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fifty-cent words


OUR FAMILY WAS constantly moving. My dad was a marginally employed salesman whose miserable finances seemed to be slowly turning my mom into a husk of a human. I, on the other hand, adored him for this one clear fault: his wildly misguided embrace of success.

Most of our lives up to that point had been spent in trailer parks and housing projects. This time, however, we’d found a real house. It was on Brandywine Avenue, a relocation meant to be viewed by my mom as an ascent in status, though it was just a two-bedroom dormer that my dad described as nothing more than ‘a piss and a look around’. The yard was full of car batteries and old tyres. You could smell the place from a hundred yards away because a big sheltering magnolia had gotten its roots into the septic tank and gone berserk. My dad never bothered to do anything about it. This inattention to larger-than-life disasters was probably the reason my mom would  eventually leave. He was a ferocious drinker, my dad, who squandered entire afternoons sprawled on the porch playing Roger Miller records and getting tanked. When the beer ran out, he would walk down to the tavern at the bottom of the street and sell an insurance policy to a drunk.

He taught me, at a young age, the value of oration.

‘Once you’ve got the drop on public speaking, you’ve got the whole thing licked,’ he would say. ‘The secret is to make people think they’re helping you.’

Some days he would take me with him to the tavern. He would perch himself on a bar stool, tantalising his beer to make it last, dipping his tongue into the foam head, re-examining it, then forcing a long draw down his throat. No one ever made a beer look more delicious. Fortified, he would set about haranguing cranks and drifters - not much different from him - on the possibilities of comprehensive health coverage. He was fearless at this, with a special knack for sussing out military vets. He had a US Navy anchor tattooed on one forearm and a US Army eagle on the other. From what I’d gathered, my dad had never even been near a military base.

‘You was a swabbie? So was I!’ he would say to some unsuspecting mark, then roll up a sleeve to reveal the appropriate tattoo. He would shuffle me off with a dime for the pinball machine, and I would stand there and work the plungers, listening to his spiel.

‘USS Iowa. I went from bosun’s mate to chief petty officer in record time, look it up you don’t believe me.’ (As if such achievements were public record.) ‘What are you drinking? Hey, bartender, this navy man’s glass is leaking! Yessiree, the old Iowa. Those were the days. Did you know, did you know, did you know we had an  eight-hundred-seat movie theatre aboard that thing? We’d send a fireball up the ass of one of those religious kamikazes and be watching Hell in the Pacific before they’d even hit the water. Now let me ask you this, mate. For all our efforts, for all we did to preserve the name of freedom . . . do you think the Veterans Administration gives two shits about us? Oh sure, they’ll promise us anything, ’cos they don’t want scenes in their waiting rooms. But once behind the curtain, pal, they’re redpencilling everything. You’re goddamn lucky to get an aspirin. And then they come in like goddamn preachers, hat in hand, and tell you they’ve done all they can humanly do, and your ass is out on the pavement like that, I mean  just that fast. And this is the consideration you receive for serving your goddamn country? Now just give me one goddamn minute of your time: tell me about your family.’

It didn’t matter what was described: twelve kids or two goldfish and a boa constrictor. My dad’s response was automatic and forthright.

‘Obviously they mean everything to you. Now I need  your confidence.’

He would pull a brochure from his inside coat pocket and spread it across the counter, gesturing over the words as if they were salvation, a lifeboat in a sea of Formica.

‘I cannot go into it at this time, but let me say only this: you have heard of the single mustard seed, which, when planted, grows into a sheltering canopy? Well that is what this policy brings to you and your loved ones. A canopy of comprehensive health care that will extend far beyond your own years. And . . .’ here he leaned in for emphasis, ‘there is a special application of these wonders that applies only to veterans such as yourself. Here, read it yourself. Bartender, two more!’

The policies, underwritten by a post office box in  Lowell, Massachusetts, only cost twenty-five dollars. But my dad, in his inebriated moments, possessed a genius for convincing vets they’d been turned out by their government like old pack mules. He aimed to save them. And each policy that he sold saved him, or at the very least reconstituted him like frozen orange juice.

 



That June, when I turned twelve, he presented me with a book.

‘This,’ he intoned, ‘is Roget’s Thesaurus.’ He savoured the exquisite pronunciation of the volume’s title. ‘In it, you will learn the words that will be the key to all future success.’

‘Thanks,’ I replied lamely. I was expecting baseball stuff.

I spent that summer memorising words. Unfortunately it made it impossible for me to speak directly on any subject.

 



Our shabby new neighbourhood sat on the cusp of Myers Park, the affluent part of Charlotte. There was no gilded gradation of wealth to announce this. You just walked to the top of Brandywine and it suddenly gave way to a boulevard of stately oaks and mock-Tudor castles. There were boutiques that sold pecan specialities or things made entirely from pine cones, places that took great titular licence to announce themselves ‘shoppes’ not shops. The dental clinic called itself Teeth, Ltd.

There was a country club here with a handsome swimming pool. I’d made friends with another kid from my street, Herschel Stikeleather, whose stoat-like features and dimwittedness appealed to me because they made me feel instantly superior. Every day that summer, Herschel and I sneaked into the country club, walked in, actually: none  of the staff seemed to even notice. The pool was a respite from the withering Carolina humidity. The loudspeakers would have been playing something redolently summery and southern: the Bar-Kays, the Lovin’ Spoonful, Hugh Masekela, the air a dazzling array, aggregation, assortment  of chlorine and Coppertone.

In those frictionless days any drama was mentionable and gauged as either a spectacular achievement or a mortifying failure. Thus on an otherwise uneventful afternoon in August, Herschel called me over to one side of the pool. He was floating at water’s edge, trying to unravel a mystery. The country club had put up a new hand-painted sign:




 WELCOME TO OUR OOL. PLEASE SWIM CAREFULLY PS YOU’LL NOTICE THERE’S NO ‘P’ IN OUR ‘OOL’ 

Herschel couldn’t seem to make sense of this. To him, the owners had made a mistake spelling ‘pool’ and then, for some inexplicable reason, acknowledged their mistake.

‘If they misspelled the word,’ he reasoned, ‘how come they didn’t just tear it up and start over again?’ His belief in the infallibility of adults seemed shaken.

‘It’s a joke,’ I said. ‘They don’t want you peeing in the pool.’

I thought I was pretty clear with that explanation, but Herschel just kept staring at the sign.

‘That ain’t how you spell “pee”,’ he concluded.

I decided Herschel’s stupidity was a chronic state and all attempts to cure it would probably end up creating their own set of problems. I turned my attention to Elise Alderman, with whom I’d become infatuated and who was, that very moment, at the opposite end of the pool,  splayed along the blue-tiled edge, one tanned leg idly swirling about in the water.

Elise had fantastic blue eyes so alluring they cancelled any other detriments, namely her teeth, which were encased in some kind of insane orthodontic structure that resembled scaffolding. She’d stared at me only ever once, early in the summer, but that was all the incitement I needed to be swept along by something thrilling that I had no interest in understanding. Elise’s advanced age - thirteen, I figured - seemed to me to make her self-possessed, exotic even. I was convinced her affections were attainable if I could merely demonstrate a degree of sophistication beyond my twelve years. This I intended to achieve by impressing her with my vocabulary.

I swam toward her like someone drifting lazily down the Niagara River unaware the Big Fall was just around the bend. I ducked underwater then surfaced beside her like an otter.

‘Hi,’ I said.

‘Hi,’ she said.

After that I didn’t say anything else for too long a time. It would have been hard for her not to notice the nervous energy exuding forth from me, but the silence went on for so long that there was a danger of me actually appearing retarded. None of my thesaurus words were yet coming to mind.

Then, from the other end of the pool, Herschel Stikeleather hit the water with a thundercrack: a disastrous high dive, eliciting paroxysms of hooting and catcalls. We watched as he emerged from the pool sheepishly.

‘That was just asinine,’ said Elise, thankfully cutting the ice. Asinine. Her choice of word was so astounding, I decided maybe I should cut any notions of small talk and begin discussing our warm mutual future together.

‘Have you been staring at me?’ she suddenly asked me.

‘I find you alluring,’ I replied.

‘Find me what?’

‘Ardourous,’ I said, not entirely convinced that was a word.

Elise Alderman made a kind of figure-eight movement with her head. She seemed to be either evaluating me or signalling to someone, I wasn’t sure.

‘I have a boyfriend, Trip Ware,’ she said.

As if cued, an older boy approached us. He was lanky and well muscled, sporting a pair of baggies: gaudy oversized trunks favoured by professional surfers. I figured him for an eighth- or ninth-grader, an age gap that might as well be measured in decades.

He stood over us, silhouetted in a High Noon stance.

‘What are you saying to my girlfriend?’ Trip asked flatly. Ridiculously, I answered:

‘I was acquainting myself.’

Trip stepped forward to the edge of the pool. He was dangling a Coke bottle delicately by the neck, a sartorial effect that only enhanced the underlying threat of danger.

‘Awhat?’

‘Acquainting . . .’ I repeated, then just kind of tapered off, realising words were not going to save me and that probably I’d thrown away a good part of my summer staring at them.

‘Get out of the pool,’ he instructed.

I believe I understood right then what people mean when they talk about time standing still. I was aware everyone was watching us, hoping for another humiliating disaster to highlight their afternoon. Underwater, I involuntarily let fly and began wailing away on Elise’s leg, my first inkling of irony and its many wonderful utilities.

‘Get out,’ he said again.

I climbed out with a sickening sense of doom, searching desperately for some offhanded ambiguity that might distract him from physically assaulting me.

‘Tell me, Trip,’ I said. ‘Where can I acquire a pair of these baggies you’re wearing?’

‘They don’t come in kids’ sizes,’ he smirked.

‘I’m not a kid. How much do they cost?’

Trip lifted the Coke bottle, stared at it consideredly, then said: ‘More than your dad makes in a year.’ He blew across the rim of the bottle and made a perfect freight-train sound.

Then he punched me. I could hear the sound of his fist popping against the bone in my face, and then I was in the water.

‘That’s enough!’ Elise Alderman cried. Trip stood there waiting for me to come out of the water.

Finally he turned and spoke to the onlookers.

‘Ya’ll go on,’ he said.

They hesitated in their disappointment.

‘Go on. The show is over.’

Elise stood up to follow him, turned toward me for just an instant and made what I thought was an extraordinary concession.

‘They’re twenty-five dollars,’ she said. ‘You can get them at Tate-Browns.’

For a long time I just trod water in the pool. More than your dad makes in a year. That someone would use their fists to make such economic distinctions was a real eye-opener.

 



That afternoon I went home and dressed in my best clothes, meaning to look earnest. I walked through the dilapidated part of town until I reached an area of flourishing  subdivisions where the red clay and Norfolk pines had been violently upended to accommodate row after row of new homes. The developers had named these enclaves with some distorted vision of European Romanticism. Breton Acres. The Cotswolds. Stonehenge. Valhalla. Napoleon’s Retreat. The Bridge at Remagen. Europe’s glorious past raped and repackaged behind a colonial brick entrance gate with a water feature and a banner screaming  Move in Today! Still, these neighbourhoods seemed to emanate newness and vigour: ideal sales territory. I had one of my dad’s policy brochures in my hand and a sort of absurd notion of simply strutting up to a door, announcing myself and making a sales pitch so outlandish that the homeowner would be humoured into buying insurance.

What was behind this? The sting of Trip’s words, his implication that beyond the summer’s revelry lay a more serious world: the world of privilege. I wanted money.

I stood in the middle of the street, surveying the homes. The lawns were yet to give up any grass, and the asphalt under my feet felt new and soft, like an oatmeal cookie. Summer dark was just starting to loom and each house now seemed foreboding. I imagined angry red-faced owners slamming doors in my face.

Eventually I just walked up to a porch and pushed a doorbell. A young man answered the door. His hair was wet and brushed back, maybe from having just showered, and he wore a baggy Duke University sweatshirt that made him seem instantly affable and uncomplicated.

‘Good evening. My name is Richard Hall,’ I said, offering a firm handshake. Hand gestures, I’d remembered, were supposed to fend off objections.

‘Hello, Richard Hall.’ He shook my hand.

‘Thank you.’

‘What can I do for you?’

‘I’m working my way into Duke University.’

‘I see. That’s very ambitious.’

‘Thank you. But I need your help.’

‘If you’re selling magazines, we’ve already—’

‘Oh no, no, no, no. I’m selling something far more important than magazines. You have heard of the mustard seed that grows into a uh . . . big . . .’

‘You selling seeds?’

‘Tell me about your family.’

The about-face of this question was mercifully interrupted by the appearance of the man’s wife, who came up and peered over his shoulder.

‘What is it?’ she said.

‘Fella says he wants to go to Duke,’ the man said.

‘Wonderful,’ said his wife.

In the end, they invited me in. We sat at the dining table, and every time I waffled in my sales pitch they simply gave me a bit of steady encouragement, like directors talking a nervous actor through a part. I rollicked through my arsenal of remembered words. Is your current policy adequate? In the event of adversity are you amply  covered? I told them they were an astonishingly lucky couple.

‘How’s that?’

‘I am authorised to sell you this complete insurance package for twenty-five dollars!’

They both feigned shock.

‘My God, we’re stretched pretty thin these days what with this new house and all,’ said the husband, reaching for his wallet. He extracted a pair of dollar bills. ‘But here’s a coupla bucks toward that scholarship.’ Before I could even thank them they were ushering me out the door. I concluded the transaction by effusively waving at them from the yard like some kind of clodhopper. I was  elated. It occurred to me right there that all I really needed to sell was a charm routine.

Throughout the evening, I made heady refinements to my sales technique, scrutinising each house carefully for exploitable clues. If the car in the driveway had a university decal, that became the school I was working my way through. Religious insignias on the door made me an aspiring divinity student.

No one purchased a policy, but that, of course, wasn’t the point. I was rewarded purely on presentation: a dollar here, two there, sometimes five. By the end of the evening I had easily amassed twenty-five dollars and the following afternoon arrived at the pool in a billowing pair of ghastly Birdwell brand surf baggies that announced me like a tall mast on a very puny boat.

Trip Ware got the message right away. He understood I was mocking him and decked me again.

 



In the autumn I enrolled at Myers Park Junior High. Almost immediately, I was made aware of the specific dress style among the boys: prep, to which they adhered with almost fetishistic allegiance. Skirmishes were constantly breaking out, usually evolved from a fashion slur of some kind. French cuffs, for example, were ‘gay’. Weejun loafers should not be defiled by inserting a penny in the slots, etc. Thumbed copies of the latest Gentlemen’s Quarterly passed under desks like porn. This was a world of thirteen-year-old fops whose leader, Trip Ware - grid-iron star and all-around reigning pug - presided with complete entitlement. His Oxford cotton shirts were starched to within an inch of their lives, his khaki trousers knife-creased, his monogrammed slip buckle belt lustrous. He seemed incapable of losing face, while I stayed confined to the margins, the humiliation of the  country club beatings hanging on me like a sandwich board.

Hershel and I attended school football games together, sitting on exposed rickety bleachers high up and away from the other students. October was in the air, the trees shabby with half-shed leaves. We watched with detached amusement as the football team allowed its opponent to run up the half-time score to 77-0. The players refused to tackle anyone lest they soil their uniforms. From the bench, the coach pleaded with them for his own dignity.

‘I have to show my face in this town,’ he brayed, near tears. ‘Could you please just try to look like you’re upset when the other team scores?’

Trip Ware played halfback. There was something about his haughty gait, his seeming disconnection from the debacle of the game itself that was more attractive to the crowd than watching the rest of the team get pummelled mercilessly. When he did get tackled, the crowd bleated its sympathy. He would pick himself up off the ground, and in those moments I was beside myself with joy. Still, it wasn’t the courage I was looking for.

 



I ended up sharing an elective class, civics, with him. He took a prominent place near the back of the classroom. The other kids lingered around him before the bell and during class give him plenty of space in which to push his desk back against the wall, lace his fingers behind his head and possess the room. I sat a few rows ahead and felt him staring black X-rays into the back of my neck.

Our instructor, Miss Mackie, was a thuggish woman of astounding amplitude. One afternoon in November she was attempting to explain How The Post Office Works to a decidedly uninterested class. She’d brought along various postage stamps for illustrative effect, and when  she inadvertently sat on a sheath and began waddling about the room with a dozen portraits of Lincoln pasted to her ass, most of the class broke out into laughter. She wheeled on us.

‘I suppose y’all find this funny?’ she fumed.

For some reason, she assumed Trip was behind this outburst. She stormed down the aisle and hovered over him, pretending to try and remember his name from the roster even though it was obvious she knew who he was: everybody knew who he was.

‘Perhaps you can tell us, Mr . . . Ware, is it? Under what circumstances can I mail a package second class?’

Like a magnetic unit, we swivelled in our seats to watch. I think we all understood this was some kind of direct challenge to his public stature. To everyone’s surprise, Trip seemed to visibly falter. He sank down into his chair and we watched his face turn a terrifying crimson.

In that electric silence, a sudden bravura came to me.

‘We all know one thing . . . !’ I called out.

The whole class turned in my direction. I pointed at the stamps on Miss Mackie’s ass:

‘. . . you’re gonna need a lot more postage than that to get it there.’

By the end of that day I was a hero. I could feel kids buzzing when they passed by me. I stood at my locker thinking, the ability to laugh and owning a sense of humour are distinctly separate things. Then, from nowhere, Trip’s hot bulldog breath was on my face.

He hauled me toward him.

‘You think I cain’t fight my own battles?’ he seethed.

‘I’m sure you can, Trip,’ I said. Instantly, a crowd materialised. Here we go again, I thought.

‘Damn right I can,’ he said. His starched collar was so close it cut into my chin. I could smell its factory newness.  In a blur, his fist shot toward, then past my face. I felt a tug at my neck and realised he was inspecting the inside label of my shirt, as if subjecting me to some kind of veterinary examination.

‘Wash and wear,’ he announced to the crowd and shook his head pathetically. ‘Your momma pick this out for you?’

This was a cue for the onlookers to laugh. Thankfully, that seemed enough for Trip and he slammed me against the locker and headed down the hallway.

I bent down to pick up my books and then slumped to the floor. What was it about these kids? It seemed that everything that meant anything to them could be bought in the perfectly ordered piles of menswear at Tate-Browns Clothiers.

Which was where I went.

I had plenty of cash from my ongoing insurance scam. I’d been keeping it in a shoebox in my bedroom, thinking perhaps I would order a full set of Topps baseball cards. I’d already blown ten dollars on a US Meteorological Service weather balloon advertised on the back of Jughead  comics. The balloon had promised to be forty feet in diameter. I began to doubt that it would ever be shipped, and when it finally arrived it turned out to be some sort of oversized whoopee cushion with urinary applications printed on one side.

Now, I wanted to conform, to be accepted by this crowd. I think I realised Trip and his insults were manipulating this idea, but I was just sick and tired of feeling exiled.

Tate-Browns had an oaken atmosphere that made it seem almost like a museum. The shirts were luminous under small green-shaded lamps. I traced my finger across the high thread counts, each one a crisp talisman. I would unfold one, try it on, examine myself in the mirror, and  set it aside. Unseen hands would then spirit it back to its resting place.

The manager observed all this with gathering disdain. Finally he approached me.

‘You buying or just wasting time?’

‘I can assure you, sir, I intend to purchase something.’

‘These shirts are all too big for you. These are men’s  shirts.’

‘I’m good for the money if that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘I’ve had it up to here with you goddamn kids. You come in here, paw over the merchandise and send your daddies back to settle up.’

‘I’ll have you know, sir, my daddy is Admiral of the Pacific Fleet. One more word from you and I will have this place subjected to maritime law.’

I’m not sure where this brazenness came from. Like I said, I think I was just fed up. I slapped a wad of cash on the counter and walked out with a blue Gant traditional button-down with stayed collars, size 14½.

I wore the shirt to school every day. My head poked out of the aperture like an emerging larva. The other students perceived this as some sort of snide burlesque, and did not take me seriously.

 



On a late November night my mom notated her departure with a pair of zippery tyre ruts right over the septic tank that, no doubt, had been stinking up her life. I woke up in the middle of the night and heard my dad yelling into the yard, then the screech of tyres tearing away. I went outside. He was standing in the street in his worn bathrobe, a pint glass held cautious and level, determined not to let the incident cause him to spill a single drop.

‘She’ll ruin the goddamn gearbox she drives like that,’ he said, listening to the car grind off into the night. ‘Mark  my words, she’ll be calling us from some fillin’ station in an hour.’

To me this implied she was going a long way away.

‘What happened?’ I said.

‘She blubbers and gets fed up,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen all this before.’ He turned and went back inside, and I followed. A Roger Miller record was skipping on the phonograph. Woman would you weep for me.


‘Is this about money?’ I asked.

My dad looked surprised.

‘How can you ask such a thing?’ He gestured briskly around the room as if to demonstrate all the marvellous possibilities he’d lavished on her. A deformed couch. A battered trestle table on which sat a souvenir whisky bottle in the shape of Governor George Wallace of Alabama. A shiny standing ashtray that flushed cigarette butts down a trapdoor.

‘Have I not provided?’ he said. ‘Tell me, what’s missing?’

He said this genuinely. I marvelled at how my dad could just make things up and instantly believe them.

 



My mom’s departure infected the house with a kind of dormancy. Dad was present in the most minimal way someone could accept. He couldn’t even make my school lunch properly. I would go to school, open my lunchbox and find a selection of briny bar snacks: pig’s knuckles, pickled eggs, beef jerky.

‘How are you getting along with Roget’s?’ he asked me one afternoon. We were in the living room.

‘I’m still in the A’s,’ I answered.

‘You haven’t even cracked it open, have you?’

‘I just said . . . here . . . apex, appurtenance . . .’

‘And their meanings?’

‘I don’t quite know yet. It doesn’t matter. The people I use them on don’t know what they mean either.’

He shook his head and sighed expansively.

‘That you have more pressing interests, Richard, I’ve no doubt. You’re what, twelve, thirteen? Go on. Have a high old time. Meet up with your buddies, possibly even girls at this point . . .’ He waved his free hand with a gesture that suggested he knew all about this from experience. ‘But sooner or later you are going to understand the value of an uplifting conversation. And when I present you with a tool that will have implications for your livelihood many years down the road, you are to treat it with respect. Are we clear?’


I’m making more money than you, I thought to myself.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You need to start applying yourself. Your mother was not suited to putting up with spectacular failure on your part.’

‘Wait a minute. You’re making it sound like it’s my  fault she left.’

‘She walked out on both of us, kiddo. Don’t forget that.’

 



The school year advanced. There were cotillions, scholastic fetes, winter carnivals, each with specific fashion caveats. Reputations seemed to be made or ruined by these events. When a kid named Grey Kimball was spotted in gym class wearing calf garters to keep his socks from wrinkling, word rocketed through the hallways. By week’s end, garters were a mandate. Rumpled was bad, creased was good: one’s status lay within that spectrum. Gant introduced a line of paisley-patterned dress shirts that briefly divided the school into viciously opposed camps, shattering lifetime friendships. No one seemed to  be able to come to an agreement on cashmere sweaters. I couldn’t help but view these kids telescopically. I suppose I was in awe of them. They seemed better at their world than I was at mine. And each day, when Elise Alderman would pass me in the hallway with indifference, I felt completely foreign, like something giving off a bad smell in a perfect room.

 



After a few months of domestic limbo, my Aunt Anne showed up on a sanitation crusade. She was a maternity nurse who I always kind of appreciated for the fact that she had a V in her upper teeth large enough to actually get her cigarette through. She set about cleaning our tiny house with an alarming fury, scouring the dishes as if she meant to erase their patterns, stabbing a cloth into the house’s dusty surfaces with a vengeance that clearly affirmed her disgust with my dad. I sat in a chair in the living room and watched, fascinated.

When she was done, she pounced down on our battered couch.

‘You want me fix you something to eat?’ she said.

I told her I was okay.

She dug her fingers up into her scalp and undid something that caused her bun of hair to unravel: a kind of declaration of work’s end. The room was dark in the late afternoon with only the blue-grey light of the television to highlight the dust still filtering through the air. She threw a cigarette into her teeth, where half of it immediately disappeared.

‘Lord love a duck,’ she said.
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