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WHEN DADDY CAME HOME



[image: ]




Gunter stood at his mailbox in a subdivision so new it was mostly dirt, the car traffic rare. He was nine and wore green Sears Toughskins jeans and a T-shirt emblazoned with the numerals ‘44.’ A grape jelly stain, from a sandwich he’d made himself, smeared his cheek.

He straightened his spine and set his head high, per Miss Burnside’s instructions regarding preparation for proper vocalization. Quick glances assured he was alone and could make attempts without scrutiny. He tilted his head up to the sun, closed his eyes and opened his mouth as if he were about to chomp on a slice of cake. His tongue darted around, producing guttural noises during the warmup. Feeling a low voltage of confidence, he jumped into his new speech therapy sentence: “The rrr....ain in Spaiin falls mmmaa...” It came apart in a series of throat spasms. He kicked the dirt, wanting to rip out his vocal chords.

A ripping, explosive sound boomed from overhead, and he watched a fighter jet tear across the sky. Was it Daddy? Was he home from Vietnam?

Approaching Mama in the evening was a tricky business. Mornings in her quilted bathrobe, before she dropped Gunter off at school and went to work as a cashier at the A & P, she was bleary-eyed and quiet. After her morning pills she perked up and liked to drive her Ford Mustang fast and play the car radio loud. “This song’s a kick,” she liked to say to Gunter.

But nighttime, after she’d been drinking wine, could be perilous.

“Gunter, baby,” she called out from upstairs. In the kitchen he speared a clump of noodles from the pot and chewed, considering the tone of her voice: disconnected and weak, but possibly happy. Walking up the stairs, he considered that that evening she had read a romance novel and talked on the phone with her sister and had probably consumed two, but not more than three glasses of pink chardonnay. He heard a splash. She was in the tub.

In the hallway he paused, as he often did, at the official Air Force picture of his father: his crisp cap perfectly fixed on his stubbly head, his shirt so spotlessly white as to add a measure of holiness. His father looked solemn and serious, like it was a picture from a history book. He flew planes and was in a war because it was his duty—a word adults always said in hushed tones.

“Gunter...” Mama grew impatient.

He dug his hands into his pockets and dropped his chin as he entered her bathroom.

Mama blinked at him from the tub, smiling lazily, her head perched atop a thin layer of bubbles, her hair half-wet. “This war is almost over. President Nixon is turning it over to the Vietnamese.” She added, “It’s in the papers,” as if Gunter hadn’t believed her. “There’s hope your father will be home soon.” She stirred soap bubbles with her finger.

He took a step back, embarrassed by the hint of her body under the water.

“Don’t be a prude.” She flicked drops at him. “Did I hear that television last night?” she asked in her sly, about-to-get-mad voice.

“N...nooo.” A lie. He shook his head slowly. The television, with its battle scenes from the leafy jungles of Vietnam and the footage of planes dropping bombs and North Vietnamese missile batteries that shot American planes out of the air, had been banished to the attic and covered with a blanket. Not to be watched. But when she passed out on the couch, Gunter would creep upstairs and click on the television in the dark, like it was a secret portal to another world, and watch Gilligan’s Island or delight in the cartoon pranks that the Road Runner inflicted upon Wile E. Coyote. Last night he had witnessed an opera singer with a power and command of voice so effortless and precise it left him awestruck.

“I got another call from that principal at your school,” she said matter-of-factly. Gunter tensed. Tommy Knox had followed Gunter down the hallway saying Dumb as they come, dumb as they come. Gunter’s warning stares were met with sneers, so he punched Tommy Knox in the face, hard. Blood from Tommy’s nose splattered a locker.

She took a sip of wine from a glass by the tub. “That man, what is his name... Patterson? I find him rather pushy.” She glanced at Gunter, who stared at her, wide-eyed. “Now Gunter, baby. We’ve had that talk. Please behave.” Her hand came out of the water and hung over the tub, dripping. Her red nail-polished fingers beckoned and Gunter held her warm, clammy hand.

Mama closed her eyes, like she was suddenly very tired. “We’ve just got to get through until Daddy gets home.”

Gunter nodded.

Machine Gun Mouth, kids called him. Porky Pig had been created for his personal torture. His vocal box was a mysterious vortex. Noises and partial words might spill out like exhaust from a balky engine, or it might execute several words perfectly then jam for good. So he felt vulnerable at school. The silver lining was that he spent an hour every day, alone, with the lovely Miss Burnside.

When Gunter entered the Special Needs room, Miss Burnside, fresh out of college, always stood at attention, usually in white leggings, a short jumper dress and white turtleneck. With huge green eyes she always smiled richly then tilted her strawberry blonde braid to one side. Seeing her made Gunter feel tingly and woozy. Mrs. Lyde, his homeroom teacher, often pointed her ruler at him accusingly, as though his vocal gymnastics were intended to provoke laughter and sow disruption. A stout, ursine woman, she smacked her hands together, trying to bring unison to his sentences like he was a lazy seal. Walking into Miss Burnside’s room was like a fairy tale happy ending.

“Hello, Gunter,” Miss Burnside enunciated slowly. She smiled.

‘Hellllll........ooo.”

“Lose the facial tension, Gunter.”

He stuck out his tongue and made a wobbly, Jell-O face.

“Good. Now let’s breathe in. Wonderful.”

He sucked in air until the top of his head was dizzy.

Miss Burnside pointed to Gunter’s metal chair with an orange plastic seat, where he eagerly sat. She sat facing him then pointed to the white sheet that outlined Gunter’s progress toward delivering his oral book report. Started weeks ago, he had read the Easy Reader George Washington biography four times, until his mind brimmed with pertinent facts such as Mount Vernon, the cherry tree and becoming the first president. His book report was written, each sentence perfected with Miss Burnside’s enthusiastic help, his pencil penmanship showing a high degree of accuracy and clarity.

Now it was all about practice. Gunter stood, gripping the full text.

Miss Burnside straightened up, ready to be awed.

Gunter cleared his throat. A smile crept across his face which he failed to constrain, because Miss Burnside was already enthralled. She was eager to prove her speech therapy bona fides and possessed legendary patience. Despite the guttural car wrecks that regularly issued from his mouth, she never showed dismay.

Gunter breathed in slowly, yet fully, powering up his lungs. His lips curled back on his teeth and the first words came forth: “Georrrrge Washinnnngton was...”

Miss Burnside nodded along in bright recognition.

A week ago, he had made great progress, delivering back-to-back sentences with a passable clarity, bringing Miss Burnside to her feet clapping. He bowed, then took a victory lap around the classroom. But the next day the disfluency was back, worse than ever. He overturned his chair, fell to a pile of napping mats and pretended tears were not coming out of his eyes.

The consoling hug Miss Burnside offered was no less than transcendent.

Gunter stood before his hushed fourth grade class, his hair neatly combed. His eyes went to Mrs. Lyde who nodded that he should begin. He took a deep breath and imagined himself talking to Miss Burnside.

His first sentence about George Washington being the first president of the United States went relatively smoothly. He felt a bump of confidence. He glanced over the top of his report and found attentive classmates.

“When G... georrrrge Washingggton was a boy...”

A boy in the front row of desks bunched up his face and stuck out his tongue. Another boy snickered. Gunter gripped his report tighter with his hands. He focused intensely on the text. His breath grew short, his throat tightened.

“...chopppped chhhh...errry...errrry...”

The first boy laughed, and Gunter kicked him hard in the shin. The boy wailed loudly and Mrs. Lyde had Gunter by the arm and pulled him out of the classroom, and soon he was sitting in the lobby of Principal Patterson’s office.

Gunter sat in the big smelly leather chair opposite Principal Patterson’s desk, his feet dangling. His right sneaker was untied.

“So you’ve been at it again,” Principal Patterson said, dipping his chin with displeasure. Dressed in a brown corduroy coat, his bushy eyebrows came together, his mustache quivering over his top lip.

Gunter took this in and wondered what Patterson would do. Last time Patterson had showed Gunter the large painting on the wall of Admiral Horatio Nelson’s naval victory and explained that discipline and focus had won the day, and that Gunter could use some of that. Gunter had enjoyed smelling Patterson’s apple scented pipe smoke and had marveled at the tall ships blasting one another with cannons while listening to Patterson’s friendly, convivial tone.

“There’s a place called reform school,” Patterson said. “Boys who don’t reform their behavior and who keep creating problems are sent there.” Patterson scrunched up his nostrils, flashing his nose hair. He opened a file on his desk which Gunter knew to be his file. Patterson flipped papers and grimaced. “This is unacceptable.”

“B...buubuut, my maaath. Mmmath sscore.”

“Huh?”

Gunter gritted his teeth and fumed internally. My math scores, he wanted to scream. I’m the best at math in my whole class. How about that? But instead he pointed at the file hoping Patterson figured it out.

“Kicking, punching. There’s a bite in here somewhere, Gunter. You fashion yourself a brawler. Well, at your next stop you won’t win fights.”

Gunter exhaled and sank into the leather chair. This would be over soon.

Apropos of nothing, Gunter decided to tie the laces of his shoe. He slid off the chair and crouched down. Patterson kept talking. Gunter noticed a black pipe lying on the brown carpet. Its ivory stem and carved wooden bowl made it seem magical and powerful, like it had fallen out of the coat of a wizard. Gunter grabbed it and put it in his back pocket. Sitting in the chair again, he tried not to squirm atop the lump.

Patterson slapped the back of his hand on the file. “Is reform school what you want? Don’t just sit and stare.”

“N...nooo, sirrrr.”

Patterson frowned. “Not getting any better, is it? If Miss Burnside is making no progress, then maybe it’s best you moved on. Or perhaps I should consider getting a better speech therapist. You’re her only student. There’s really no excuse.”

Gunter’s eyebrows went up with alarm.

Gunter sat in his chair with an orange plastic seat, going through his vocal exercises. The grunts and warbles sounded horrible even to him. His confidence was gone. His eyes kept searching Miss Burnside’s face. She seemed nervous. Some darker lines creased the underside of her eyes. Days ago he had seen her coming out of Patterson’s office with a stricken expression.

“Maybe we should move on today,” Miss Burnside said, making a note in her new plan notebook. She glanced at his gritted teeth and said, “You’re doing just fine,” but her smile was quick, followed by a long inhale.

“I’m ddddoing the best... IIII’mmm...”

“I know you’re doing your best, Gunter.” She reached over and patted his knee. She smoothed out her skirt then gazed benevolently at him. I won’t give up, he projected to her with his eyes. Not ever. I’m gonna whip this shit. If no other reason than for you.

He woke on a Saturday to knocking at the front door. He rubbed his eyes, hearing doorbell chimes. A brief silence then door knocking resumed. In Snoopy pajamas, his feet touched the cool floor. Chutes and Ladders board game pieces scattered when he reached for his plaid bathrobe. Mama’s door was closed. Nothing stirred inside, like it was a sealed crypt.

He opened the front door. At the street, two Air Force men in drab uniforms had just walked back to their drab vehicle. The driver, from his open door, looked back to the house. Gunter walked across the dirt yard with the vague impression one of the men might be his father. They were the same height as his father, same haircut, but one had a mustache and one had a flat nose.

“Do you live here?” one man asked, pointing at the house.

Gunter nodded. He pulled the carved pipe out of his bathrobe pocket and inhaled its apple scent.

“Is your Mama home?”

He looked back, saw her car in the driveway, and said, “Yyyyy...yes.”

The man with the mustache held a leather briefcase. Gunter looked at the men with suspicion. They looked at each other, pondering what to do, then the flat nose man said, “Your Daddy has come home.”

Gunter scratched his head. He looked in the backseat and did not find his father. He looked more closely at the two men. Nope. Not his father.

Gunter woke up in the deep of night. The dark outline of his Mama swayed over his bed. She reeked of liquor. That afternoon she had spoken to the Air Force men in the living room then spent the day locked in her bedroom, softly sobbing inside.

“Wake up, baby. Time to wake up,” she said, in an odd, high-pitched voice. Wearing a bathrobe, her hair hung over her face and her hands pulled at his covers.

He sat up, on high alert, and wondered what time of the night it was. She took his hand and led him toward the hallway.

“Whaaaat... what’s goooing on? he asked.

“Daddy has come home to us.”

On the stairs she swayed into the banister. Gunter held her arm to steady her. Downstairs in the living room, candles were lit on the coffee table. They sat on the sofa. Gunter looked around the room for his father.

She grasped his hand in hers and said, “It’s time to pray. Pray with me now.” She pitched her head forward and back while whispering things he couldn’t understand.

When she stopped Gunter said, “Wwwwhere? Wheeere... uuugg... is he?”

“His remains! They have sent his remains!” She pointed to a box wrapped in brown paper on the coffee table. “If we are to believe them, and we all know the Air Force is full of lies. But there he is.” She cried softly.

Gunter pulled the box toward him—it was heavy—and read the packaging which said: Human Remains, along with his father’s name. So that was that. His Dad had crashed or been burned up or died fighting the enemy, or something. Gunter wanted to cry but told himself not to do it.

Mama whispered and prayed again. Then she reclined into the sofa and closed her eyes. As she slept he heard the slow, barely audible rush of air from her mouth.
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