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Courage is what it takes to stand up and speak; courage is also what it takes to sit down and listen.


—Winston Churchill





PART 1






1.


she was


She was a girl talking to me in the dark.


Everybody knows what happened with my parents. Everybody I talk to when I call.


“You can turn your life around,” I had told her. “Starting today, you can be free. You can do anything you want. Don’t you see that?”


I’m down, but I’m not out. I’m a fighter. On my good days, few can defeat me.


“I admire that about you,” I had told her.


I remember every compliment you ever gave me. Especially when you said I was strong.


“I have to go. Will you be okay?”


I’ll handle it. I always do. Good night, sweet Hallmark prince.





2.


new directions


Where is everyone?” Dad asked when he got home. It was October 25, and he had just come from his therapy appointment. Dad looked good these days, like someone who had a purpose. He shaved in the morning and dressed for work in a jacket and tie and Rockport loafers. He stood straighter and was no longer bony. His felty red hair was cut short, so that it verged on stylish, and he wore a sharp, arrowlike goatee. He worked as a draftsman at Liberty Fixtures, a company that made shelving for department stores. He looked a lot like me, if I were fifty and had accepted that I would always hate the job I needed.


I was just in from a bike ride. Mom and Linda were making pizza and salad for supper. Dad dropped a bag marked ART SUPPLIES on the dining room table. You could hear the rush-hour traffic going by out back; the highway ran right behind our house.


Drive past our house: the bright orange door, the brass knocker in the shape of a salamander (unnecessary because we have a functioning doorbell), our name and house number (Morrison 32) painted in black Gothic lettering on a white rock at the end of the driveway—that’s all Linda’s work. And Mom directed a museum. We might as well have a sign outside saying Artistic People Live Here. Right now Linda and Mom were laying the pepperoni slices in overlapping circles to look like a chrysanthemum. The art supplies could have been for almost anyone—anyone but me.


“I’m going to paint again,” Dad said. He looked quietly fierce, like a gladiator before the lion is let out.


“Yippee!” Linda danced around, wriggling and elfish. She switched from teenager mode to little girl mode when she wanted to feel closer to my parents.


Mom dried her hands and wrapped her arms around Dad’s middle.


“That’s exciting, honey. But you’ve always painted.”


“I mean get serious about painting. I want to be in the art world again. I put my art aside. Because of the needs of making a living and raising a family.”


Excuse me for being born, I thought.


“That’s a sad story,” Linda said. Linda’s style reworked droopy clothes that had belonged to an elderly person, which made her look younger than thirteen. She came up to Dad’s armpit, and she had a wormy way of sharing his space. Now she slipped her hand into Dad’s, and he held it in the air like it was a prize. I was as tall as he was, so he never looked at me, or my hand, that way.


“I never stopped you,” Mom said. “I never told you you couldn’t paint.” Like Linda, Mom worked to separate herself from the run of humanity. She wore her black hair perfectly straight, wore dark lipstick, and owned only necklaces that were one of a kind. Usually they were made for her by someone noteworthy, such as a blind sculptor, a poetry-writing shepherd, or a male nun.


“Of course not, sweetie,” Dad said. He crinkled his eyes at Mom, like he was winking to make her admit a lie.


“Don’t forget, Bill, I fell in love with you over Inverted Horizon.”


“I’m not forgetting.”


Inverted Horizon was the ocean-on-top sunset painting of Dad’s that was shown by a Fifty-Seventh Street gallery in New York City when Mom was in graduate school and Dad was working at a paint store. He ended up selling that to a collector, as well as his vertical sunset painting Perpendicular Horizon. He once told me that they were the best things he had ever done—part technical exercise, part making fun of the sunset cliché, and part, he said, “Just something great to look at.”


At the opening reception, Mom stood in front of Inverted Horizon for a long time. A tall guy in an army fatigue jacket and tuxedo pants came along and stood beside her, and without his saying anything, she knew he was the painter. Although I don’t like to view either of my parents as a love object, I always felt that was a good way to meet someone: nothing flashy or obvious, just a meeting of the minds and a sense of being immediately understood.


“Well, for the record,” Mom continued, “I completely support your painting. As of today, as of right now, and for the future. Completely.”


“I completely do too, Dad.” Linda scurried away from Dad and emptied the bag: tubes of paint, brushes, brush cleaner.


“Why all of a sudden?” I asked, leaning on one end of the table. I didn’t touch Dad or his art supplies. I knew enough to see that he had about three hundred dollars’ worth.


“Dr. Fritz and I talked about it. Art is my missing piece.” Dad pointed to the paints, then tapped a spot somewhere between his heart and his gut. “The missing piece of my emotional puzzle.”


“Are you sure this is a good idea?” I finally said.


“Why not?” he asked. A distinctive painting of a chicken, done by someone at Mom’s museum, hung on one wall. Anytime people came for dinner, they commented on the chicken. Dad’s gaze drifted to it, then back to me. A year ago he fit into my clothes. Now he had put weight on, even had a little belly forming.


“I would hate to see you get all excited and set yourself up . . .”


“Set myself up?” Dad pressed. Was he challenging me to say it?


“He’s fine now, Billy,” Mom said.


Dad spoke at the same time. “I painted thirty years ago.”


“I don’t want you to get too involved in it and then get upset. That’s all.”


“What would upset me? And even so, why can’t I get upset?”


Mom and Linda wouldn’t say it. But I didn’t want a repeat of last winter.





3.


last winter: a memory


I’ve brought a new friend home after school. It’s only two thirty, and I see Dad’s car in the driveway. He must have come home early. I walk into the living room with my friend, expecting to introduce him to Dad. Gordon is so superb that I really want to impress him. He’s new in town, and though some of the other new kids are snobby, Gordon isn’t. He plays French horn and has played on the White House lawn with the All-State band. He seems confident and relaxed in every situation, and his hair seems exactly the same length every time I see him.


I hear Dad moving at the other end of the house, and call his name. In the past he’s always had a story or joke for my friends. Sometimes he’s played an aria from his collection of opera CDs. But this time he doesn’t come.


“Just a minute,” I tell Gordon. Finally Dad walks into the hall, but he doesn’t look at Gordon or me. He goes past us, toward the den, rubbing his hands and whistling tunelessly. Now he’s coming back again.


“Dad, stop a minute. I want you to meet someone.”


“Are you looking for something, Mr. Morrison?” Gordon asks. “Can I help you find it?”


Gordon watches Dad with that game smile: relaxed, confident. But I begin to realize that Dad’s walking and his whistling are involuntary, that some kind of worry is driving Dad from one end of the house to the other.


After a few minutes Gordy also realizes something is very wrong, something I haven’t told him because I didn’t know and I wouldn’t know how to explain it if I did. He walks back to the bus stop with his instrument case and his backpack, and that is the last time I bring a friend home.





4.


last winter: what happened


Dad stopped sleeping, then eating, then working, then talking. I can tell you how long it lasted because I counted the days: 128. October to March.





5.


what mom did


When Dad got better, Mom’s boss at the Brooksbie Museum resigned, and Mom practically moved in. Mom was director now, and she could ask the other workers, even the unpaid ones, to do more than they wanted, the way Pudge had asked her. She was all about the museum, dedicated to the history of the Massachusetts leather industry, with rarely a sentence about anything else. Her promotion became a shiny new scooter, her guilt about what happened to Dad the Mom-style sneakers that propel her forward. When I questioned her she said, “He’s fine now.” When I questioned her further she added, “Isn’t he?” and went back to reviewing slides for the museum.


In the summer the four of us went camping in two tents beside a New Hampshire lake, and Mom and Dad told Linda and me, while we sealed cheese sandwiches in foil and dropped them into the fire, that the trip was to thank us for our help over the winter. After that we didn’t say “depression” anymore. We mostly said “last winter.”





6.


blanks


The day after Dad decided to paint again, I watched from the front door as his car pulled up. He unloaded twelve canvases from the trunk. That must have set him back two hundred dollars.


Linda and her friend Jodie burst impishly from the house. Jodie was pale and soft, with flimsy hair that was always shedding its ornaments. Jodie had the backbone of a ramen noodle. She did everything Linda did. I suppose if Linda ever died, Jodie wouldn’t be able to give the eulogy because she will have died too. Most of her time was spent doing crafts at our house: pounding brown leaves in the bathtub and calling them paper, or baking clay poops in the oven and calling them ceramics.


Dad had the girls carry the canvases into the utility room right off the driveway—a (strangely) underutilized room that housed our furnace and some sports equipment, cleaning supplies, and tools.


“What’s the plan?” Linda asked, stepping over some cross-country ski poles.


“This is going to be my studio,” Dad said. He pulled the chain on a light above his head. “I’m going to actualize every major idea I’ve had since leaving art school.”


“A studio,” Jodie said. She stacked the canvases against one wall. “I love the sound of that.”


“That seems ambitious, Dad.”


“Billy. I didn’t see you there.” I had followed them in. I was wearing socks without shoes, and my feet made no sound.


“‘Ambitious’ is no longer a dirty word in my life,” Dad said. “It was for a while. And I’m sorry if it is in yours. If so, that’s my fault, because I haven’t shown you what’s important.”


Dad’s ancient suitcase, full of miscellaneous small hardware pieces, sat on an old table that had belonged to Grandma Pearl. I loved running my hands through the pieces when I was little. The churning metal made the same sound as beach stones being rolled back and forth by a wave.


“I’m ambitious, Dad,” I said, rumpling the metal for old times’ sake. It wasn’t like Dad, the old Dad anyway, to be so serious and to speak in long paragraphs. I didn’t get why everything he said these days had to have such a point to it.


He motioned to me to move the suitcase to the floor. “How are your grades? Are they ambitious grades?” he asked.


Jodie made an O at Linda, as if they had caught me getting yelled at.


“I told you, they’ll be up. I have high hopes for this year. I just need to get focused.” I hadn’t told my parents, but school was for me like Dad’s job was for him: the thing I needed but hated.


Dad slid a stepstool from beneath the old table. He reached for a shelf set high into the wall and pulled out a heavy box. As the box came forward it tipped, but Dad caught it.


“God, look at all this,” he said, taking out old sketches, textbooks, and photographs. A few framed paintings were in the stack as well. He brought down more boxes, and Linda and Jodie piled them near the cleared-out space by the canvases.


“I want to see what’s in these,” Linda said.


“We want to see everything,” Jodie added.


“No.” Dad closed the boxes, and his voice got low. “I’ll go through these on my own. Lots of good memories here. You girls go back to what you were doing. Thank you.”


I pretended to help organize until the girls were gone.


    ——


“A studio,” I said, pressing my back against the door as Dad cleared out some beach toys that could go into the attic. “How about just doing one or two paintings to see whether you still like it? A few months ago you were just getting back into normal life. You couldn’t even . . .”


Dad froze. I didn’t know how to talk to him without being offensive. I hoped he’d see that I was trying to help, just like Linda and Jodie had been. I stuffed my hands into the cuffs of my sweater, as if they were the words I needed to take back. How could I say it? There was a past him and a present him, and he didn’t agree with me on which him he was.


When he spoke again he didn’t look angry. He seemed understanding—tender almost, the kind of understanding that makes you feel small and stupid.


“You were a big help last year, Billy. We both know you and Mom and Linda nearly saved my life. But please don’t treat me like I’m still sick. Because if you treat me like I’m sick, I’ll start acting like I’m sick, and then the next thing you know I will be sick. And I don’t ever want to be sick again.”


“That’s exactly what I don’t want, Dad.” I should touch him, I thought. Just go ahead and do it, the way Linda does. I pulled my hand out and aimed it toward Dad’s shoulder.


He caught my hand in midair, like I was high-fiving him. He clasped my fingers and pressed them back to me.


“Here’s an idea, Billy,” Dad said, pulling out some rags to wipe the plaster dust from his old portfolio. The way he touched that old stuff. As if he could feel the years dried up inside it. As if he could add water and his college days would spring back to life. “You have a lot of talent. Why don’t you find a project of your own?”





7.


private beach


Choose your poison,” Gordon said, leading me to the wicker papasan chairs on his deck overlooking a private beach. Gordy’s father was a lawyer and they were rich, but Gordy would never lord it over anyone. He held out two pints of ice cream: pistachio and peanut butter cup. Premium, of course. I liked both and would have preferred to share, but not knowing if rich people shared ice cream, I took pistachio. He transferred his to a bowl, so I did the same.


“He thinks I need a project,” I explained. We’d started this conversation on the phone, but I wanted some privacy and would use any excuse to visit.


“What did your mom say?”


“She agreed with him.”


“Ouch. I can see why you’re ticked off.”


I watched an airplane drop expertly over the Boston skyline and into Logan Airport.


“But you know, it’s kind of reasonable,” Gordy said.


“It is?”


“Well, maybe he means not that you’re in the way, which is how you’re taking it, but that you should have something you’re really excited about. Because he’s excited about something, and it’s cool to be excited. Do you want to try the peanut butter cup, too? I have a couple of extra spoons.”


We switched flavors, but I was too distracted to form an opinion on which I liked better.


“You must have good parents to want to put that kind of spin on what parents say. I mean, you must have had—” I felt awkward around Gordy every time I said “parents,” plural. His mother died of cystic fibrosis shortly after they came to town. The main thing people knew about Gordy, for months and months, was that his mom had coughed blood into a handkerchief in the administrative office when she registered him for school.


“Tell me this,” Gordy said after swallowing what was in his mouth and wiping his lips with a napkin. “What do you like to do?”


“You know. Ride my bike, listen to music.” I tick-tocked the spoon to show how monotonous I was.


“What about your songwriting? Are you still doing that?”


“Yeah, but it feels empty. Everything is flat. I mean, last year—last year felt so important. I saved somebody’s life, you know? What could be more important than that? I don’t know what to do other than take longer and longer bike rides.” I put down my ice cream and slouched in the chair, arms folded across my chest. “I’m only sixteen, and I feel like my life is over.


“I guess it’s different for you,” I continued. “You have Brenda. Someone you can tell your hopes and dreams to. Someone who knows everything about you and thinks you’re amazing.”


“Whoa! Let’s not go overboard. She thinks I’m okay. I don’t remember her using the word ‘amazing.’”


“She’s a great catch,” I insisted.


Gordon chuckled. “Remember when Brenda and I went to the Roomful of Blues concert? Mitchell was in line waiting for their tickets. Andy was out on the sidewalk trying to chat up some girl, and every time he looked at Brenda and me he would say, ‘Nice work’ or ‘Major score’ or ‘You the man.’ I had to tell him to cut it out because he was making Brenda uncomfortable.”


“The other girl too, probably. What a jerk.”


Gordy wagged his spoon at me. “I know what your project should be,” he said.


“What?”


He looked into his ice cream to make his suggestion seem nonchalant. “Why don’t you join the Listeners?”


“The people with that big sign over the bridge?” I sat upright and Gordy laughed. I hadn’t expected this at all.


“The suicide hotline. According to the sign, they’re always looking for people. They even want people our age. Actually, I’ve thought of you every time I’ve seen that sign.”


I had seen the sign, of course, but never connected it to myself. Never connected it to any real person. But certainly there were people on the other end, taking the calls. Gordy was even more exceptional than I had given him credit for. “That seems like it would be important. Talking somebody off a ledge.”


“You’d be great at it,” Gordy said, piling all that remained of both flavors into my bowl. “And you have the experience to back it up. If I ever got so low I wanted to off myself, you’d be the first person I’d call.”





8.


research


Back in my room, I looked up the Listeners’ website. A video on their homepage showed cars driving over the Joseph E. Garland Bridge, under the Listeners sign. Someone got out of his car and walked to the railing. He saw the Listeners sign that said FEELING DESPERATE? CALL US NOW. Steady piano chords, ominous, like the tolling of a bell, played over the scene. Then the video switched to a youngish woman. She said she had lost her job and apartment and her kids were about to be taken from her, and she had been in so much pain that it hurt her to live each day. She’d put on a parka with big pockets and driven to the beach to fill those pockets with rocks. She’d been about to walk into the water and drown herself, but as she pulled into the beach parking lot she called the Listeners number and they talked her out of it.


“Without Listeners I wouldn’t be here,” she said, “and my kids wouldn’t have a mother.”


Another guy talked about how his sister had killed herself and he had felt helpless to stop it. I was glad I had my earbuds on. I wouldn’t want Mom and Dad to hear.


A college student came on next. The caption beneath her picture said “Volunteer Coordinator.” “This is a life-saving service,” she said. “People call us who can’t talk to anyone else. When they call here, they can break out of their isolation and be themselves. Finally they have a connection to someone and something.” As the music got louder, she looked directly at the camera—at me, I felt—and said, “We save lives every day.”


The last shot was a line from the sign: VOLUNTEERS WANTED.


Gordy was right. This organization was perfect for me. I had so much saving to give. I only needed someone who wanted to be saved.


I went into the living room, where Dad was studying his art books in happy silence, with not even an opera CD to distract him. I felt completely invisible compared with his revived interest in painting.


The living room was all white, accented by Mom’s humorous throw pillows with sayings like WELL-BEHAVED WOMEN RARELY MAKE HISTORY and WHAT WOULD LADY GODIVA DO? In fact, in its own way, our living room resembled a book.


“I found my project,” I said. It sounded like I was throwing that at him, accusing him of something. “Dad, I found my project,” I said again. I clapped my hand over my chest. I had a project. Even I.


“What are you going to do?” He closed the book, with one finger inside to hold his page.


“I’m going to volunteer on a hotline.”


“Like a phone line?” Dad asked. “Where?”


“The Listeners. You’ve seen their sign on the bridge.” I might have said more, but I couldn’t say “depression” or “suicide” in front of Dad. Maybe because those words made Dad look weak, and maybe because hearing those words might give Dad ideas and he might off himself. It would be good, anyway, to work in a place where those words could be said out loud.


“Where would you do this? Here at the house?”


“In their office downtown.”


“They take sixteen-year-olds as volunteers?”


“Most of their volunteers are high school and college students.” I liked the college-student angle. If I worked with Hawthorne State students, I would be more mature than other high school guys, a sort of tweener.


Dad closed his book and folded his hands over it. He smiled, and because I hadn’t seen him smile a lot lately, I felt like he was laughing at me.


“Billy,” he said, “when I said you should have a project, I thought maybe you and Gordy might form a band.”


“Meaning?” I hooked my hands on the loops of my jeans to make me stand prouder, although I didn’t feel it.


“That job sounds like a huge responsibility.”


“That’s why I want it,” I said. “Because it’s more important than starting a band. Besides, a French horn and a harmonica are not much of a band.”


Mom came in with her reading glasses and New England Journal of History. “What’s important?”


“Billy wants to get involved with the Listeners,” Dad told her. “The hotline people.”


“They’re—” I began to explain.


“I know who they are,” Mom said, sitting down. “That doesn’t seem like a great idea. I’m not saying you wouldn’t be good at it—I know you would—but it seems a little morbid. I don’t know that I’d want to be listening to people’s problems hour after hour. Plus, they’re kind of a rival of ours.”


“In what sense?” Dad asked. They enjoyed this kind of conversation—the kind that started with me, then drifted away from me.


“They and the museum tend to go after the same money.”


Parents have a way of getting calmer and calmer that makes you more and more upset. I spoke so emphatically now that I leaned forward with each word. “I want to help people! I want to do something that isn’t a waste of time!” As soon as the words were out of my mouth I wondered if Dad thought this was a dig at his painting. If he thought so, he didn’t react.


“Will you have adult supervision?” Mom asked. “I wouldn’t have a clue what to say if someone called up and said they were, uh . . .”


I would beat them at their own game. I made my voice sound bored, as if I were working at Listeners already. “They have a trainer there all the time. They have a program that you follow. You don’t just make up what you say. Look, their website says they’re desperate for people. I should at least go meet them and see what they say.”


“Give it a try,” Dad said finally. “But don’t let it get to you, okay? Don’t be a hero. If it gets too stressful, tell Mom and me. And don’t hesitate to walk out of there and do something that someone your age would consider fun.”





9.


headquarters


Command Central for the Listeners was in a secret location in downtown Hawthorne, on the third floor of Cabot Hall, home of the Cabot Insurance Company, which lent two rooms to the organization rent free. Despite the big billboard on the bridge, no sign on Cabot Hall betrayed what went on here. When I arrived for my training I found a dingy office with sticky floors, cockroaches that darted around in my peripheral vision, and the stale aroma of forgotten falafel. The college guy who opened the door for me said the grit made the place more authentic. Maybe he believed all the suicidal callers must live with sticky floors too. But I assumed Cabot Insurance used the secrecy as an excuse not to send their cleaning people upstairs.


On the walls I saw more versions of the Listeners poster, each one with a black-and-white photo of a face turned three-quarters away from the camera. These people were supposed to represent our core constituency: depressed, distraught, discouraged, and in some cases ready to throw in the towel. But the faces looked like professional models, and they didn’t seem all that depressed to me. One looked like he was waiting for the mail. Another looked like she could use a forty-four-ounce cola. If Listeners wanted a true representation of mental anguish, they should bring in some paintings. Dad once told me the most anguished paintings were Edvard Munch’s The Scream and Van Gogh’s Wheatfield with Crows.
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