rock slowly as I count the wigs on her dresser, all with expressionless Styrofoam faces. Four. There is nothing wrong with her own hair, it’s just that she likes to pretend she’s a movie star, a diplomat’s wife, an airline stewardess.
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The hallway fills with heavy footsteps and the bedroom door swings open, but not angrily. My father asks if anyone has seen his Phillips screwdriver. We shake our heads. He’s gripping a fistful of black licorice whips, maybe a treat for me.

“Why can’t I ever find anything in this house?” he says sadly, pocketing what I now realize is a nest of wire.

“Because we have too much junk,” my mother says.

Ignoring her, he opens one of her dresser drawers, reaching in, sorting through her flowery underwear. “One Phillips screwdriver is all I ask.”

“Why on earth would I keep a screwdriver in there?”

“All I know is that someone keeps stealing my tools.” He clinks open another drawer, this one full of perfume bottles. The bottles come in different shapes and sizes and are huddled toward the back of the drawer. In the commotion, bottles tip over, scenting the air. A wig and its head somersault to the floor. My father’s almost out of the room.

“Wait,” she tells him.

“I’m busy.” He scowls.

“Isn’t Jeffrey such an artist?” She holds up my sketches.

“Can’t I do this later?”


But he relents, taking the pages. He shuffles; his brow furrows. “Damn it,” he says to me, exasperated. “Be different, kid. Be original. Don’t you know what a sin it is to not be original?”

I can’t look at anyone. My eyes well up and I maneuver around him, leaving with my drawings.

My mother calls, “Jeffrey, please . . .”

I’m in my room, on my bed.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” His voice reverberates through the wall. I can’t make out my mother’s words.

I cover my head with a pillow.

“Hey, kid!”

I can’t drown him out.

“Come back,” he calls. There’s a chuckle in his words. “Don’t let your feelings get hurt so easily!” He laughs. “That boy is too sensitive.”

I don’t want my father to be right. “Original” and “sin” bounce around in my head.

His voice is closer, in the hallway. “Please, hon,” he asks my mother cheerfully. “Why won’t you come see what I’ve done with the RCA?”

I curl into a ball, clasping my hands. My brain insists that my eyes flicker.

My messy hands disappear.

Now they’re back, my inky fingers.

Everything goes dark.

Again, here is my room, my lamp.

It’s hard to make the nervous habits stop, and nearly impossible when I’m frightened or worried about my family.

I try to think of something else; I crawl across the bed, pressing my forehead against the window. The night presses back. Our back patio, our yard, is all shadow. The garage, the dead peach tree, and the other bony trees in the ravine beyond the garage don’t exist.

Later, I sneak into the kitchen. My father is in the dining room, flipping channels. Quietly I crumple the tainted drawings, forcing them deep into the trash, hoping my hands don’t touch old meat. The tomato-red canister is overflowing with garbage. There are chicken bones and crumbs on the linoleum.

My father is talking to himself. “All I do around here is work, work, work,” he says. It comes out workworkwork.

Something crackles, more electricity.

“Don’t know why,” he sings, “there’s no sun up in the sky. Stormy weather.”


The Damn Depression

THE MORE TVs my father stuffs into our house, the more my mother is “tired of living this way.” He clutches his chest, gasping, “I’m just trying to make a goddamned living.” They go on like that, throwing around the word “living.”

“Do you think I enjoy fixing TVs?” he often asks.

I stare at my sneakers.

My father has an eight-to-five office job with the Union Pacific Railroad. He works on budgets and operates a comptometer, which he calls a giant adding machine. I’ve never seen it, but I can picture his fast-moving fingers clacking away on rows of keys as wide as a piano. Occasionally he’s hired through the musicians’ union to play drums—“jobs,” he calls them—in various local orchestras and combos. If he carried a violin case instead of lugging around bulky drums, taking a “job” might make him sound like a hit man. Especially when he wears a heavy overcoat and fedora.

“But the money’s best in TVs,” he tells me with a wink, letting me in on his secret.

He repairs most of his TVs on the main floor of our tiny house. Our enclosed front porch doubles as his “showroom.” In spite of a space heater, the porch is cold enough to store leftover Thanksgiving turkey. Customers come and go in the evenings and at all hours on Sundays, my father rubbing his hands together, making his sales pitch.


When my mother is weary she turns to me and asks why my father can’t work in the basement.

I don’t have an answer.

The basement is a mountain range of picture tubes and gutted Zeniths, RCAs, and Motorolas stacked precariously on the concrete floor, up to the dark and woody beams. Wires and cords dangle from the cobwebbed ceiling like roots. Paths snake around cliffs of TVs and boxes marked parts and Misc. One such path leads to my mother’s dryer and off-balance washer while another meanders to my father’s drum set, where he bangs away, letting everyone know he’s getting out his frustrations. (Sometimes the washer’s ka-thump ka-thump ka-thump mimics his drumming.) Otherwise, every trail is a dead end, as our basement has long before become an unmanageable graveyard, his workshop spilling out on our main floor.

The attic is out of the question. My father refers to it as a furnace in summer, a freezer in winter. Besides, even the attic is beginning to fill up with his other garage sale finds of clarinets and saxophones, winter coats, and dusty lamps.

 

Lately he’s been accepting more Friday night jobs, “for Christmas money,” he explains. When he’s away, my mother makes popcorn and we play board games. I’m usually still awake when he returns. I help bring in his drums. His suit brings home the smells of the bar, the cheering and the laughter, the ghosts of the dance floor.

The next day he collects more TVs and parts, storing up for winter. I help in any way I can, carrying the lighter items or running ahead to hold open the porch door. This happens at night. He doesn’t want the neighbors observing what we’re up to. In the moonlight I watch for signs in his face that he’s happy with me, that he approves of me.

While we work, he whispers stories. He was the youngest of nine children, and “you do what you have to,” he says, “when you grow up without a father and have no money.” Underage, he snuck into stale taverns to play drums with “doped-up” musicians. He and his older brother Ed delivered the other newspaper in town, the Omaha Bee-News. After finishing their route, they practiced music to warm their hands—Ed on clarinet, my father on snare.

“There were many times I got sick,” he says, “and thought about falling in the middle of Brown Park in the snow, letting myself die.” Brown Park is a ball field surrounded by a stadium of trees. I know it well because my father has driven us around on a tour of all the places he “nearly died.”

 

The attic door is cracked open; my mother sits on the steps. She’s holding herself, rocking slightly. Today she’s a redhead. On the landing behind her there’s a box marked Christmas balls.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, making the steep climb.

“Just thinking.”

“Oh.”

She sighs and stares blankly, squeezing herself tighter.

I nestle onto the step next to her and let her hold me. It’s all I can ever think to do. The palm of her hand is cool against my face.

“Well,” she says, “I guess we should sort through our decorations, don’t you think?”

“Yep.”

We drag boxes down the steps and stack them in the hallway as a staging area.

“Can I hang lights?”

“No,” my father says, eavesdropping from the other room. “Maybe later.”

“How about tomorrow,” my mother says to me reassuringly, “after school? Tonight we can make sure all the lights are working.”

Later, after she and Artie are asleep, I go to my father. He’s on his haunches at the back of a console in the dining room. I stand behind him, unable to speak the question that rattles inside my head.


He detects me from the corner of his eye, but keeps soldering. “Yes?” he says impatiently. His nose is strong, his jaw sunken, resting against his throat—an extra Adam’s apple.

I survey the crowded landscape of our home.

“What already?” he says.

“Where are we going to put the Christmas tree?” The words slip out as I stare past him, past everything, to the fireplace. A stack of bills is piled on the mantel, next to framed pictures of Artie and me.

“Is that all? For crying out loud, kid, we’ll find room.” He leans into his work. The inside of the TV is a dark cave. Glass tubes protrude above and below him. “By the way,” he says, “I’m glad you’re here. I could use your help.”

“But where?” I ask.

“I don’t know right now. Somewhere.” He refuses to stop what he’s doing, leaving me to stare at the back of his mad-scientist head, his hair on the verge of shooting sparks, his bald spot reflecting the flickering sets that encircle us. His odor is a mix of burning wire and Old Spice.

“Why do we have to have all this junk?” I ask, echoing my mother. I immediately want to reclaim my words.

“Kid, this isn’t junk! This is how I feed my family. Now, are you going to help me or pick on me?”

I want to escape to my room.

I want a clean house for my mother.

I want to help him.

I can’t move.

“Well?” he says.

“Okay.”

Without looking, he reaches for and grabs a flashlight near his feet. Twisting his arm backward, he hands it to me. “I can’t see a damn thing in here.”

I switch on the flashlight and lean in, attempting to illuminate where he’s poking around with his soldering gun. He might be playing Operation except that everything inside looks authentically sharp and dangerous. If I could shrink myself, it’s a place I’d be too afraid to live.

“Here,” he says, pointing with the tip of the soldering gun. “I have to reattach this green wire I to that resistor.” I’m not sure exactly where I’m supposed to direct the light—I have no idea what a resistor is. The beam of light wiggles.
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“Hold still,” he says, the fingers of his other hand a spider uncoiling a spool of soldering wire.


  I’m trying to.


“Now to the left.”

I must have stumbled onto the correct spot because he says nothing more as he works; the light becomes smoky.

“Do you know what the Depression was?” He pulls his head out, glares over his shoulder. His gray eyes, already deep-set under the heavy ledge of his brow, disappear even further will as he pushes down his forehead. Maybe this scrunched look is his way of underlining the importance of what he’s saying, but it frightens me, as though he could crush me with his expression. “Well, do you?”

I’ve always known about it. The word ties my stomach into a knot, making me believe that the Depression followed him—us—into the late 1960s. Once, I got into trouble for using “damn”—the D-word, as he calls it. But to me, the D-word is “Depression.” And when my father really drives home his point, “Great Depression” is interchangeable with “God Damn.”

He swivels around toward the guts of the TV Something inside the set buzzes.

“Shit!” He jerks his body away.

I fear he’s been shocked. I hold my breath. I’m frozen. Please let him live. Slowly, he pivots, now facing me, his weight on his knees.

Relieved, I release the air from my chest. I do not know what happened inside the set. Maybe it was an electrical short, or maybe he accidentally joined the wrong wires together. What matters is that he’s looking at me, breathing.

“We had nothing when I was a kid,” he continues. “Did you know that my father died before I was born?”

I am sorrowful every time he mentions it.

“Well, did you?”

I nod my head. It’s rare for him to stop like this. Maybe if I can keep his full attention, I can persuade him to clean the house.

“He worked in a packing plant and I never knew him. After he lost that job, he straightened bent nails for six cents an hour.”

This chance to hold his attention is fleeting. He again lowers his brow, but this time his eyes counter by darting upward—he’s trying to peek inside his head. This is his monster face, his death face. He keeps talking but I’m focused on the whites of his eyes. He returns to his tinkering, taking his odd stares with him.

“Can I go now, please?”

Maybe he didn’t hear me.

I leave anyway. In the living room, in front of a broken Sylvania table model, I make faces of my own. It’s satisfying to stretch my mouth wide, even if my lips crack and bleed. I force down my eyebrows; I’m surprised by my distorted face. I slowly roll my eyes to the ceiling, straining as hard as I can until all I see is warm darkness.


My Secret Wish

MY TOOTH IS THROBBING, and my mother’s on the phone with my father, who’s at the office. He’s not allowed to take personal calls at his desk, so earlier she left an urgent message with his boss. He calls from a booth in the lobby for privacy, even though he suspects the pay phone is bugged.

“Jeffrey’s suffering,” she says to him. “He needs a dentist. You can tell me how you hate your job later.”


I’m on the davenport, home from Hawthorn School. My mother’s on the other side of the living room, tethered to the flesh-toned receiver. Behind her, in the hallway, are boxes containing our Christmas decorations, including lights that no longer work. My father won’t let us throw out the broken lights. The boxes have remained there for over a week. We have yet to buy a tree.

“No,” she says, her voice raised. “I’m not going to sing to him. Don’t you understand? Singing won’t help. He needs to see Len.”

She holds the receiver at arm’s length, the cord swinging, a jump rope. I can hear him.

“It’s not worth it,” he yells. “Len’s a cheap sonofabitch. We don’t need his charity. Please, if you’d just sing to the kid!” He breaks into song. “Oh, the weather outside is frightful, but the fire is so delightful.”

Uncle Len is married to Ann, one of my father’s sisters. His dental office takes up a corner on the twelfth floor of the W.O.W Building, which my father calls the “Wow Building.” I’ve never been in an airplane, but when I visit Uncle Len, I look out his large window and see the tops of buildings, including the one where my father works. To the north, what could be model trains pull slowly from a switchyard. I squint into the hazy west hoping to find the farm where my mother grew up. My parents’ conversation ends, and with a lengthy sigh my mother settles next to me, pen in hand, leafing through the Yellow Pages.

“Can I have another baby aspirin?” I ask.

“Sorry, sweetie. You’re at the limit. I wouldn’t want you to go into convulsions.”

She worries about her children dying. Together, we worry. This is how we love each other.

I’m pressing my fist against my jaw in a feeble attempt to make the pain go away. Her finger draws a circle in the phone book. “This one’s close by,” she says optimistically.

She makes a call, and within minutes she’s bundling Artie and me. She warms the Buick and we’re off. My father recently pur chased this second car because when one car is full, he can come home and quickly head back to garage sales without first unloading. We leave our neighborhood of bungalows and follow the same route we take to my grandparents’, rambling past the Chief Theater, its rusted marquee and neon Indian head looming over the sidewalk. I plug my nose as we drive near the stockyards. Before we get to Grandma and Grandpa’s, my mother takes an unfamiliar street and veers into a parking lot.

The exterior of Dr. S’s office building couldn’t be more different from Len’s. This red brick and concrete shoebox claims only one floor. Once I’m inside Dr. S’s, my mood brightens. Unlike the “antique” furniture in Len’s office, the furniture in this waiting area is new and clean—something from a sitcom living room. We move into the examination room. The reclining chair and the gangly mechanical arm glisten. At the same time an antiseptic heaviness weighs everything down. More than the scent of cleanliness, it’s the starkness of the place, the lone cardboard Christmas tree taped on a wall, that makes me uneasy.

This dentist is a stump of a man. He flicks on an overhead light as bright as the sun. “What happened to your mouth, young man?” Even his breath is antiseptic.

“Chapped lips,” my mother offers.

“I see that,” he says with a note of suspicion.

My mother and Artie are made to stand in the hallway as x-rays are taken. While we wait for him to return with the developed film, she’s back at my side, stroking my hair. Looking up, I imagine that the white ceiling is the largest sheet of paper on Earth. Dr. S comes in holding the x-rays to the light. “Two cavities,” he says without emotion, escorting my mother and Artie to the lobby.

Unlike Uncle Len, Dr. S offers no preemptive shot of Novocain. I’m thrilled to be spared the shot. I’m getting away with something, cheating pain, but when he begins drilling, the sting is piercing. My lower jaw, my face, rattles. The lamp is blinding. Everything is white. My eyes flicker out of control. On, off, on, off. It hurts so much I can’t get a squeak out of my throat. I’m holding my breath.

Without warning, he makes his move on the other tooth.

“Almost finished,” he says, the odor of burning enamel lingering around us. “What’s Santa bringing for Christmas?”

“A yawg,” I say around his fingers, not able to get out “dog.” I’ve never spoken my wish to anyone. The pain forced it out of me.

“Uh-huh, that’s nice.” He seems unaware of the tears streaming past my temple into my ears. He pulls his hands away, his fingers bloody. “Spit,” he commands, motioning to a porcelain bowl, a trickle of water spinning inside, making me nauseated. I gag. He forces a Dixie cup of water into my hand.

He finishes with the fillings, and afterward in the waiting room I find my worried mother at the receptionist’s desk. I don’t complain how much I hurt.

“All done?” she asks, smiling an artificial smile.

I nod, my cheeks full of cotton. Artie’s paging through a book, sitting on a chair in the corner. He appears out of place in this waiting area so spare and clean.

She rubs my shoulder. “Yes,” she tells the receptionist. “If you wouldn’t mind billing us. I forgot my checkbook.”

 

That night, my father taps lightly on my bedroom door. “Feeling better?” he asks.

I’m up on one elbow. A dull ache throbs in my jaw, but I want to appear brave.

“Would you like to hear a story?” His voice is low, mesmerizing.

“Okay.”

My father’s bedtime visits are sporadic. Most of the time it’s my mother’s job to tuck me in. She reads me stories from Golden Books; other times she lies next to me, holding my hand until I fall asleep.

“How about ‘Puffy the Cloud’?” my father asks, reclining next to me.


“Puffy,” he always starts out, “is a little cloud in the sky. He floats down, down, down, and comes in through the side door of our house, through the kitchen, through the hallway, to this bedroom.

“Hi, Jeffrey!” My father’s voice now high-pitched, breathy. The voice of Puffy. “Climb aboard!”

Back in his narrator’s voice, my father tells me I climb aboard. I shift under the covers as though I am climbing aboard. “Puffy’s body is fluffy and soft like a big pillow,” he continues. “Together, Jeffrey and Puffy float out of the bedroom, through the kitchen, through the hallway, out the side door, and into the night sky. They go up and up and up, and the night is clear.”

I allow my head to sink into the pillow, closing my eyes to the dim, cobwebbed ceiling.

“Look, Jeffrey,” says Puffy. “See down there? That’s your school.”

Although it’s a December night, I imagine the story takes place on a warm spring afternoon. Children skip and dance on the playground.

“They keep floating,” my father tells me, through the night sky. “Puffy is cozy.”

I’m struggling against sleep.

“And see that tiny house down there?” says Puffy. “That’s where your father grew up. And that big brown circle? That’s the baseball field at Brown Park.”

Puffy takes me on a flight high above the business district of South Omaha, above Seig Drugs, Hinky Dinky, and the Salvation Army, where we buy clothes. In my mind, I see squares and rectangles, building after building.

“Well,” says Puffy, “it’s time I got you home and into bed.”

Together, I am told, we return to our neighborhood, past the ravine, over our backyard and house, floating “down, down, down, through the side door, through the kitchen, through the hallway, into this bedroom,” where I “crawl back into bed.”

As my father stands, he asks if I’d like a “parachute.” Before I can answer, he grabs one end of my bed sheet, softly snapping it in the air, allowing it to unfurl into a rectangle. Slowly, he allows the sheet to float to the bed, to my body, covering me, my face.


Holiday Cheer

“WINTER’S IN THE AIR,” my father says, sneaking a TV from the Buick to the porch. He’s taking a chance, not waiting for nightfall. The late-afternoon sky is a blank slate of whitish gray.

The throbbing of yesterday’s tooth drilling is mostly gone; I’m stringing Christmas lights on our bushes out front. The bushes are strikingly green against the onset of winter. I make up a song.

“Christmas lights, are so bright! On the Japanese, Japanese, Japanese Jews!”

“Keep it down,” he scolds under his breath. “And they’re not Jews, dummy. They’re yews. Japanese yews! Now get the door.”

I’m embarrassed and release the tangle of lights to the frozen dirt. I run, and before I round the corner of our house, I see my father on the front steps, balancing the TV on one knee. He’s glaring, but doesn’t yell.

I go to the backyard, sprinting past the garage and storage shed to the edge of the ravine. Because the leaves are gone, I can spot the discarded washers, dryers, refrigerators, and tires that populate the ditch. Below me, a concentration of picture tubes and chassis, empty TVs, evidence of what my father and I discard in the night.

 

I speak my wish to my father.

“Not old enough,” he says, hovering over a pan on the stove.

“Yes I am!” I’ll be seven next May.

“Not old enough to be responsible.”

“A nice dog,” I emphasize. “Please? It won’t bite!”

“You think I’m afraid of some little mutt? Besides, we can’t afford another mouth to feed.” He flips over a thick slice of ham. “Hell, not even Santa can carry a year’s worth of dog food on his sleigh.”

“I had a dog,” my mother says to him, coming into the kitchen, squeezing a paper bag of groceries.

He doesn’t seem to hear her.

She shakes her platinum-blond head, frustrated.

I know I’m supposed to help retrieve the other bags from the car, but I plop to the linoleum where there’s grease and bones and crumbs. “Ruff!” I hang my tongue, drooling.

“Damn it, kid,” he says, “get off that filthy floor.”

“Well, why not?” she demands.

He clanks his spatula.

“Dad? Did you hear what I said?” She never calls him Art or Arthur. “Are you listening? I had a dog growing up!”

“Yes, I’m listening, damn it. You had a dog growing up. But you lived on a farm. Well, we were too poor to have a dog. Or to live on a farm.” My father often compares his childhood to my mother’s. My father always wins. He insists his childhood was always worse.

“What does that have to do with now?” she says, letting the heavy bag slip to the counter. I’m grateful that my mother sticks up for me, but I don’t want a fight. I know the routine. He’ll pull out his worn wallet, flapping it open, snapping it closed, over and over, the wallet mimicking a hungry animal. They’ll argue, and the TVs will get into the action. He’ll yell “Shit!” like Fred Flintstone cries “Wilma!”

Most of their fights fizzle away. My father’s emotions explode and quickly dissipate—a fast-moving storm. Soon, as he unscrews the back of another set, he’s again whistling or singing, “The sun is out, the sky is blue, but it’s raining, raining in my heart.” He takes on the personality of his TVs—loud and jumpy one moment, his plug pulled the next. My mother, on the other hand, is sullen for hours or even days afterward.

“I say, hell no,” he continues. “No dog. Not unless money starts falling from the sky.” He tilts his head and squints toward the grease-splattered ceiling. I never should have asked.

My mother leaves the kitchen and I get up, following her to the car, brushing off my clothes. Together we carry in the rest of the groceries, past my father, who is now in the dining room, working on a blond table model.

Without speaking, my mother and I put away the meats, the canned fruits and vegetables.

“Would you be a dear and sweep the kitchen?” she asks, going off to check on Artie.

I reach for the broom under the table. A torn Life cereal box will double for a dustpan. We haven’t seen our dustpan in nearly a year. Meanwhile, around the corner, my father’s in an argument with himself.

“Money,” he mutters aloud. “Everything comes down to moneygoddamnedmoney.”

“Well, Art,” he says, “why the hell is that?”

“That’s not what God wants!”

“It sure isn’t.”

“What’s religion done for me?”

 

Two days before Christmas and still no tree. My mother and I have pleaded with him.

“We’re broke.”

After dark, without explanation, he leaves in the Plymouth. I can see from the window by the davenport that the car has left deep tracks on the driveway, the grooves filling in with snowflakes.

“Where’d Daddy go?” I ask my mother.

She doesn’t know.

The empty driveway makes me lonely. The Buick is there, but it’s the Plymouth’s sea-green fins I love running my hands over. I think of the Plymouth as I use my tongue to make drawings in the moisture of the living room window, creating a snowman, a candle.


A half hour later, he’s back, stomping into the house, bringing with him a tree, leaving a trail of needles and melting snow on the only bare path in the living room. The air comes alive with fresh evergreen.

“Ta-da!” He balances the tree against his recliner.

“Mommy, c’mon,” I call. “We need to make room!” I see an opening near the fireplace. But we’ll need to push a few sets out of the way.

“Later,” he says, rubbing his purple gloveless hands together. “First, come help.”

He’s wearing his monster face and he’s out the door. I’m hesitant, but grab my coat and follow.

Snow-covered trees hang over the roof of the Plymouth. Protruding from the car’s trunk, more trees, already decorated with tiny red warning flags.

“They were on clearance,” he says under his breath. “Guess how much?”

I shrug. I’m too excited to guess.

“C’mon, guess! You have to.”

“A hundred million dollars!”

“Don’t be stupid,” he says, his volume turned up. “Think! How much?”

I take another look at the trees on the car, in the trunk. “Five dollars?”

“Five dollars?” His mouth is elastic and stretched wide, his breath steaming out. “No, I got the whole batch for eight. Eight bucks. Can you believe it? Can you believe how cheap they were?”

My mouth stretches, too. He begins snipping rope with his pocketknife, and one by one the trees spring to life and are removed from the car, lined against the house and chimney. There are eleven in all. As happy as I am to have these trees, I can’t understand where we’ll put them.

“Grab that end,” he says, tipping the point of a tree toward the driveway. My fingers are quickly met by the pin-sharpness of the needles—I forgot my mittens.


I retract my hands. “Ouch!”

“Be a man!”

“It hurts.”

“Oh, forget it,” he says, raising the tree. “I’ll do it myself.” He grabs a second tree and proceeds into the backyard. The snow has eased up and I follow his footprints, my prints in his, me leaping to keep up with his stride.

He “plants” the first tree into a snowdrift as though claiming a mountain with a flag. He does the same with the second tree. I wait while he retrieves four more in one trip. Again he jabs them into the thick snow of the yard, near the swing set and near where my mother’s tulips will bloom in spring. Eventually, all the trees are planted here. I run circles around and through our instant forest. I’m giggling, singing “Jingle Bells,” and my father laughs, too. I can’t stop running. Everything is white and evergreen, crisp and alive.

“We need decorations!” he decides. “Do we have enough decorations?”

I nod wildly.

“What are you waiting for?”

With numb toes I run toward the house, singing.

“And lights,” he shouts. “Lots of lights.”


We Get Along

NEAR THE TREE, among the TVs: unwrapped Matchbox cars, boxes of candy, pairs of socks. Packages of typing paper, felt-tip markers. I’m drawn to a pair of fins. The fins belong to something almost as large as my wagon—a Batmobile, its shiny dark plastic reflecting the tree’s twinkling lights like stars in black water.

“Oh, my God!” I say. I step around everything to get to my new car. As I scrunch inside, my knees to my chest, disappointment sinks in. Although I can reach around my legs to grasp the steering wheel, it’s immediately clear I’m too big.


My parents come into the living room grinning. My father calls, “Hooray for Batman!” He sings the theme from the TV show, Bing Crosby style. “Bu-bu-bu-Batman!”

“Shhh.” My mother’s voice is gentle. “You’ll wake Artie.”

“Sorry, honey,” he says. I love that he calls her that.

My mother’s in her pink robe. Her real hair, black as the Batmobile, falls into her tired eyes. My father’s in the same red robe he wears every day, not just on Christmas. What he calls his “pee-pee” accidentally pokes out. “Oops,” he jokes. “I’m a skinny apple with a worm.” My mother laughs and teases him, making him pull his robe tighter. He laughs, too, as he fixes himself. I’m heartened by this display of affection.

“Do you like your Batmobile?” she asks me.

“I love it!” I say, shifting in the small seat. “Can you sew me a Batman outfit?”

“We’ll see,” she says.

“Did you see your Etch A Sketch?” my father asks, gesturing to the top of a table model, next to me.

I reach and find the flat toy, still in the box. I’m not used to getting new toys. This has the same red frame and gray screen I know from commercials. I remove the toy from its box and move my fingers over and around the embossed Etch A Sketch logo as though reading Braille.

“You can draw with it,” he says, “and make pictures. It’s practically a TV. See? It even has knobs!”

“He can play with it later,” she says. “First I want to take his picture in the Batmobile!”

She reveals her Kodak Instamatic, holding the camera to her face, obscuring her eyes. As she says “Smile!” she smiles herself. It’s all I can do not to exaggerate my mouth beyond a wide grin into something grotesque. But I don’t want to ruin her snapshot. A white flash explodes from the ice-cube bulb and I briefly turn away to open wide, giving my mouth some relief.

“Try it,” she says. “Push the pedal.”


As my eyes adjust, I blindly search with my bare toes, tapping gently at first. Nothing. I press harder and lurch forward. Another camera flash goes off as I bump into a console, the motor whirring louder than my mother’s blender.

“Maybe not in here, kid,” my father says. “You’re going to scratch all my sets.”

I lift my foot off the pedal.

“How about you wait to ride that thing outside,” he says. “Maybe in spring.”

“No!” I protest.

“If we didn’t have all this—” she says, not finishing her thought.

He goes off to the dining room. “Well, I’m going to enjoy my Christmas.” I can hear him fiddling with the hi-fi. Soon, Bing Crosby is singing “White Christmas.” My father joins in and together they form a duet.

“Don’t worry,” she says, winking at me from across the room. “We’ll make room. But right now I have to make breakfast.”

I get out of the Batmobile and drag it sideways to a path, then squeeze back inside. There are throw rugs creating a patchwork of streets; I imagine it’s Saturday night and I’m about to head downtown for the early edition.

My father has stopped singing but Bing Crosby keeps going. My mother is clanging in the kitchen. I smell coffee.

“Like hell,” she says.

There are lowered voices.

“My junk paid for Christmas.” His voice picks up steam.

“We’re suffering.”

A pan is slammed against the stove. My father comes into the living room. His eyes dart to and from a corner of the ceiling. He makes a sound like he can’t catch his breath.

“Your folks hate me!” he shouts to my mother. “They’ve hated me from day one.”

I shake my head no.


“And do you know why?” he growls. “Because I’m not rich.”

“Daddy, stop!” I yell.

My mother returns to the room.

“Go on,” he says, gesturing. “Tell Jeffrey.”

Tell me what?

“You’re terrible,” she says to him. “It’s Christmas.”

In my direction, he says, “Your grandmother wants me out of the way so your mother can go off and marry someone with a lot of money.”

“My God,” she pleads, in a voice under a scream. “That’s not true.”

“They want me goddamned dead.”

“Daddy, please!”

My mother’s eyes fill.

To get him to stop, I scream, “I’m Batman!” No one takes notice. My father’s recliner is patched with duct tape. I burrow my pinkie around the tape, into a hole. I want to be my pinkie, deep inside the chair.

“I’m just trying to take care of my family,” he says. “Is that such a sin?” He gazes past me, past his TVs, past Christmas, staring off into . . . I don’t know what he’s focused on. “Goddamn it, I try so hard!”

Even though it’s winter and our windows are closed, I worry that the neighbors can hear. I’m covered in shame; shame is a blanket smothering me and is somehow also under my skin, in my heart and stomach. I’m suffocating. I don’t want anyone to know about us, our arguments.

“Have you ever spent a night in jail?” he asks
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