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Introduction

I WAS BORN and raised in New York City. You could say that there’s nothing particularly special about that, but deep down I’ve always felt that there is. Perhaps it’s the simple fact that almost all the New Yorkers I know have come to the City from somewhere else. I’m from Here. Being a New Yorker from the get-go has permanently shaped my worldview.

[image: image]
“The sun rises on the Upper East Side and sets on the Upper West Side.”


This cartoon was published in The New Yorker in 2001, making it one of the first I sold to the magazine after twenty-five years of submitting and being rejected. The idea came to me in the summer of 2000, when I was walking south on Fifth Avenue after an afternoon visit to the Met. Somewhere around Seventy-Second Street, the memory of another, long-ago walk on Fifth Avenue popped into my head and out popped the cartoon. It works that way sometimes — the out-of-the-blue arrival of a fully formed idea.

The memory in question involved my parents, my older sister, and me. I was eight years old. The four of us had gone out to dinner one early summer evening at my parents’ favorite restaurant, Gino’s, on Lexington Avenue, across the street from my father’s jewelry shop. There were always well-known people dining at Gino’s. A few weeks before, we were there with a friend of my parents and he pointed out Charles Addams, sitting at the bar. I remember thinking that he looked just like one of his drawings (something people would say about me one day). That night we also saw the actor Montgomery Clift, who was a customer of my father’s, sitting at a small table with Arthur Miller, whose literary accomplishments paled, as far as I was concerned, beside the fact that he was married to Marilyn Monroe.

As we were on our way out of the restaurant, my father stepped back and reverently held the door for the arriving Bess Myerson — famous television personality and the first Jewish Miss America. My family’s relaxed, primarily secular Jewishness was a complicated and sometimes confusing affair. As a kid I understood that Jewish was just one thing we were — more fundamental perhaps but not all that different from our being New Yorkers, or Democrats, or Brooklyn Dodgers fans. On the other hand, we were always quick to root for and celebrate members of our tribe who broke barriers and made it big — athletes, scientists, writers, artists, actors, diplomats, and smart, talented beauty queens like Bess Myerson.

It wasn’t dark yet when we walked out onto Lexington Avenue. There was a fancy black limousine parked in front of the restaurant. The uniformed chauffeur was leaning against the fender holding a leash at the end of which a little French poodle leapt back and forth, barking like a maniac at the door of Gino’s.

“He’s funny,” I said to my mother. “I wonder who he belongs to?”

“Whoever it is, they better own a pair of ear plugs,” my father said.

The poodle came over to me, looked up, and barked at me like I was the problem.

“Don’t get too close,” my mother warned. “It’s the little ones that really bite.”

“Let’s go,” my sister pleaded. She was always impatient, especially when the four of us were out together.

My mother suggested we take a walk on Fifth Avenue before getting a taxi back to our apartment on the Upper West Side.

“All right, but I just hope we can find a cab,” said my father, suddenly sounding grumpy for no apparent reason, as so often was the case. “They aren’t so frequent on Fifth,” he explained.

“Fifth goes downtown,” my sister chimed in. “They won’t want to take us.”

“All we can do is ask,” said my mother.

“Maybe we can ask Fifth to go uptown,” I said. My mother laughed.

We walked in spite of my father’s misgivings, still hearing the poodle halfway to Park Avenue. When we turned on to Fifth, as taxi after vacant taxi sped by without my father lifting his hand to signal, I looked up and was startled by the sight of the dreamy, sparkling skyline of Central Park South and Midtown Manhattan, silhouetted against a dusky, pink sky, and I felt a powerful surge of desire: When I grew up, I told myself, I was going to escape the New York of my parents and find a way into the New York I saw glittering above the treetops of Central Park. It would be a New York full of cool, amazing, talented people like the actors and famous writers and artists I saw dining at Gino’s — people who didn’t need to worry about every little thing. I would be an artist too, I decided. What kind of artist would I be? I knew that I loved to draw. I also knew that I was funny — at least my mother thought so.

I did the calculation:

drawing + funny = cartoonist

When we returned to our apartment on West Seventy-Ninth Street, I went straight to my room, took out my crayons, and got to work. I had had an idea on the way home, and five minutes later, I turned it into my first actual cartoon:

[image: image]

I have been telling myself stories about my family, in some cases, since I was a small boy. My father Nathan Sipress, my mother Estelle Sipress, and my sister Linda have all been dead now for many years. But I spent much of my life trying to escape what I thought of as “their clutches,” and they continue to tug on my consciousness like the insistent undertow that tugged on my little-boy ankles as I stood, small feet planted in gritty sand at the water’s edge on the beach in Neponsit, the four-block-wide beachfront community wedged between the Atlantic Ocean and Jamaica Bay, Queens, where we spent every summer of my childhood. When I sit in my studio squeezing my brain for cartoon ideas, it is often thinking about the three of them that gets me going. When I visit my therapist, they are always in the room. There is unfinished business between us.

Are all the stories in this memoir one-hundred-percent true? Who knows? My only primary source on my childhood is me — all other possible sources are long gone. My parents and my sister left little in the way of first-person evidence besides a few brief missives, a small collection of photographs, and in the case of my mother, a single travel diary covering trips she took with my father after he retired. However, since telling funny stories about me as a boy was a family tradition, I do have that oral history to fall back on.

I’m on firmer ground the closer I get to the present. In a few cases, I have been able to check in with friends, and with my wife, Ginny. But in the end, I’ve decided that the best course is to go with my subjective version of the past, since the stories I’ve been telling myself forever have their own kind of truth, a truth undoubtedly different from, but no less valuable than, whatever truth might be contained in a thoroughly fact-checked version of my history.
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“That’s Eleanor. She’s a fact checker.”


Along the way, I’ve discovered that my memories tend to wander around — long-ago events stubbornly push their way into the realm of recent events, and vice versa. So I’ve decided against a consistently linear personal history, in favor of one that also wanders around a bit. I realize this approach risks confusion, but that’s what editors are for.
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“Right here is where you lost the narrative flow.”


As is already obvious, this memoir will include cartoons. It’s also about cartoons — about where and how the ideas for them come. After all, like most cartoonists I know, the border between my life and my work is flimsy at best.
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Part One
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“We’ve been thinking about what we want to do with your life.”





Happy Accident

I WAS BORN AT Women’s Hospital in Manhattan on January 16th, 1947. The doctor who brought me into the world was named Dr. Frost. I always pictured him as a snowman with a stethoscope and a fistful of frozen Tootsie Roll pops. According to my mother, I “arrived right on time and didn’t cause Dr. Frost any problems.” (God forbid I should cause a doctor any problems.) That was all I knew about the matter of my birth until one afternoon in October 1995, several weeks after my mother died at the age of eighty-nine.

My wife Ginny and I had been married for five years. We were living in a tiny apartment in Brooklyn Heights. My cartoons were appearing in many magazines and newspapers in 1995, but not in The New Yorker. I had been submitting my drawings to that mecca of the art of cartooning for almost a quarter of a century without even a nibble. Every Tuesday, I would show up at the magazine’s offices clutching my manila envelope full of drawings. Tuesday was, and still is, the look day, the day the cartoonists bring in their batches and meet with the cartoon editor. (The cartoon editor at the time was Lee Lorenz. There have been two cartoon editors since — Bob Mankoff, from 1997 to 2017, and Emma Allen, the current editor.) During those twenty-five years I was submitting and getting rejected, only the artists who had successfully sold to the magazine could get in to meet with the cartoon editor. Cartoonists like me who had never sold to the magazine could only penetrate as far as the receptionist’s desk. I would hand him or her the envelope containing my babies, my precious ideas I had spent all week thinking up and drawing, while the in-crowd cheerfully filed through the door to the inner sanctum. Every Friday I would return to the magazine to pick up my envelope, and after a little prayer to the cartoon gods, I would peek inside, only to see the ubiquitous rejection slip clipped to my batch of drawings.

It was after one of those weekly Friday rejection rituals that I took the subway to the Upper East Side to visit my father in the apartment to which my parents had moved in 1971. The move from West Side to East Side had been the culmination of my father’s lifelong quest to reach his personal mountaintop — an apartment in the neighborhood where many of his wealthy customers lived.

He had called me that morning and more or less commanded me to visit him. “We have to have a talk about the future,” he told me, “in case, God forbid, something should happen.” He was ninety at the time, and sooner rather than later, whether God forbade or not, something was definitely going to happen.

We sat at the dining room table eating tuna sandwiches prepared by Maeve, the nurse who took care of my mother in the last years of her life, and now looked after my father several days a week. Maeve was a recent immigrant from Ireland in her twenties, with a charming brogue, blond hair, and a pretty, angular face. My father thoroughly enjoyed the way she linked arms on their short walks in Central Park, or sat beside him on a bench, hanging on his every word while he gathered his forces for the challenging walk home.

Now after Maeve left the apartment to run a few errands, my father brought up the subject of our inheritance — mine and my sister’s — and for the umpteenth time, he assured me that everything was going to be “even-steven.”

“And for the sake of my peace of mind,” he added, “I need to know that everything will go smoothly between you and your sister.”

I told him it would. There was reason to doubt this, but I didn’t elaborate.

Then he said he wanted to tell me about the dream he’d had several nights in a row about my mother:

“She arrives in her nightgown and smiles down at me. Then she bends over. ‘Don’t forget to take your blood pressure medication, Nat,’ she says in my ear.”

He smiled and shook his head.

“Then I reach out to take her hand and she bursts into nothing, like a soap bubble.”

“Oh no,” I said.

He nodded, sighed, and stared down distractedly at his half-eaten sandwich. Then he said, “Sometimes I don’t know . . .”

“Know, what?”

“Never mind.”

“Are you OK, Dad?”

“Of course, I’m OK. Why shouldn’t I be OK?” He picked up his sandwich, then put it down again without taking a bite. He looked at me — his dark green eyes were viscous and diffuse behind the thick lenses of his black-framed bifocals — and said, “It’s just that sometimes I feel like my bag is packed and I’m sitting at the station, just waiting for my train.”

I sighed.

We were quiet for several seconds while he stared at the blank wall behind me and fiddled with one end of his thick, white moustache. Not for the first time, it occurred to me that I had never laid eyes on his upper lip.

Eventually, he blinked a couple of times, smiled, and said, “Here’s something you didn’t know — did I ever tell you that you were a mistake?”

“What?”

“Like I said, you were a mistake. Your mother and I never discussed it again, but truth be told . . .”

A mistake? I was a mistake?

“Don’t look so worried,” he told me. “You were a mistake, but you were a good mistake. After all . . .” (he made a circular gesture with one hand, encompassing my entire mistaken existence) “. . . the proof is in the pudding.”

“Thank you very much,” I said under my breath.

“What was that?”

“Nothing. Couldn’t you call it . . . me . . . something else?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. ‘Mistake’ is pretty negative, Dad, like maybe I don’t deserve to live.”

“Don’t exaggerate.”

I shook my head and muttered an exasperated profanity.

“What?”

“Nothing.” Then, to lighten the mood and let him off the hook, I said, “I know — instead of ‘mistake,’ what about calling me ‘a happy accident’?”

“A what?”

“‘A happy accident.’ It comes from drawing.”
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I draw with a rigid crow quill pen nib attached to a holder. I dip the point into a pot of ink and start drawing. What’s wonderful about this tool is that it is really, really hard to control. Every line is an adventure, every mark its own boss. This unpredictability is what I love about the crow quill, and the spontaneous, straggly surprises it produces, the fortuitous mistakes, I think of as “happy accidents.”

“Fine,” he said, “I don’t get it, but have it your way — you were a happy accident. In any case, what it boils down to is, we weren’t expecting you. Your sister was six and already a tempest in a teapot, always rocking the boat. Believe me, I had my hands full. A baby was the last thing we wanted. Furthermore, we couldn’t afford it. My business was barely getting on its feet and I wasn’t sure I was going to make it. I asked your mother if she thought we should . . . you know . . .”

“Get rid of me?” I offered.

“Well, you see, for one thing we were going to have to move to a bigger apartment, and affording that was going to cause some problems for me . . .”

“Sorry to inconvenience you.”

He reached over and put his hand over mine. “David, like I said, you were a good mistake.”

I frowned.

“OK, a happy accident. It’s just that with your sister . . .”

“Of, course,” I muttered, “my sister.”

“. . . and all the other mishegas . . .”

“I understand.”

“We discussed and discussed. But your mother was over the moon about the whole thing — lucky for you, she wouldn’t budge. And once you came along, naturally, I was also happy.”

“Naturally.”

“Now you look angry. Are you angry?”

“No,” I said, trying to look less angry. “It’s OK. Eat your sandwich.”

“It’s no good. She doesn’t make it like your mother.”

“It’s a tuna sandwich, Dad.”

He slipped into another staring contest with the wall, fiddling again with his moustache.

“David,” he finally said, “listen to me: You know that I love you, don’t you?”

“I guess,” I mumbled.

“What?”

“Yes! I know you love me.”

“Good,” he nodded. “That’s settled.”

He gazed down at his plate and absentmindedly moved his sandwich around with his forefinger. Finally, he looked up and said, “Speaking of the past . . .”

“Uh oh,” I mumbled.

“. . . do you ever regret not pursuing your Russian history?”

“Not again, Dad. Please.” I had dropped out of graduate school in 1969, nearly twenty-five years earlier.

“You could still go back. Why should you have all your eggs in one basket?”

“Two baskets, Dad.” At the time I was pursuing two careers, as a sculptor as well as a cartoonist.

“Be that as it may . . .”

“I know you’d rather you could tell people I’m a professor of Russian history, or international relations something or other, or what? A diplomat? A CIA agent? A spy who makes funny drawings in his spare time, maybe in invisible ink?”

“Never mind. I never interfered, did I? It’s just that I always wanted the best for you. We gave you such a terrific education. I just thought . . .”

“You thought . . . think . . . that I’ve made a big mistake — to use your favorite word. Right?”

“Well . . . the proof is in the pudding.”

“Hold on — a minute ago, you made that expression sound positive.”

(What’s with that expression anyway? A great favorite of both my parents, it figured in a possibly apocryphal story about me at age four or five. My mother claimed to have come into the kitchen one afternoon and found me standing on tiptoe, leaning into the refrigerator. I was digging around in the bowl of My-T-Fine chocolate pudding she was planning to serve at dinner. When she asked me what I thought I was doing, I supposedly said, “I’m looking for the proof.”)

“There you were,” my father went on, waving away my pudding objection, “before Ginny came to the rescue, living for years like a pauper in the same kind of crappy neighborhood I spent my youth trying get the hell away from . . .”

“The Lower East Side is very fashionable now, Dad . . .”

“Never mind that. Thank God you met Ginny and she got you out of there.”

For this reason, among others, my father was always a big fan of my wife.

“Listen, Dad,” I told him, “I’m never going back to my Russian history. I’m never going to be a professor. That horse left the barn a long time ago.”

“You could change it in midstream,” he suggested, grinning.

“Very funny. Hilarious. Maybe that’s where I got my sense of humor.”

“That you can thank your mother for.” We were silent for a beat, acknowledging the truth of this.

“David,” he said, “you can’t blame me for speaking my mind. I know that you’re doing what you love . . .”

“I am. Which is what you always told me you did, no matter how hard things got.”

He nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. If you’re happy . . .”

“I am happy. And I’ll tell you something else, Dad — just like you, I’m good at what I do — really good. My cartoons are smart and funny. I never run out of ideas. I honestly don’t think there’s anybody better, and . . .”

He held up his hand. “What have I always told you?”

“What?” I puzzled, not knowing what was coming next.

“From the time you were a boy, I’ve said it over and over: Don’t get too big for your britches.”

“I give up,” I sighed.

“If the shoe fits . . .”

“Anyway, it’s boxers, Dad. Not britches. Nobody’s worn britches since the Middle Ages.”

“Don’t get smart, mister-better-than-anybody. And by the way, as far as work is concerned, there’s such a thing being too happy. It shouldn’t all be fun and games. If you’re too happy, maybe you should look into that. Maybe you’re not pushing yourself enough.”

I sighed again.

“So, answer me this,” he went on, “if you’re so happy, maybe you can explain to me how come you see a psychiatrist . . .”

“A psychologist. He’s a psychologist. And it’s not about . . .”

“Your sister too,” he interrupted, “with her it is a psychiatrist. Her, I worry about.”

“Of course,” I grumbled.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Listen — we both know your sister’s always been a little bit different — with her moods and all her ups and downs. Anyhow, she makes me worry about what will happen someday when she’s on her own.”

She’s good at that, I thought for the thousandth time.

I stood up. I needed a break. I said, “If you’re not going to eat that sandwich, I’ll get you something else. How about some fruit?” I went into the kitchen.

“What about Ginny?” he shouted. “Does she need a psychologist? She’s so calm, and she’s not Jewish, so probably not.”

This, I ignored.

“I guess you and your sister tell them that it’s all our fault — me and your mother!”

I didn’t respond. I found a bag of potato chips and came back and showed them to him. “Are these yours?” I asked.

“The girl got them for me,” he said — meaning Maeve.

“You want some?” I shook the bag.

“No. I’m not supposed to eat that sort of thing — the salt.”

“They’re unsalted, Dad.” I shook the bag again.

“So, what — rules are rules.”

I went back into the kitchen and cut up an apple. When I returned to the table, he smiled at me and put a slice of apple in his mouth.

“Delicious,” he said. “just like your mother used to make.”

“Very funny. Are you sure I didn’t get it from you?”

He smiled. After a moment, he sighed, “All right — no more crying over spilt milk. Let’s change the subject.”

“Good idea.”

“OK — so, tell me this: After all this time, you being so good at it, how come they still don’t want you in The New Yorker?”
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“Then, I thought, Hey, hold on a minute—maybe failure is an option.”





Red Racer

[image: image]

WRITTEN ON THE back of this snapshot, in my mother’s capacious cursive hand, are the words, “Afternoon in the park, May 1953.” My father, dapper as always, is staring directly at the camera, one hand casually, yet very much by design, tucked inside his trouser pocket. He is clearly comfortable in his own skin — a proud, self-satisfied, first-generation immigrant who only looks out, never in — and has achieved his great ambition of becoming a totally assimilated American success story. He appears somewhat aloof, and perhaps a bit proprietary, particularly as far as my sister, Linda, is concerned, judging by the way his hand lightly grasps her shoulder. (It’s possible I’m reading more into this than it deserves.) My sister, not yet a teenager, but definitely on the brink, is smiling, but it’s not a joyful smile — more of a smirk. The way she holds on to me with both hands smacks of dominance, rather than affection. Her expression is supercilious, with a frisson of judgment.

My mother, by contrast, is fully engaged in the picture-taking moment, and smiling joyfully. She is wearing her outside face, a face so sweet, open, and guileless that it could disarm a huffy, overworked salesperson, a condescending doctor, or a sullen fellow passenger on the crosstown bus who had no interest in having a conversation. It was a face that made it impossible for me to convince anyone that she could ever be anything other than sweet. A breeze is ruffling her normally immobile hairdo. She’s wearing a tailored suit that was undoubtedly custom-made, as nearly all her clothes were, since at four-foot-ten she had a hard time finding clothes that fit at Saks or Lord & Taylor. It’s hard to tell from the photograph how small we all were; my father, only five foot two, seems to tower over the rest of us.

The photograph must have been taken on a Sunday, my father’s only day off. Sunday was the one day he loosened his sartorial standards and ventured out in a sport jacket and slacks instead of one of the elegant three-piece suits he wore every other day of the week. Clothes make the man was a cherished Nat Sipress maxim, and he imbued it with the solemnity and authority of a religious teaching.

He was physically with us on Sundays, but rarely completely present. After six days of standing for nine or ten hours behind the counter of his jewelry shop, he was often too exhausted and distracted to give any of us his full attention, with the possible exception of Linda, who, perpetually “upsetting the apple cart,” was never shy about demanding it.

Another thing about my father: he was old, or seemed so to me. (He and my mother were about the same age, but I never thought of her as old.) Although he is only forty-eight in the photograph, he was at least a decade, in some cases two decades, older than my friends’ fathers — men who played ball with their sons, rode bikes with them, roughhoused with them at the beach.

As for me, my murderous pose is a bit shocking when viewed from a twenty-first-century vantage point. But this was the 1950s, and parents like mine had yet to make the connection between playing with toys and gun violence in the real world. My toy guns made me feel powerful, a feeling that I craved. I wore them all the time, indoors and out. I made sure to strap them on during my favorite cowboy shows on TV — in case they were needed. One afternoon, I watched Hopalong Cassidy lose his six-shooter in the middle of a gunfight. When it fell over a cliff, I tossed him one of mine. It cracked the screen of our very first television, purchased only weeks before so that my mother could watch Queen Elizabeth’s coronation. This led to a permanent ban on guns and TV in the same room. I clearly had a lot to learn about what was real and what wasn’t.

ONE OF MY most vivid childhood memories of my father is a Sunday memory. He is throwing open the door to my bedroom. His hair is going this way and that, his face so red it seems to glow, and his eyes — for once he isn’t wearing his glasses — are dark, furious, and very scary. His seersucker bathrobe is untied and a wiry tuft of gray chest hair pokes out from his half-unbuttoned, pastel blue pajama top. When I glimpse this never-seen-before, disheveled version of my obsessively fastidious, never-a-hair-out-of-place father, I instantly realize that the world has turned upside down.

Directly behind him, filling every inch of the doorway, is a dark blue giant. He has one huge hand on my father’s shoulder, and when I see his hat and badge, I understand that he is a policeman, and that he is going to arrest me.

I was five years old that morning. I was wearing pajamas and my gun belt and six-guns. When my bedroom door burst open, half of me was outside the large window on the far wall of my bedroom that looked north across the jingle-jangle rooftops of the Upper West Side of Manhattan, a crazy quilt of water towers, chimneys, pigeon coops, utility shacks, and TV antennas. My legs were inside the room, my feet dangling over the top of an overturned wooden box that had the word TOYS stenciled on the side; my stomach lay on the window sill, my chest on the ledge, my head inches from the rickety struts of the window guard that provided questionable protection against a child’s tendency to explore limits. (Tragically, it was around that time that a little boy in a Superman costume, convinced that he could fly, had crawled out the fourteenth-floor window of his Manhattan apartment building on Halloween, stepped easily over a window guard, and flew away.) Twelve floors down, I could hear the intermittent Sunday morning traffic moving up and down the gentle slope of West Seventy-Ninth Street. Out of the corner of my eye, I could just see the tops of the trees in the small Planetarium Park across Columbus Avenue where my mother took me to play most afternoons.

Out there with me on the ledge was Red Racer, a sleek toy racing car with the number 99 painted on the bonnet, real rubber tires, and a windup key.

[image: image]

Red Racer was always a “he” in my mind, not an “it.” I loved to watch him shoot across the floor of my bedroom and smash headlong into everything in his path — bouncing off the side of my dresser, careening into the leg of my bed, crashing into a wall before ending up on his side, wedged under the radiator or the bookshelf, valiantly spinning his wheels until the key gave out, behaving from start to finish with the wild, unpredictable abandon that a good boy like me could only dream about. I was pressing Red Racer firmly down on the brick window ledge with my left hand when I looked over my shoulder and saw my father and the policeman explode into the room; with the fingers of my right hand, I was gripping the wind-up key, feeling its insistent, grinding tension.

Vroom, vroom — Red Racer was ready to go.

MY MOTHER HAD begun to be sick two days earlier, on Friday afternoon. She never left her room that evening, or on Saturday. That morning, my father waited to leave for his store until Juanita, the housekeeper, arrived. He had called to ask her to come in on a Saturday to be with my sister and me until he got home for dinner.

Before he left, he reiterated the headache rules. “Remember,” he told us, “you have to be quiet. Any noise — even a sneeze — hurts her like nobody’s business. And under no circumstances open her door and let in any light. The light stabs her head like a knife.”

When he got up from the kitchen table to let Juanita in, Linda flashed me a tight, derisive smile, stuck out the tip of her tongue, and crossed her eyes. “You better be a good, quiet little Pip,” she whispered. “Pip,” short for “Pipsqueak,” was her name for me. Immediately after my father left, she retreated to her bedroom, where she stayed for the rest of the day. At one point, ignoring the rules, she turned up her record player so loud that I could hear it in my bedroom with the door closed. I heard Juanita tell her to turn it down.

I played alone in my room all day. On and off that afternoon, I crept to the closed door of my parents’ bedroom and stood with the tips of my toes touching the baseboard, listening for a sound, any sound, and at the same time dreading the only two sounds I was likely to hear — a low moan, like the muffled howl of a hurt animal, or a desperate, strangled retching, which I knew meant she was being sick over the toilet in her bathroom. Through the keyhole, I could see nothing but blackness.

As only a child can do, I was holding two equally convincing but totally contradictory trains of thought in my brain: “No matter how much she loves me, she shouldn’t open the door and come to me, because it would hurt her head / If she really loves me, she should open the door and come to me, no matter how much it hurts her head.” By early evening, I was no longer able to restrain myself. I put my mouth to the crack between the door and the wall and tried making soft noises — first, a whispered call to her, and then some little moans of my own, as if I were also not feeling well. Just when I thought that I couldn’t stand it anymore and was reaching for the doorknob, I heard my father’s key in the front door and quickly retreated to my bedroom.

It had to have been my father who put me to bed after dinner Saturday night. I’m certain that I was instructed to say the prayer I said every night, and I’m equally sure that I lay awake in the dark afterward, pondering the mysterious phrase, “And if I die before I wake . . .”

“It means be a good boy,” my mother always answered when I asked her to explain those scary words. I received this same incongruous response to all kinds of questions, and the only part of the answer I ever understood was: end of discussion. So I was left to decipher the meaning of the prayer on my own. I knew from my cowboy shows that dying was bad — a kind of sleep that lasts forever, and you never again see the people you love, the very people you had just asked God to bless at the end of the prayer. Afraid that I might “die before I wake,” I put off sleep as long as possible after the lights went out, and thus developed an early and persistent case of insomnia that is still with me.

[image: image]
“Try thinking about something else.”


So when I woke on Sunday morning, I must have been relieved, as I was every morning, that I’d survived the night. On the other hand, the door to my mother’s bedroom was still closed. She was still sick. I tiptoed to the living room and, sure enough, my father was asleep on the couch. The little travel clock balanced on the arm of the couch said 6:30. I retreated to my room, shut the door, pulled my toy box over to the window, turned it over, and dumped all my toys onto the carpet.

I chose a wooden pin from my miniature bowling set and tossed it as hard as I could against the wall between my room and the living room where my father was sleeping. I went to check. Still asleep.

Back in my room, I picked up the bowling pin again. This time I closed my eyes and threw it in the general direction of the open window. I waited a few seconds, then opened my eyes and confirmed that it was gone. I tossed out two more pins, plus the hard little wooden bowling ball.

After a minute or two went by and nothing happened, I grabbed a handful of marbles and a couple of building blocks. Out they went.

I waited . . . still nothing.

Next up, a few toy soldiers, more marbles, and a couple of Dinky toy cars; then, my toy fire engine with the ladder that you could raise and lower, followed by a half-full can of Play-Doh and a couple of unloved stuffed animals I had inherited from Linda.

More waiting and listening. I sat on the floor and drew for a while. Did I hear a siren approaching? I’m not sure, but if I did, I doubt I would have made the connection.

I picked up my box of Crayola crayons, but decided against. The same for my six-guns. Instead, I chose my Howdy Doody dolls — Howdy and Flub-a-Dub — and tossed them out, followed by Mr. Potato Head, more marbles, a bunch of Tinker Toys, my combination rocket ship and pencil sharpener, another couple of blocks, a few other toys that I don’t
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