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For my grandmother, Jacqueline, who taught me to shift into neutral and coast down hills




A well-thought-out story doesn’t need to resemble real life.


Life itself tries with all its might to resemble


a well-crafted story.


—Isaac Babel





WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW BEFORE



I’m editing scenes from someone else’s life when my granddad calls and begs that I bring Lucy to him. That I drive her across the country and collect the endings to all his stories.


“I’ve lost them, Finn,” he says.


I tell him, “That’s impossible. You know them all. You’ve told them to me a thousand times.”


He says, “I’ve forgotten. I’m forgetting.”


He’s a big man, my granddad, not necessarily in size or proportion, but in other ways, like the manner in which he lives. The trouble in which he finds himself. The magic that he conjures and the spectacular things he believes.


Outside, down on Seventh Avenue, a siren’s whirling lights lasso parked cars in ropes of red and blue and white.


“And what’s this about Lucy?”


“She’s in Chinatown with a man named Yip,” he whispers, his voice just clouds of smoke.


“A man named what?”


He rattles off an address and I scramble to find a pen, to scratch it on the back of a hamburger wrapper I’ve got folded on my desk. And it’s like he must have his lips pressed against the receiver because honestly it sounds like he’s sitting right next to me.


It’s after midnight on Wednesday—the first few minutes of what will become an interminable June. And it’s hot. It’s so damned hot. The sort of hot where stripping your clothes off isn’t enough; where the only thing you can imagine doing is peeling away your sweat-slicked skin. Letting your organs breathe.


“Granddad?” Aside from the editing bay where I sit, the rest of the office is dark. I fumble for a second before I press pause, managing to stop all the faces on all hundred screens in front of me. “Does Dad know you’re calling?”


“I’ve mailed you a map.” His voice grows strained, as though his throat is a hose being twisted, but then he coughs once and he breathes easy. “They’re all there. My endings.”


“But how will I know where to find them?”


“You will.”


“And if I don’t?”


“Then,” he says, “you’ll come up with better ones.”


It’s been a year and a half since the first stroke. A year and a half since it became clear that the only option for him was to move from here—New York—to San Francisco, in order to live with my father, the Screenwriter.


“But Lucy—”


“She’ll get stuck when you shift her from second to third. And her rearview mirror won’t do you much good.”


Then there’s a second cough. “Finn—Finn, do this for me.”


I stand up from my chair and the high-definition faces project their smiles, their frowns, their puzzled gazes against my damp T-shirt.


I say, “But, ha. Really. What’s this all about?”


His tenor grows, exploding against the walls of the room: “I need to drive her.”





HOW TO MAP YOUR MEMORIES



Finn


The Arthur Kill is a spit of ocean just below Manhattan’s southernmost tip. The Dutch are the guys who named it—“kill” comes from kille, which means “riverbed” or “water channel”; “Arthur” comes from achter, which means, basically, “back”—though nowadays most people just refer to it as the Staten Island Sound.


In the mornings it’s green, the Kill. And in the evenings, when the rest of the bay goes red and gold and silver, it stays brown, the color of weak coffee. It’s dredged every now and then, its depth sucked down to about thirty-five feet and its width shrunk to around six hundred so it can maintain its utility as a commercial shipping passage for the barges that slug their way into Port Newark.


It’s short—maybe ten miles long—with the port at its head. It snakes down, running almost parallel to Interstate 95, past Elizabethport and Linden, under the Outerbridge Crossing. Alongside New Jersey’s steaming industrial sites, its spewing plants, the Chemical Coast.


Before the Kill reaches Raritan Bay, before it spills into the Atlantic, it pools along the southwestern coast of Staten Island, in the low salt marshes near Rossville. There, in those shallow wetlands, you’ll find streams made of sewage and hills built on garbage, plastic bottles capping their peaks. You’ll find old bikes, rusted tires, kitchen tables, and broken forts; half-eaten things, things that haven’t been eaten at all. Condom wrappers and dolls. Buildings, tops of skyscrapers. Leftovers from a closed landfill that, until about a decade ago, was dumped with an unfair ratio of the city’s waste, including a huge portion of the September 11 mess.


And then, situated deeper among the plastic and the concrete and the miscellaneous wreckage are the ships—the so many ships—of the Witte Marine Scrapyard, the only boat cemetery I can think of, and definitely the only one I’ve ever seen.


It opened in 1964, and at one point it had more than four hundred dead and dying craft; J. Arnold Witte, the man who opened the yard, acquired broken and decommissioned vessels faster than he could break them up. Now there are just under two hundred. For the most part the ships are only something of their former selves, wiped blank by time and rain and salt. Their skeletal frames and decayed, rotting beams form these half-submerged labyrinths. Portholes ripped into windows ripped into gaping wide scars. Still, you can find rows of steam tugs that have run aground, their hulls emptied of water and their wooden cabins bare and sun faded. You can find ferries, and car floats, an assortment of different barges that you can still make out. There are remnants of famous crafts, like the New York City Fire Department’s Abram S. Hewitt, which was the last coal-burning fireboat in the FDNY’s armada; there are afterthoughts of ships that were barely given names. They’re all there—every species of ship from every decade of the twentieth century—rotting, waiting, biding their lost time.


The water in the shallows isn’t green and it isn’t brown—it’s grey, basically damp ash. It swirls and settles like snow in the city, dirtying the base of the marsh’s reeds. It carries with it the rust and the paint of the boats—generations sinking on top of one another.


My friend Randal and I go there on a Sunday. Specifically: the Sunday after the phone call, when my granddad instructed me to bring Lucy to him, to deliver his memories. After I’ve finally received his sacred map.


Or: the exact same Sunday Randal loses his millionth job and he agrees, without much argument, to leave and drive alongside me.


“We have to do this for the old man,” I say. “I owe him.”


“Right. But I guess the question is, what do I owe you?”


“I don’t know. Something, probably.” Then: “Can’t you just come with me, though?”


He cocks his head, raps his fist against a ship’s rusted berth. “Yeah,” he says. “Yeah, sure. I mean, what else am I doing.”


We spend three hours at the graveyard, picking through the ruins, calling out names in those cavernous empty hulls. I film it all with a new camera I ended up blowing the better part of my savings on: a Sony 4.15MP Handycam that’s got spectacular 150x digital zoom capabilities and a 3.2-inch LCD screen. But then, after I’ve captured each shot a hundred times over, we feel like we’ve been sinking too deep. It’s become too much, we say. Too much death. And too much nothing. Especially right now, when all we feel is life.


So we return to Manhattan, to the piers along Hudson River Park, where we can make our plans while we watch buoyant ships, hearty and full, play games on the water.


We spy on them with a cheap pair of binoculars that I bought from some nameless store in Times Square. We pass the binoculars back and forth between each other. And when it isn’t our turn we suck on the heads of gummi bears and drink piss-warm white wine that we’ve got swathed in a wet brown paper bag. We look out across the pilings of the piers that no longer exist and we read aloud the names, reciting the berthing ports tattooed in chipped paint along the hulls of the boats.


There are barges, crusted in iron, from Newark; there are long, flat container ships from Seoul that look like they’ve had their stomachs sliced out; there are bulk carriers from Denmark and tankers from Panama and coasters from up north, in Boston. There are stubborn tugboats. But unlike the ones in the graveyard, these still have their proud barrel chests that patrol the water’s open spaces. There are schooners, their sails open and white like so many sharp teeth, from Newfoundland; there are catamarans from Long Beach and single hulls from Athens and these tiny sabots, the kind you can rent down at Chelsea Piers, which look like snowflakes out in the river. And then there are the fishing boats, the trawlers and the seiners and the line vessels delivering their slick, wide-eyed bounties to the Fulton Fish Market over at Hunts Point.


We watch all of them as their bows cut canyons between the two banks of the river, as nervous aluminum skiffs jump the hurdles in the bigger ships’ wakes. We are on the pier at the end of West 10th Street, and I’m lying in the grass on my stomach, propping myself up on my elbows while the sun burns my shoulders, causing more and more freckles to explode and align in new constellations on my pale back. Randal drinks wine and sits with his legs crossed in front of him like some skinny Jewish pretzel, and when a clipper ship from London struts out in front of us with its masts blowing upward, he takes the binoculars from me.


On the grass in front of me, I’ve got my granddad’s roadmap, its corners weighed down with so many bright bears.


Randal lifts the binoculars to his face, toggling the focus left, then right.


I met him about a year and a half ago at an Israeli restaurant where he was a bartender. It was on Chrystie Street, on the Lower East Side, not far from where I was living then; it had low black ceilings and dark walls and it was always, always empty. I went the first time because my boss Karen—one of the editors for a reality television show that you’ve definitely heard of but whose name I won’t mention here for professional reasons—was in love with one of the waiters. They ended up moving to Toronto together, and then three months later she bought a dog—a big one—and the waiter came out as gay, so now she’s back. Back as my boss, back writing reality fictions. But we didn’t know that any of that would ever happen on that night when I met Randal, when he poured me free kosher red wine. As we watched them (or, just Karen, I guess) flirt.


I kept going back to that place on Chrystie to get free wine. Randal eventually got fired from that job, just like he got fired from the rest of them, because he had been too charitable, not just to me but to everyone, pouring glasses that were much too full. Because, really, that’s just how he was.


He’s still got the binoculars glued to his face and he bites at a piece of dead skin that dangles from his chapped lower lip. The clipper ship stalls. It whips its sails furiously in the wind: the white heads of a Hydra out on the Hudson. He keeps watching it as my elbows sink deeper into the grass and as the freckles on my back multiply and as tiny globes of sweat orbit his curls, sitting on top of his head like tight dark clouds.


“All those ships. Think of all those goddamned sinking ships we just saw. These ones are going to end up doing the same thing.” He swats at the camcorder. “Get that thing out of my face, would you?”


I should say this: I’m still not totally sure why he’s agreed to go with me—or, at least why he hasn’t put up some sort of a fight. I told myself a half hour ago that it was because he views us as I view us: more or less this indestructible pair. A Han Solo/Chewbacca thing. A Batman and Robin. A Rick Blaine/Louis Renault. But there are, if I’m being honest, some other (more realistic?) theories I’ve also been tossing around.


Like, for example:


#1: Gainful Employment: The job he lost last night (he’d been a waiter at a place where waiters wear cowboy hats) was the last in an epic series of dabblings. He’s been a bartender, a locksmith, a janitor at a school for the deaf. He’s answered phones and opened doors and sorted mail. He’s sold peaches on the corner of Fifty-seventh and First, has collected and traded and often forged the autographs of almost-famous people. And each time he’s lost one of those gigs, you get the sense that the orbit he’s been following has been jolted. You get the sense that whatever makes shit happen for Randal Baker has hit pause. Or:


#2: A Girl: She lived in Hoboken and they dated for a year until two months ago when, suddenly, they stopped.


I never met her, and I never will, because she’s out of the picture now. I’ve never even been allowed to say her name—I can tell you that much. I know what it is, obviously, but I’ve never been allowed to say it. I’ll start sometimes, for the fun of it. I’ll get the first letter, and then first syllable to buzz on my lips, but he’ll stop me, usually, by smacking me. He’ll say, Damn it, Finn, what’d I tell you?


So, the point being: I don’t know all that much about her. He’s told me stories, though they’ve never really been enough. I’ll ask him—beg, really—to tell me more. He’ll try. He’ll have a few hesitant starts, but each time he’ll stop. He’ll sigh. He’ll pull at some blades of grass.


I’ll ask, “Can I see a picture?”


He’ll tie the grass into knots and walk away.


And so. I’ll be left with these countless iterations of her. These imagined variations. The Girl as Bardot-ian bombshell—all blond, all tits, voice composed of nothing but gravel and sex. The Girl as Holly Golightly-ish flirt—saying what she feels but never what she means. The Girl as Hayworth—strong-minded, disagreeable, always going to restaurants and ordering something that’s not on the menu. The Girl as Phoebe Cates—always getting out of a pool. Just always getting out of a pool.


Basically, whatever it takes for a girl, for This Girl, to have insinuated herself into the vast mythology of Randal Baker. Or to have turned him into something of a romantic, which I think is just about the worst thing a girl can do to a boy.


Or maybe it’s just me who is being the romantic. Maybe the real reason it’s been so criminally easy to convince him to come along is that—


Theory #3: He’s Just That Sort of Person. The type of guy who, if Karen and I saw him in casting footage for the Very Popular Reality Show, we’d define him by a-total-going-along-with-it-ness. A passive quality that has the potential to become suddenly and explosively active. Not a joiner and not a doer—but the person who allows both to exist.


•  •  •


“We’ll leave on Tuesday,” I say. “After I talk to Karen.”


Randal has been looking over my shoulder, stealing glances at the map. “So, okay. Pittsburgh first, it looks like.”


“And then Columbus.”


“And then Chicago.”


“And then—”


“Oh, God, what is that? They all look the same. Is that Nebraska?”


I position the camera in my lap with its lens tilted upward, toward the boats and the river and the sky and the lower half of Randal’s ear. I take the binoculars from him and I give him back the wine, and after he slugs from it long and thirstily he starts fumbling in the pockets of his khakis. He bites his upper lip and frowns till there’s this crevice between his eyes, until finally he claws out a bent cigarette and a BIC lighter with a fish on it.


“Can you say that again?”


He turns his back to me, to the wind, and when he hunches over to light the cigarette I lift the camcorder and zoom in; his spine looks like so many speed bumps.


“Say what?” He exhales and the smoke rushes south. “Say what aga—Finn, Christ. Come on.”


So instead I film south toward the Hudson’s mouth and the upper bay; toward the boats coming, merging, coughing steam, growling; toward the Statue of Liberty and the northern tip of Staten Island; toward the graveyard, the infinite blueness tricked out in ash.


I leap up. My knees are stained and matted with weeds and they feel light, full of helium. I step from the grass to the pier’s pavement, treading lightly as my feet grow warm, then hot against the concrete. I rest my arms against a green guardrail and watch as the light wanes, as its reflection on the Hudson dulls from gold to rust. Everything smells like salt and oil.


Randal follows me, cursing as he hopscotches barefoot across the concrete.


There’s the fluid, liquid sigh of traffic behind us on the West Side Highway. I begin picking at a spot where the railing’s green paint has chipped. I tear off a large sheet of acrylic from the iron bars, turning it on its side so it looks like a cutout of Florida.


Randal stubs his cigarette against the railing, kicking off the ash, which lands on his toes.


“All right,” he says. “Let’s see it then.”


“See what?”


“The map.”


I use my fingernails to peel off another sheet—rectangular, almost perfectly so. I tell myself it’s North Dakota, or South Dakota, or Wyoming, or any of those other states that have unmemorable, half-assed shapes. In front of us two kayakers paddle in figure eights.


When I lift the paper it smells ancient and important, like newsprint. The edges are brittle, its creases sharp and yellow. There are lines drawn on it—mostly illegible scribbles in black and blue and red and grey. There are cities and towns circled, places my granddad has been; there are roads, and counties, and—in the case of Florida—an entire state crossed out. Artifacts from his unbounded memories.


And then, in the margins, there are new notes: instructions he’s written expressly for me. Like: In Chicago—Never look the Gangster in the eye.


I drop North Dakota to the grass and turn to look out at the water. The clipper ship has tacked so the wind is at its rear, pushing its sails out in wide grinning crescents.


•  •  •


We are walking east on Jane Street and the sun floods the thin alleys between low buildings and the reflection, all the reflections, glow white and angelic on the camera’s LCD screen. The bricks of the walk-ups around us change from orange to red to brown. A woman with a stroller slows behind us, and we step aside to let her pass.


I lean against a low green wall and bite at the dulled tip of my thumb. I smell like sweat and wine and just-chopped grass.


I rub something from my eye with the bottom hem of my shirt.


He says: “So, you must’ve considered the possibility by now.”


“What possibility?” I can feel the uneven mortar play tic-tac-toe on my back and I wipe at my face again.


“The possibility that maybe he’s . . . And that’s why he wants to see the car. Just . . . I don’t know. So he can drive it one more time before he—or something.”


“I see what you’re saying—”


“It was just a thought.”


“But, ha, it’s not the case.”


I think about the map. I think about all its lines, printed and scribbled. There are so many of them, the roads. So many ways in which they tie themselves into knots, entwine themselves like the legs of guilty lovers.


“But hypothetically, what if it is.”


“Then,” I say, “we’ll be the ones who save him.”





DAD, YOU’RE KILLING ME



Colin


“Dad,” I say.


“Colin?”


“You’re killing me.”


He hacks. First, the dry exasperations of a k. But then, something else. Something that submerges and bubbles below the surface: a cough swimming in motor oil.


We sit in the kitchen of a house that I can no longer afford. Four broad windows reach out over the bay, where currents swell beneath the Golden Gate. The sun, flooding in from the east, turns the water to rusted silver. When his coughing subsides, I hand him a napkin so he can wipe his mouth. He folds it unevenly and struggles to slip it into the breast pocket of his blue oxford—the same shirt he wore yesterday, and the day before that. The shirt I wash each evening. The shirt I iron for him every morning after helping him from his bed, before combing his threadbare hair. The only shirt that—now—he’ll agree to wear.


“I’d say it’s the other way around,” he tells me.


I press my mug away from me and I begin spreading butter across two pieces of toast.


“What I’m saying,” I say, “is that when you ask me every morning when the last time I sold a script was—that’s killing me.”


I slice away the bread’s burnt crust and hand both pieces to him. He watches them on the chipped plate in front of him, a look of anticipation and then defeat slipping across his face. But it’s toast, Dad. What do you expect it to do? Sing? Dance? Restore your expired youth?


He holds a finger, curved into an arthritic claw, against the side of his nose. “I ask you that every morning?” He sounds as if his cheeks are stuffed with marbles.


I open the San Francisco Chronicle and leaf through the pages until I find the crossword. When he arrived last year, he would beat me at these things; it’d take me two hours to get through one puzzle, whereas he’d finish it in thirty minutes or less.


“Show the doctors that,” he’d say. “And then ask them if I need to be living with my son. Ask them if I shouldn’t be back at home in New York, where I belong.”


I’d tell him, “But, Dad. It’s not your head; it’s your heart.”


Now, though, I’m not sure. He still completes the puzzles—in fact, often faster than he did before. But now once he’s growled Done, once he’s thrust the torn newsprint beneath my nose so I can survey his handiwork, I’ll notice mistakes. Missed clues. Answers that don’t fit. Three letters shoved into one cramped box.


19 down. Three letters. Washington bigwig, abbr.: ASSHOLE


7 down. Five letters. Grateful: FOR WHAT


1 across. Four letters. _____ Boleyn: LUCY


At first I would circle the flubs in black ink and hand the puzzle back to him. I’d say, Molière wasn’t a Confederate general, Dad. He’d shake his head defiantly, toast crumbs tossed from the corners of his mouth. And the clue calls for three letters, second letter E. He still wouldn’t listen, though. He’d hold the point of his pen against the table and lift a single eyebrow in my direction. He’d keep it raised until I’d say, finally, Yeah, all right. I can see it. Molière at Appomattox. Why not!


Now I just let him have them.


He still has his finger pressed to the side of his nose, but now he’s tapping it slowly. He knits his brows together as he looks at me from across the table, his eyes grazing over the dirtied rims of empty cups, the stacks of my half-finished scripts.


I say, finally, “It was called The Family Room. It premiered in nineteen eighty-three. Yes, that’s more than twenty years ago. Yes, it starred two very famous people who have since died. Yes, you remember correctly, it was nominated for four awards, but not the Oscar. And yes, you remember even more correctly: it won precisely none of them.”


He stops his nose tapping. “It’s funny—”


“That you never saw that particular movie?”


He nods.


“Yes, I know. Ha, ha, a real hoot. Hilarious every morning!”


I ask him if he’s finished with his toast. He looks down at the uneaten slices and the despair returns to his face: first in the folds where his neck meets his chin, then, climbing upward, to his sagging jowls, his stretched ears, his pocked crown. You’ve disappointed me, toast.


I take the plate and shovel the mess into the trash. I return to fix the collar of his shirt, ignoring him as he mutters to himself, to the table, to the piles of paper: “Nineteen eighty-three was a long time ago.”


•  •  •


The call came two Februaries ago in the early afternoon: 1:30 PST/4:30 EST. I had finished my lunch and was cleaning the windows when Finn phoned, repeating all his cries in threes.


“Oh Dad, oh Dad, oh Dad.”


“Something’s happened, something’s happened, something’s happened.”


“If I hadn’t missed the train—I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”


I said, “Finn?”


“Oh, Dad. Oh, Dad, we’re at the hospital.”


“Stop,” I’d instructed him. “Slow down. Explain to me—exactly—what’s happened.”


He’d arrived in Westchester an hour earlier, he told me. He’d missed the 1:34 train and thus had been forced to wait for the 2:11. He’d come up from the city to visit my father—his grandfather—who was still living in Sleepy Hollow, in the house where I grew up. The two of them had planned to meet at the Tarrytown station, where my father would pick him up in that goddamned car. They’d eat lunch. My father would pour my son some Lowland scotch and offer him cheap cigars. They’d pull from their collections of finely woven stories; they’d trade them with each other, sewing them into imaginary shapes.


But when Finn arrived, my father wasn’t there. He waited for an additional half hour. He scanned the parking lot for Lucy’s rusted yellow frame, ducking between minivans and sedans, hoping she was hiding somewhere between their hoods. He began to think: maybe his grandfather had gotten tired of waiting and left—Finn was, after all, late. Or maybe she’d broken down again? Maybe he’d been forced to call a mechanic? Or maybe he’d remembered the plans incorrectly? Maybe he was meant to take the bus?


He told me that this had happened before.


My father—he’s not all that patient. And he does have a tendency to forget.


Still, though, it wasn’t until Finn knocked on the front door and my father didn’t answer that he became nervous. That he was hit with the suspicion that something was wrong.


•  •  •


By nine o’clock I’ve led him into the den, where he’ll stare at the television for the next six hours while I work. He’ll watch shows I’ve never seen him watch before, shows that I didn’t realize were still on the air. Bonanza, Charlie’s Angels, Diff’rent Strokes. He’ll manage to find every infomercial for every product that should have never been conceived: sleeping bags for cats; plates that double as cheese graters; a set of twelve katana samurai swords.


My office sits directly above the den, on the west side of the house, and is cut in the same square shape. The room’s blue carpet curls up in each of the four corners, where there are small holes in the floorboards; the frayed empty spaces allow the television’s strangled voices to seep upward, to ping-pong off the surfaces of my desk, the sagging bookshelves, my ribs. I try closing my eyes before I turn on the computer’s screen.


The truth is, I used to be so good at this. Twenty years ago, blank white sheets used to be wide-open highways, clean, paved roads; conduits to thrilling and accessible places away from myself. I used to fly down them with terrifying certainty, taking the banks and curves at breakneck speeds, never shifting down to fourth; never clamping my heel against the brake; never noticing the wheeze of a tank that’s out of gas.


After the near success of The Family Room, the calls from studios, producers, and directors found their way to me at a wondrous and alarming rate. Anything, they’d tell me. Just write anything, and we’ll get it on the screen.


And maybe it was the openness of it all, that blank-check promise of success that gummed me up. As the phone rang and the projects accumulated, filling the empty corners of the house, I fumbled and dropped the keys beneath the seat—unable to find the damn things again. The pages became something else: roadblocks. Detours in flashing lights, half the bulbs gone dead. Robust, angry trucks jackknifed on tight mountain roads. I’d spend months constructing two lines of dialogue, convincing myself I’d been productive if I managed to change two strokes of punctuation. I’d paint scenes with no sense of space, races with no sense of time.


Trash bins became bonfires, piled high with half-used sheets.


In the evenings, I’d call the producers and the agents, situated high in their glass Rubik’s Cubes along Wilshire Boulevard. I’d pant into the phone, feigning a sense of excited exhaustion, as if I’d come in from running a marathon, as if I hadn’t spent the day recumbent on the floor of my office, picking at the corners of the carpet, watching the way shadows chased themselves on the ceiling. Just a little more time, I’d beg them. I need just a little more time. They stopped calling back.


I worked odd jobs, and sometimes I still do. These low-glam assignments sent my way by folks who’re too young to have heard the news. A one-episode script for a sitcom that failed after a few seasons. Four commercials for an acne cream. A set of jokes for the People’s Choice Awards. But no screenplays.


You’re right about that, Dad.


It wasn’t, though, for lack of trying. I spent years taking stabs at other genres, forms of storytelling either more marketable or obscure: romance, mystery, comedy, French art house. I’d start each of these projects with a sincere and earnest belief in my genius; a sense that, finally, my feet were lifting off the ground; that, finally, I’d managed to kick-start the engine. But then I’d turn back. I’d look upon the draft’s first pages. I’d read, Why don’t we get out of these wet clothes?


I listen to the synthetic cries of his infomercials as I leaf through these drafts, set at angles on my desk; I run a finger along their yellowed edges.


What Happens at the Water Cooler . . . ; The Empty Garage; The Vintage of Love; Punching Horses; Congress! The Musical; Only Swallows Cry at Night; Bottoms Up; The Grass Is Always Greener; The Apples in the Attic; Two Days After Yesterday; The Sand Is Full of Grains; Her Dangerous Heart; The Ventilator; The Vaporizer; The Blender; Punching Horses, Again; Longing Is a Breadless Toaster; Palm Fronds at Dusk; Bottoms Down; Kappa Kappa Killer; Don’t-Post-It; Windmills Only Turn Once.


No. No, it was Palm Fronds at Dawn.


•  •  •


I arrived at Phelps Memorial Hospital the day after Finn called. I was groggy from the overnight flight, the skin beneath my eyes ringed and purple—but still, he looked worse. His cheeks were flushed red, and his hair—auburn, the color of my father’s, the color of mine—was matted with something: sweat. He’d pulled a plastic chair to the side of my father’s bed and he lay there, his head resting on the mattress next to his feet, his thin hands folded on top of each other, propping up his chin. There were four empty cups of orange Jell-O stacked at his feet.


My father had had a stroke, is what Finn had told me when he called, and what the doctors at Phelps Memorial reiterated. Technically speaking: a thrombotic stroke, caused by a blood clot in one of his arteries, blocking the flow of blood to his brain. When my father didn’t answer the door, Finn had unlocked it with a key he’d been given. There was a kettle of water that was boiling over on the stove, drops hitting the range with an exaggerated hiss. Once he’d switched off the burner, he called my father’s name out in the kitchen. And then in the foyer, in the living room, in the garage, under Lucy. He opened closets, pushed aside moth-ridden coats drooping from their hangers. He said, in that voice he’s got that’s somewhere between a laugh and a whimper, All right, Granddad. Now I’m starting to get worried.


Where he found him was in the bathroom. The bathroom Mom used to use, across from their bedroom. He was sitting on the toilet with its lid closed, his pants still up but his belt unbuckled. Finn put a hand on his shoulder and shook him gently, but he couldn’t lift his chin: he’d raise it to about ninety degrees, so he was gazing at Finn’s belly, but then—then his head would fall again, thudding against his concave chest.


“I tried again,” Finn would later tell me. “And again, and again! I said, ‘It’s me, Granddad, it’s Finn.’ But his eyes were droopy. Like sleepy cartoon eyes. He just sort of looked past me.”


I wish I could say I reacted to Finn’s call in a way that’d make my father proud. That, after I heard the news, there was the initial icing of my veins, followed by a flow of heated panic. That once I’d found my wits again there was—obviously, and obligatorily—a sense of guilt. Guilt that I hadn’t been there; guilt that I hadn’t prevented my son from being propelled to that age where death becomes routine. Despite everything that my father had done to me, guilt that when his chin was lifted in my mom’s bathroom, it was my son’s face he saw with his half-closed eyes. All of that.


Once I’d cradled the phone, I choked on my own throat till I induced tears; I paced the kitchen; I glanced in the mirror, verified that I looked distressed. But if I’m being honest, all that hit me was a slow-burning envy. The sort of twisted jealousy you feel when something awful happens to someone else, something that should’ve happened to you. That wrench you feel in your gut when someone recounts a particularly harrowing car accident; schadenfreude in reverse. The sudden knowledge that once my father’s gone, once he’s dust, I won’t be able to recount to friends, in hurried sobs, about the Time I Found Him There.


In the hospital, I had stepped out into the bleached hallway so Finn could continue sleeping, and I asked the attending doctor, “So, how bad are we talking?”


“Bad, but not disastrous,” she told me. Doctors are wonderfully inadvertent liars.


“You’ll forgive me, but I really don’t know the difference.”


The doctor looked too young, too frazzled. I wanted to comb her hair and wash her face. To say, If you’re telling me all this, at least try to look presentable.


“He’s lost function in his brain stem and portions of his cerebellum.”


“Again—I’m sorry, but I don’t—”


She pulled at her hair, which wasn’t blond, but also wasn’t brown—some unwashed tone in between. She wrapped it around one finger, like I’d seen my son do while he worked.


“He’s lost some basic muscle functions, particularly on the left side. He’ll have trouble walking, swallowing, maybe writing. And talking. Definitely talking.”


“Well,” I told her. “Ha. Well, there’s a silver lining.”


She continued pulling her hair, a little more aggressively than before.


I turned my feet inward, as if I were preparing for this girl to chastise me. To throw me out of the hospital and leave my father to my son. I said into my shoulder, “Maybe that was a little too soon.”


She only let go of her hair when she shrugged—He’s your fucking father. She reached into the pockets of her white coat—the sort of pockets that initially you don’t notice, but when you do they seem infinite—and she handed me a set of blue brochures. Pictures of old people, falling apart people, their children steadying their walkers. Everyone smiling.


“We have a wonderful stroke clinic here at the hospital.” She nodded at the brochures.


I looked through the thin window in the door that separated me from my father, me from Finn. Finn still slept, though now he was dreaming. Reflexively, a foot kicked out, scattering the Jell-O cups in four different directions.


“And he’ll learn to speak again?” I asked.


“Really, Mr. McPhee. Look into it.”


•  •  •


“Coooooooooollllllllliiiiiiiiiiin!!!!!!!!!”


When he calls my name, I hear it in two places: first, through the floorboards, in those spaces where the carpet’s peeled away; his voice hits my feet and reverberates through my shins. Then, through the open door of my office, after it’s traveled through the house’s diagonal corridors, picking up dust and other bits of life.


He calls again, this time louder, both voices hitting me almost at once: “COOOOOOOOLLLLLLLLLLLIIIIIIIIIIIIN!”


I drop to my hands and knees and crawl to the northeast corner of the room, where the hole in the floor is the largest. “Jesus, Dad.” I have my mouth pressed against the floor. It tastes new, but also very old: industrial musk. “WHAT?”


“IT’S STARTING, COOOOOOOLLLLLIIIIIIIIIN!!!!”


I scramble to my feet and arch my back, feeling the hinged pop of my spine cracking. There’s a single round window in this room, cut in quarters by four wood beams. Outside, there are two clouds, one to the west of the bridge, and one to the east; they cast shadows onto the bay. At my desk I check the time: 12:27. I’ve been slumped here, folded over myself for three and a half hours. I’ve pulled up a fresh page on the computer, but I’ve yet to write a goddamned word.


Downstairs, in the den, the blinds have been pulled shut, the light pushing through them in aggravated spits. I carry in two highball glasses of Lowland scotch. If he had his choice he’d start drinking at eight; I insist he wait till after noon.


I find him sprawled in the middle of the couch, his loose skin spreading out, blending into the beige leather. As he’s sunk down within the cushion, the belt he has to wear has crept up his torso. It sits uselessly now. It hangs from his chest, where it’s bunched his oxford, the collar now clinging to his ears, like a hood. His white hairless stomach lifts, falls, exposed.


“Dad.” I flip on the lights, raise open the blinds. “Let’s get you up. Let’s fix this thing.”


“I’m fine. We’ll miss it.”


“Knock it off, we’ve got two minutes.”


I crouch before him, planting my heels on either side of his feet. I try to remember what the nurses told me: Slip both hands upward, under the belt. Lift, don’t lean. Use your legs, not your back. His head to your chest as you pull upward; hoisting sloshing buckets of water from a well.


“Press into me, Dad.”


“I told you I’m fine.”


“You’re not making this any easier.”


People always say that the old have a distinct scent. Cough drops, I’ve heard. Or vitamins. Also cucumbers. And as his chin dissolves into my chest, as his arms hang limply to the middle of his thighs, I wish that was the case. That he smelled like an accumulation of all those things, instead of like me. Just like me.


“Okay,” I say. “Now—set your hands on my waist.”


He presses his lips together and then curls them inward toward his teeth; they vanish into each other, lineless pockets of skin. He mumbles, but without making any sounds.


“Dad, please—just put your hands on my waist so you can steady yourself.”


“We’re missing the start of it,” he says.


“We won’t miss anything.”


His hands don’t move. They continue to hang, but now with added weight and defiant girth. He won’t look at me.


“Fine,” I tell him. “Try not to fall.”


I pull the shirt down first, releasing it from his neck, adjusting its collar so it sits squarely on his breastbone, buttoning the flaps over his exposed flesh. Then, the belt: I twist the canvas as I lower it to his waist. He yelps as it pulls against his skin; I go tense.


“Shit. Shit, I’m sorry, Dad. Just one more pull.”


When I’ve lowered him back to the sofa, and when I’ve taken my place next to him, he says, “We’ve missed it.”


“We haven’t missed anything. It’s twelve thirty-one.”


“Then.” He lifts a chin toward the television, where there’s an infomercial for a pillow that changes temperature as you sleep. “Then the television is broken.”


“It’s not broken. It’s just on the wrong station. Let me change it.”


I find the remote control wedged between two cushions. I scan upward, pass network television, basic cable, basic premium, the various stations I can’t afford but have bought since his arrival, for his entertainment; I climb to channels that are higher than I believed channels existed. I stop when I see the girls: padded knees and stickered helmets. Painted roller skates.


Watching Derby Death Match 2000: I’d say that it’s one of the more beguiling rituals we’ve accidentally adopted over the past fifteen months. I can’t remember how it started. Did I, during one of my panicked fits to entertain him, think that girls in skates, bludgeoning one another into a pulp of tits and ass, might serve as some sort of balm? Or was it him? When he could still operate the controller, before the damned thing became some tormented maze, was it then that he stumbled upon channel 378? When he called me down anxiously and said, Colin, look. Look at this.


The two teams competing today are the ShEvil Dead and the Wrecking Belles. On the screen, the rosters: names like Angel Maker and Astronaughty; Edith Shred and Sugar Pusher. The pivots and the blockers align themselves in packs—slender, beautiful, wicked—while the two jammers square off behind them. Then, once the referee has blown his whistle, and once the first pivot has been slammed to the track, we begin our separate game.


“That one,” he says. “The lady who just fell—she has the cheekbones.”


“Windigo Jones? Her nose sits too high on her forehead.” I lean forward. “The Wrecking Belles jammer, though. She’s about her height.”


“She wasn’t that tall.”


“The helmet adds a few inches.”


As the girls fall down, we speed up:


“That one.”


“Or that one.”


“Or that one.”


But the fact is none of them look like Mom.


•  •  •


He entered Phelps Memorial’s stroke recovery clinic forty-eight hours after Finn found him. He stayed there for two weeks before it was suggested, or encouraged—by doctors, nurses, therapists, administrative assistants, men in plain clothes on the streets—that he either move into a home or, alternatively, to San Francisco to live with me.


Neither of us could afford a home—so. Well—yes. So.


I remained in Westchester for the entirety of his rehabilitation: I stayed at a Howard Johnson Inn a half mile from the grounds. Each afternoon, when Finn had completed his vague work in the city, he’d take the 5:27 Metro-North to Tarrytown. We’d eat burgers, or chicken fingers, or—once—fish sticks at one of those nameless restaurants that populate the strip malls along the lower Hudson.


As we folded ketchup-stained wax wrappers in our fists, he’d say, “If I hadn’t missed my train, I would’ve gotten there sooner.”


I’d tell him, “Oh, Finn. These things just happen.”


And he’d answer with, “But still.”


Then, if it wasn’t snowing—or even if it was—we’d walk to see him.


The recovery center itself was brief and unimpressive: a two-story wing tagged onto the hospital’s administrative hub. An afterthought, if anything, whose thin grey corridors played stage to the choreographed movements of halted walkers and slippered, shuffling feet. It faced directly west, so the individual rooms were flooded with too much light in the afternoons—or, in the mornings, none at all.


His rehabilitation therapist was a blond woman named Christie, who had a soft, Judy Garland disposition couched within a runner’s sinewy build. She was tireless in her efforts; she’d point to his left hand and say, Now, move these three fingers, good, good, while I wanted to scream, Oh, come on, just lift the damned things. She instructed him in these movements—shifting in bed, sitting up, swinging his legs to one side—and, when he couldn’t accomplish a task on his own, she’d place a hand on the small of his back, guide him through it.


She taught Finn and me how to handle him and bear his weight.


“This is called a guard belt,” she said one day, unraveling a strap of milky-grey canvas three inches wide. “Fasten it above his belt line. The top of the belt should hit the bottom of his rib cage.”


“What’s the purpose?”


“It’ll give you something to hang on to.”


“And he’ll need to wear it—”


“Always.”


He was perched on the bed, facing us, and we talked about him as if he weren’t there.


“When you lift him, rope your arms under his and take hold of the belt’s back strap,” Christie said. “Give him a count, then pull him up and into you.”


We watched as she performed. As she raised him—him, weighing nothing at all—from the bed and into her arms.


“Have him rest against you as you both catch your breath.”


His head lodged and snuggled between her breasts as she spoke. The corners of his mouth twitched up in a smile.


I told her, “Christie, maybe show us how you did that again.”


Finn bit and tore at his nails. He said, “I’m just afraid I’m going to break him.”


•  •  •


“Where are you going?” he asks when the match has ended; the Wrecking Belles have taken it by twelve.


“Just upstairs, Dad. To work.”


“What if the television stops working again?”


I look toward the screen. Purple-haired girls are sweaty, high-fiving, hitting helmets as the production credits roll.


“It’s not broken,” I say.


“And you’ll just be upstairs?”


“Just upstairs.”


Here’s another change: when he first came here—when he was still able to complete a crossword puzzle, when he was still indignant and irritated by California—he wasn’t like this. The idea that his survival hinged on my aid infuriated him. He wouldn’t call for me when he should have: more than once, I found him sprawled in a pile of limbs on the floor, his hand gripped desperately around some table leg or chair or lamp as he tried to lift himself. And when I did help him, I could feel the reluctance in his muscles each time I’d lift him, how they’d tighten and strain, and resist my pull.


He’s still stubborn like all hell. But now, as his mind has fogged over, he’s started to panic whenever he’s alone. Doors aren’t doors to other rooms, they’re doors to some total disappearance. It started about six months ago: I had left to run an errand, maybe, or to take a walk, to remember there’s something beyond this house, only to return and find him trembling, sweaty.


“Where the hell were you?” he shouted.


“Jesus, Dad.” I lowered him to a chair. “Out. Walking.”


“To where? TO CHINA?”


“What? No.” I brought him some water. “Would you just—Christ, would you just calm down?”


I started, then, to leave the portable phone in his lap whenever I left the room, the house.


“Who am I supposed to call?” he asked.


“I don’t know,” I told him. “Finn?”


So, he did. Often. Twelve times before noon, according to one phone bill. But he dialed other places too: numbers that no longer existed, people who’d long since died. Occasionally, strangers. He’d press the receiver to his ear, holding his breath as they repeated Hello, as they said, Who is this? Then, when he’d run out of people to call, when he’d exhausted his catalog of numbers, he’d listen in on my conversations. I’d be pleading with a producer, with an agent, and there it would be—his smothered cough. “Dad,” I’d say. And then: “Excuse me, I’ll have to call you back.”


After that pattern repeated itself enough times, after I’d lost enough jobs, failed at enough pitches, I bought him a mobile phone. One of those hulking devices designed specifically for people who’re too old to operate them: numbers the size of half dollars; screens as big as picture frames. A red button in the dead center of the keypad that reads EMERGENCY.


“It’s not for me, obviously,” I’d told the young salesgirl at the electronics store. “I mean, ha ha, have you ever seen anything so big? It’s for my dad. Can’t get the guy to stop listening in on my calls, ha ha. Old people, though. What’re you going to do?”


She’d asked, “Would you like your receipt?”


On the way to my office, I make it through the kitchen and to the first creaky stair before he yells, “Colin?”


“I’m still here.”


The blank page on the computer is still taunting me, flashing about its plainness, its unwrittenness. Downstairs, through the holes in the floor, I hear him coughing again. Hesitantly, almost as if the keyboard in front of me is painful to touch, as if it’ll reach out and claw my fingers if I get too close, I begin to write.





HOW TO MAKE LIFE BEAUTIFUL



Finn


It’s 7:30 on Monday morning and I’m doing 360s in my swivel chair at work. I still have my granddad’s map in my pocket.


After I stop spinning, I shove a pen into my mouth and chew, leaving tiny craters in the black plastic. I’ve had a nagging difficulty sleeping during the past year, ever since my granddad moved in with my dad. It’s not that I’ve been plagued with horrible dreams, I don’t think. Like the sort of nightmares involving death and forgetting and disease? It’s more the fact that I’ve been having no dreams at all. I’ve only seen the back of my eyelids before I fall asleep, and I’ll see them and only them again as I awake: I see exactly nothing in between. These periods of nothingness will last sometimes for five minutes, sometimes for two hours—but always, always it’s the absence of something, as opposed to the presence of it, that jolts me back to consciousness again.


The phone on my desk rings. I look at the number displayed on the caller ID screen, and I see that it isn’t my granddad or Karen, who always calls when she has some extremely urgent crisis that she needs my help fixing, so I let it go. I just watch it till it shuts itself up.


The headquarters of the network that airs the reality program on which I work is located in Times Square. But our offices—the show’s writing and production offices—are farther south near Thirtieth Street, carved out of the fifteenth floor of a building along the west side of Seventh Avenue. It’s a crowded section of the city if for no other reason than it acts as a corridor to more desirable places. We’re south of Penn Station, but too north to be considered part of Chelsea proper. We experience all the annoyances generated by the mobs in Times Square and Herald Square, though none of the fleeting benefits of being positioned in either of the two. (Street food! An abundance of take-out coffee places! So many nine-story candy megashops!) We’re in an infertile urban valley, we say, because occasionally we’ll say things like that, a valley whose arid grounds are stampeded by tourists and salesmen and lawyers and God-knows-who-else every single day.
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