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In my senior year of high school things were
very weird.

My father had decided that he wanted to
raise llamas.

We lived in a two bedroom, sixth floor
apartment.

No one dated me in high school.


“What about a pocket sized popcorn popper
that holds up to ten kernels?” he said to me over the phone, one
week after I had left for college.


“Why?” which was my standard answer.


“What if you’re out, you have a cup of
coffee, but you don’t really want a muffin or a piece of morning
cake, you know, crumb cake, coffee cake, that kind of thing. What
you really want is something salty. But not a lot of something
salty. Just a little of something salty. Who’s going to sell you
one chip? So, with your pocket sized personal pop corn popper you
can pop the kernels of corn and, blammo, your craving for coffee
and salty is satisfied.”


I tried to explain to him that basically no
one in the world has a craving for coffee and salty, that you’d
need a power source for the popper, that you’d have to carry around
popcorn kernels and, for the popcorn to be salty you’d have to have
salt to apply to the popcorn. All of this making the pocket popcorn
popper very impractical.


“But, you keep trying daddy,” I said, “I
love you.”


“Good points, Lulu,” he said, “all good
points.” He called me Lulu. My name, the one that he and my mother
had given me was actually Andrea, but, for some reason, after mom
passed away, he started calling me Lulu. “I love you too.”


My father actually was a genius. He had
worked for the government as a scientist and had done some great
work. 99% of it was top secret so, I never knew what it was, but we
always had money and lived in a lovely, large house. When mom was
alive.


After she passed, he couldn’t live in that
many rooms with all the things that reminded him of her so we moved
into the city. He still consulted for the government now and then
but mostly, he just invented things. Which usually consisted of
thinking about something that he thought was wonderful and then,
running it by me.


“Do dogs like pizza,” he asked over the
phone as I was rushing to a class in my sophomore year, “I cannot
recall.” This was typical of the phone calls I had gotten through
freshman year and would continue to receive right up to the day I
walked across the stage and got my diploma. I do not exaggerate. He
called me from his seat to ask me if I thought the mortarboard I
was wearing would be more practical if it had solar power and a hot
plate.


“I don’t think dogs like pizza, daddy,” I
told him. There was silence.


“Probably right,” he said, “you’re probably
right, Lulu.”


Now, I love my father. I was not ashamed of
him. I did not find him irritating or frustrating. He was quirky
and curious and funny. He was a genius.


“In the right light,” my mother would say,
“sure, he’s a genius... In the right light.” He loved that and
would laugh. She loved him and loved to make him laugh. When she
died, he stopped laughing. For two full years.


When my mother finally passed, drifting from
the earth like a browned, crisp leaf from its autumn branch, I was
relieved. She had been sick for so long and she was in desperate
pain. I knew it was better, I knew she had suffered and I was
relieved. Somewhere, deep in my father’s heart, I knew he was
relieved as well. But, covering all that deep relief was a mound of
sadness that he could not dig away alone. For two years, I helped
him dig. While other girls were going to the mall, going on dates,
being felt up in the back seat of cars, I was helping my father dig
his heart out and find his relief.


We would go for walks and he would tell me
stories of how they met, dates they had. At first he could only
talk for a few minutes then, his eyes would get a far away look and
his hand would reach out, grasp the air. I came to realize he was
reaching for her. One day, I slipped my hand into his grasping hand
and he looked down at me, as if he was seeing me for the first
time.


“Thank you,” he said to me and we walked
hand in had the rest of the day. That night, watching TV, a
comedian on David Letterman was doing a routine and my father said,
“that’s funny.” He didn’t laugh, he didn’t smile, he just
identified it as funny. At that moment, I heard the shovel hit the
dirt and I knew we were starting to clear some of the mound
away.


It took a year to get the mound down to a
manageable level. I knew we were making progress when he said let’s
go out for Chinese food. A favorite of ours and, the first date
dinner that he had shared with my mother. We ate Chinese food and
went to the movies again. I could see him lifting slightly, growing
a little brighter as these days moved by.


In the mean time, other girls my age were
going on dates, making out in the back of movie theaters, going to
dances, having sex... Having sex. They were having sex.


***


I became really good at chess, the box step,
science and I learned to cook just like my mother. She was an
incredible cook.


One day, about seven months after she had
gone and we had moved into the apartment, my father came into my
room and sat down on the bed. He said nothing. I had learned to
wait for him to speak in these moments. If I asked too many
questions or spoke too soon, he would retreat like a deer and I
would never know what he wanted. So, I waited, working on my school
work. Finally, after a very long pause, he spoke.


“I think your mother would like you to have
this,” he said to me extending a box the size of a shoe box made of
wood, “no, actually, I know she would like you to have this.” I
took it, set it on my lap and opened it. It was filled with 8X10
index cards. On each card, in my mothers neat hand, was written a
recipe. All the foods I had eaten as a little kid and into my
adolescent life, made by my mother’s loving hands, were explained
in this box.


“Someday, when you get married, you’ll want
to cook your husband a nice dinner now and then. I’m not saying
that you’re going to be just a housewife, I know you gals can do
more than that these days, but I’m saying, someday... So... There.”
That was the first time my father ever mentioned anything about
somedays or me being married.


“You think I’ll get married someday?” I
asked.


“Of course, Lulu, why wouldn’t you get
married?”


“I don’t know,” I told him, “maybe because I
haven’t ever even been on a date.” He nodded. There was a sadness,
a helplessness in his eyes that crushed me. “But, you know, I’m
really too busy to go on dates and I have much more fun with you.”
He smiled. But he knew. He was, after all, a genius and that night,
he was sitting in the exact right light.


***


So the days went. I went to school, I came
home. On weekends we went to movies or walked the city streets. We
played games, watched TV and I cooked. I cooked one of the recipes
in the box every other night. All the while other girls my age were
having terrible break ups, being cheated on, forgiving, not
forgiving, finding another... Having sex.


I had applied to colleges with no concerns
about not getting in. My grades were extremely good, I had aced the
SAT’s and I knew I could get into any college I wanted. What I
didn’t know was how to tell my father I was going to be leaving. He
was better, much, much better. He didn’t weep when I made stuffed
shells just like mom made any more. We ate Chinese food, quite a
bit of it, at first.


“Why did we stop having this,” he said while
we were eating at Peking Palace, the third night in a row. “I love
Chinese food.” He was so happy. I blamed myself, saying that I had
gone through a phase where I just couldn’t eat it, all the MSG or
something. That night, after I had finished my homework I went down
stairs to say good night to him. He was reading, peaceful, looking
very much like his old self. I kissed his head, told him good
night. He didn’t look up from his book, just muttered good night.
Like his old self. I was almost out of the room when he stopped
me.


“Lulu,” he said, “ my first date with your
mother was for Chinese. She loved it, I loved it. We stopped eating
it for a while because... Well, I’ll just say, I hope you never
feel your heart break when you look at an egg roll. I love you
taking care of me, but I won’t allow you to take the blame.” He put
his glasses back on and returned to his book.


***


I was accepted into every college I applied
to, but I didn’t know how to tell my father. I had set up a P.O.
Box to receive mail from colleges so he wouldn’t know. It was
dishonest but I was afraid of shoveling all that mound back on top
of his heart. I would find a way.


Walking home from the P.O. box one Saturday
morning, I passed a rack of hats on the street outside a hat store.
All kinds of hats and there, tucked in among the slacker wool caps
and the English riding caps was a pale blue bowler
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