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Don’t look under the rug

––––––––
[image: image]


Picture frames decorate my home

With smiling faces and frosting-covered lips,

With children laughing and summer eclipses,

But don’t look in the corner.

Where I grew up, 

Fathers drank and mothers smoked,

But you aren’t supposed to remember that.

You aren’t supposed to see it memorialized

In their final photo before goodbye. 

My home is clean and pristine,

And the cobwebs in the corner are

From the change in seasons

And not mirages meant to scare you.

The floors are sturdy like good wood should be,

But don’t look under the rug!

No, it’s clean, that’s why you shouldn’t look.

The little girl you see inside

May be shattered in mind, but her body is alive,

And if she looks pretty and smart and quiet,

That’s all that matters. Wouldn’t you agree?

Isn’t that what you love about me?

A Daughter’s Love
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Riley ducked her head under the wooden awning of the apartment building and into the shade. She unlocked the door at the top of the stairs and stepped inside, dropping her backpack on the floor beside a small pile of dusty shoes. The kitchen and living room reeked of Hamburger Helper, cheap whiskey, and cigarettes, even though she’d asked him not to smoke inside. 

Riley took a deep breath and exhaled through her nose, her eyes focusing on the trail he left behind. She took the bag out of the trash can and tossed out the red plastic cups filled with butts. Finding two cups half-full, Riley poured the warm Kentucky Deluxe down the sink. She emptied the overflowing ash tray and tied the garbage bag. 

Returning outside, Riley kept her eyes low toward the dumpster behind the building. She knew no one could smell the shame she carried, but because the smells permanently glued themselves to her nostril hairs, she couldn’t mask the fear that etched on her face when her downstairs neighbor had seen the collection of bottles in their thin, white trash bags and offered the sickly-sweet note of prayers for her and her troubled father.

After that, Riley checked the calendar each time she took a trash bag out to ensure the downstairs busybody would be away each time she dumped another collection of grief and regret. Riley tossed the bag into the rust-colored dumpster, shielded her eyes once more from the harsh afternoon sun, and bounded up the stairs two at a time.

Opening the kitchen and living room windows, Riley lit a cinnamon candle and set it on the linoleum counter. She grabbed a dry washcloth and moved to straighten the photos on the bookshelf just across from her father’s favorite recliner, lifting the ones of her mom and dusting them off. In the oldest family photo they had, she and her sister Robyn wore matching pink and white dresses while their mother sat them on each knee, her dyed blonde hair woven in curls that draped her face. Their father stood behind them, his shoulders rigid but a crooked smile on his face. He wore a suit with a pink tie to match. Riley shook her head, remembering how tense her father’s hand had felt on her shoulder as he struggled to find the pose the photographer so desperately wanted for their portrait. In the end, her father gritted his teeth and barked that the next picture would be the one they chose so he could go home and get out of the uncomfortable suit. 

Fortunately for him, the next picture was the one her mother loved. 

Riley dusted the portrait and set down the frame next to a signed Mike Buck football from the Saints’ win against the Browns in the only NFL game her father had ever attended. She turned the glass box so it faced the living room, careful to avoid the nick in the glass from when her mother threw it at the table. Riley picked up her backpack on her way to her bedroom, closed the door behind her, and turned on the lights. 

Various shades of blue decorated the small room, from the custom, floral paint design on the walls she and Robyn did the year before Robyn left for college to the blue, white, and black geometric-style comforter thrown atop her bed. Riley took out her economics textbook as the front door opened. 

She raced to the end of the hallway as her father walked inside, beaming as he kicked off his shoes. Sweat soaked his tattered uniform, and she reminded herself to buy more detergent.

“Hey!” she said, walking into the light.

“Hey, kiddo,” he said, giving her a one-armed hug as he walked into the kitchen. He pulled a glass from the counter and opened the freezer. 

Riley took a seat on one of the two chairs at the table. “How was work?”

“Sucked. I had to fix close to twenty machines today.” He poured a glass of bourbon and tucked the nearly full bottle in between the frozen pizzas and meals in the freezer. 

“I take it Dennis had to fix the same numbers?” Riley asked. 

Her father chuckled. “Yeah right, I think he fixed seven.” He walked over to the table to sit down across from her. “How was school?”

“It was good. I got an 83 on my English test.”

“Good job! Did you put it on the fridge?”

“Dad, I’m seventeen. I don’t put stuff on the fridge.”

He raised his eyebrows and pointed to the hallway. “Go to your room and get the test. I’m putting it up right now. Go, go.” 

Riley smiled as she rolled her eyes and hurried to her room. She flipped through her English folder, leafing through papers until she found the test, and took it back to the kitchen. She held the exam out to him on her palms. Her father took it from her and stuck magnets on the top and the bottom. “That looks nice, don’t you think?” he asked, standing back.

“It looks great, Dad. I’m going to see if I can finish reading this chapter before my eyeballs fall out,” she said, walking backwards out of the kitchen.

“Don’t study too hard!” he said. Riley chuckled in response. She left her door open as she began reading for her econ assignment. 
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The light from her window cast a purple and pink hue in the room as the sun set, the opened blinds shadowing the wall behind her bed. Just as Riley finished reading, she turned on her lamp. Her eyes shifted to the picture of her and her dad that sat on the nightstand. She pulled her hands together and wished she knew how to pray. Her hot breath hovered in the air and floated through the gaps between her fingers and onto her palms. She wiped her hands on her pants and closed the textbook, picking it up and packing it in her backpack. She changed into sweatpants and one of her mother’s old shirts and shuffled into the living room. 

Her father sat in the recliner. The light from the kitchen shined into the living room, but only enough to see his silhouette and the outline of his disheveled hair. The rest of his body disappeared with the dark. No trace of smoke reached her nose, but she noted the empty liquor bottle sitting on the kitchen counter. 

“Dad?”

He looked up. She could see him turn his head and smile as he faced the light. “Hi, coyote. Done studying?”

“Yeah,” Riley choked out, rattled by the old nickname. Robyn had always been bird, but since she couldn’t pronounce Rs as a child, Riley had been called Wiley, resulting in the obnoxious Looney Toons reference she only heard when her father was feeling sentimental. “What ’cha doing?”

“Sitting,” he said. He held up his empty glass. “I was drinking, but it’s gone now.” He lowered the glass to the arm of the chair and stared into a dark corner of the apartment. “It’s all gone now.” She could hear his voice crack and dug her fingernails into her palm.

“What’s gone, Dad?” she asked. Riley stepped forward but kept her arms near her body, her fingers knotting together painfully as she forced the other emotions at bay. She swallowed. She swore the sound echoed in the apartment, but she knew it was the blood in her ears.

“Everything.”

“I’m here.”

He looked toward her, his smile lessening, wrinkles covering his forehead. Wrinkles she didn’t remember being there. “You are. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Dad.”

She watched his gaze go past her to the bookshelf. She could see the family portrait out of the corner of her eye. Her arms trembled, his previous breakdowns flashing through her mind. She had to steady herself, to be strong for him. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, but it fell back when she lowered her gaze to the floor. The half-moons in her skin burned, but she kept her nails embedded where they were.

“I’m a terrible father,” he said, his eyes never leaving the picture on the shelf.

“No, you’re not,” she whispered, but it sounded more like a croak. “We just need to work on your husband skills.” He tried but couldn’t fake a chuckle, the sound resonating from his throat reminding Riley of a choke. He looked down at the glass in his hand and set it down on the dinner tray table beside the armrest. Her muscles ached from flexing, but at least then she knew that she was shaking because of fatigue and nothing else. Her dry mouth failed to produce a semblance of comforting words, but the silence ended sooner than she expected.

“It’s getting late. Why don’t you head to bed?” he asked, sitting up in the chair and kicking down the footrest.  

Riley swallowed again. “Are you sure? We can watch Whose Line for a little while until you fall asleep.”

She watched him shake his head. “No, go on to bed.”

Riley turned away and somehow her legs shuffled her away from the living room and to the edge of the hallway. She rested her hand on the wall. “Good night, Dad.”

“Good night, coyote. Sleep tight.” She waited and watched him close his eyes and lean against the back of the recliner. She broke her gaze and followed the hallway to her bedroom. She closed the door and slumped onto her bed. Sitting down, she was eye level with the picture of her and her dad from her fourteenth birthday party. Both of their eyes were closed from laughing so hard, and a tear had fallen from Riley’s eye as she had fought to catch her breath. 

Her mother had taken that picture while Robyn sat on the floor, covering her mouth to hide her snort. A few months later her mother left after her father cheated the third time with the woman who lived two buildings over, the same woman who swore she was friends with Riley’s mom. Robyn left for college the following fall and when she returned for her first semester break, she stayed with their mom. 

Riley didn’t agree with what her father had done. She tried to get him to slow down the drinking, for the sake of his health and bank account, but she knew none of that mattered so long as their family was broken up. At least the family was together before despite the emotional strain and turmoil they suffered during the fighting. Riley could wake up and check on her sister and parents sleeping in the beds they were supposed to be in. 

Now, with the family divided, she had to drive to the other side of town to see her mom
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