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      The hardest thing in life is to know which bridge to cross and which to burn.




      





      — David Russell
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      The House, Day One




      As I start to clean out the house where my mother spent the last fifty years of her life, it occurs to me that in a half century the woman never got rid of anything.




      Except my father.




      Wandering through the forlorn rooms where I spent most of my childhood, I see that my mother has left the house in such a state of disrepair that the piles of old clothes, stacks of paper, and mind-boggling mass of memorabilia might be all that’s holding the place up. I have never seen a house with so much deferred maintenance. In fact, you couldn’t even call it deferred. It has been denied maintenance.




      The roof has apparently been leaking for years, with the result that the drywall is so rotted with mildew that in places it has acquired the appearance and texture of Roquefort cheese. The Thermopane picture windows all lost their seals so long ago that they are milky white and nearly opaque, while the wooden frames around them are black with mold. All the doors are warped, all the floors squeak, all the faucets drip. The wallpaper is stained and faded, and in some places it has peeled off and curled into scrolls that hang on the walls like sconces. The fuse boxes are plugged with pennies, a hazardous temporary means of restoring power that apparently became a permanent solution for a woman so worn out that she chose to risk a house fire rather than make a trip to the hardware store. The whole house smells musty, with hints of rotted vegetables and urine.




      The condition of the house speaks volumes about how much my mother’s faculties deteriorated in the last few years before her death. It seems to me it also indicates that the neighborhood has changed a lot since I left thirty-four years ago. The neighbors I remember were as nosy as foraging warthogs, and obsessed with property values in their middle-middle-class subdivision. They would have reported anyone to the police who let knee-high weeds flourish in the lawn and had seed-bearing trees growing out of the gutters. Perhaps, as the Glen Oaks subdivision of Sheboygan, Wisconsin, matured, its occupants became more tolerant and easygoing. Or maybe they just don’t give a damn anymore.


    




    

      Merely contemplating the Herculean task of clearing out this cataclysmic clutter and getting the dump in any kind of shape to sell wearies me like a long hike up a steep hill. It also frightens me more than a little, and I know why. Lurking in the heaps of junk are undoubtedly countless mementos of the events that led to the death of my father, damaged the rest of the family beyond repair, and ended my youth on the sourest note imaginable. I think of the archaeological dig portrayed at the beginning of the movie The Exorcist and wonder what demonic icons I might unearth in this excavation.




      The inevitability of uncovering buried souvenirs along with buried memories is what has kept my younger brother away and left me to handle the job alone.




      “I, um, I, uh, can’t do it,” Jamie had told me on the phone a week earlier.




      “But there might be some stuff in there you want,” I said.




      “No, uh, not enough to face all that shit. I can’t.”




      I understood. Jamie knows his own limitations better than I do. He was four years younger than me, only thirteen, when it happened. I always thought that was why it had affected him more profoundly. Unlike Jamie, I have never spent time in a psychiatric hospital.




      “You want me to keep anything for you?” I asked.




      “Just my old record albums, if they’re still there.”




      I have no doubt that Jamie’s LPs — a comprehensive collection of Wagner and Mahler that seemed totally bizarre for a thirteen-year-old boy to own — are still here. Like I said, my mother never got rid of anything.




      I decide that a good way to start the project is to go into the kitchen and see if there is anything potable in the liquor cabinet. Sure enough, the humble cupboard over the refrigerator is pretty well stocked, as it always was. Mostly cheap crap, American blended whiskey in a plastic bottle and vodka with a fake Russian name. But I manage to dig out a couple of airline bottles of Old Crow that look about forty years old, wipe the thick dust out of a water glass, and make myself a drink. It smells safe, and tastes fine.


    




    

      Is there anything in this house worth anything? I wonder. Sitting in the kitchen, which has not been redecorated since the early ’60s, I think of my mother scurrying about in her favorite frilly yellow apron, cooking dinner, and I remember she had a set of bone china she only used on holidays that she claimed was worth plenty. She would have a fit every Thanksgiving and Christmas, yelling at us, “Be careful with my grandmother’s china! It’s irreplaceable and it’s worth a fortune!”




      I find the china in the same place she used to keep it, the built-in cabinet in the dining room. The pieces are all cracked and chipped. Every single plate, saucer, cup, bowl, and serving piece, cracked and chipped. Worthless. The china cabinet also holds her set of cracked and chipped crystal. A bunch of Hummels and other figurines, as well, and a couple dozen vases. All of it damaged. It seems as if everything the least bit fragile that was in this house for long got damaged.




      Everything and everybody.




      Her sterling silver tea service is in here, too, pitch-black with tarnish and dented like a junked car. I realize there is slim chance I will find anything in the place that could be turned into enough cash to make it worth the time and trouble. From a practical standpoint, it would make more sense to pay someone to haul every last scrap to the dump, and raze the house or abandon it to the taxman. Or burn it to the ground.




      But I didn’t travel from Marathon, Florida, to Sheboygan, Wisconsin, and close my dive shop for three weeks because I thought I would find valuables or money in the house on Foxglove Lane. I came because I thought I might find answers.




      It will be painful and exhausting to sort through this dismal mess and the vestiges of a fairly happy family that failed, but I have a feeling that I might find something here that I have been looking for for a long time. Something tells me this is my last chance to finally figure out what really happened to my father.




      



    




    

      *





      I’m draining the last precious drops of bourbon from the glass when I hear a clicking that sounds like a fingernail tapping on glass coming from the direction of the front door. I open the door and find our neighbor from across the street, Agnes Atkins, standing on the doorstep. My brother and I used to call her “Old Lady Atkins” even though she was only a few years older than our parents. She was the kind of fussy sourpuss who would yell at us if our ball rolled into her yard. I haven’t seen her in three decades, but I must have been subconsciously aging her because I recognize her immediately and am not surprised by her appearance. She’s diminutive and slightly hunched. Her face is pale and crinkly, and she holds a brown wool coat that’s way too big for her closed in front of her neck with an arthritic-looking, purple-veined hand. Behind her, a herd of dry brown leaves stampedes down the sidewalk, driven by a stern wind.




      “Mrs. Atkins, nice to see you.”




      “I tried the doorbell,” she says, wagging a swollen finger at the button. I test it.




      “It’s broken,” I say. “Probably has been for years.”




      She squints at my face for a moment, then widens her gray eyes.




      “Jonathan?” she says. Her head moves slowly down and up. “Look at you! I almost didn’t recognize you. Don’t you look nice.”




      A polite lie. I have gained at least thirty pounds since she last saw me, have lost a lot of hair, and am dressed in a faded black sweatshirt and blue jeans with holes in the knees. My face is probably flushed from bourbon. It often is.




      “You, too,” I lie back. “Please, come in. It’s cold out there.”




      “Not too bad for November,” she says. She has to put both hands on the door frame to boost herself up the four-inch step into the house. A candied, floral smell accompanies her into the small foyer. “I saw the car and wondered who was in Louise’s house.” She glances around like a furtive bird. “Is Jamie with you?”




      “Nope, just me.” I’m relieved that someone in the neighborhood cares enough to snoop. Given the appearance of the house, I had thought that my mother could have dropped dead on the front lawn and been there long enough to attract vultures before anybody noticed.


    




    

      “Where is Jamie now?” she asks. Apparently she and my mother haven’t communicated much. Jamie has been in the same home for at least ten years.




      “He’s living at a place down in Port Washington,” I explain. The “place” is an assisted living facility run by a private charity that houses adults who need help either staying off drugs, or, like my brother, staying on them. “He has a view of Lake Michigan.”




      “Oh, how nice. Are you still living in Florida?” She says “Florida” like she has something against the place, which I suppose she does. That was where her husband Tom ran off when he left her, back about the time I was in college. I recollected that my mother had told me another woman figured in Tom’s exit. Tom and Agnes were childless, so she was alone after he split, and presumably still is.




      “Yeah, I’m down in Marathon, at the east end of Seven Mile Bridge, if you know where that is.”




      “Still scuba diving?” Again, a hint of poorly concealed scorn in her voice, as if she thinks it deplorable that a college boy ended up as a scuba bum.




      “Yep.”




      “Your dad got you into that, didn’t he?” Her eyes move in the direction of the garage. It seems that for her, like everyone else, the memory of my father is inextricably linked to that garage.




      “Yeah, he did.”




      She tilts her head and gives me a coquettish glance that makes her wrinkled face look sort of adolescent. “Ever get married?”




      She reaches out and puts her hand on my forearm, making me aware that I have crossed my arms in front of me in response to her personal questions. I repress a subtle urge to tell her it’s none of her goddamn business if I ever got married.




      “Nope. Still batchin’ it.”




      “Oh, Jon,” she says, “your mother was always so proud of you boys.”




      Another lie. My mother stopped being proud of me when I dropped out of college. As far as I could tell, she was never proud of Jamie, not for ten minutes.


    




    

      “I know,” I say, returning the lie. “Can I offer you something? A soda, something to eat?” As soon as I say it, I wonder if I can back up the offer. The putrid smell that hangs in the house is particularly strong in the vicinity of the refrigerator. God knows what fetid refuse is in there.




      “No, nothing, thank you,” she says, to my relief. “I’m sorry I missed Louise’s funeral. Her obituary didn’t say anything about a service.”




      “It was very small,” I reply. In fact, there has been no service. Jamie couldn’t handle it, my mother’s siblings and second husband all predeceased her, and I don’t know who her friends are anymore, if any. She never expressed any wishes on the subject, except that she thought embalming and open caskets were hideous. As I speak to Mrs. Atkins, my mother’s cremains are resting in peace in the trunk of my car.




      “You take care now, Jonathan,” she says, turning toward the door. “Let’s get together for lunch or something before you leave town, okay?”




      “Okay,” I say. The biggest exchange of lies in the conversation. I can tell neither of us wants to get together, for lunch or anything. I figure I will never have any reason to speak to Agnes Atkins again for the rest of my life.




      About that, like so much else, I am wrong.
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      I decide to start the project by tackling what used to be my bedroom. The house is a Cape Cod, and my room, a second-floor dormer, has one of those ceilings that slant down to meet the wall, so designed in order to carve a few extra square feet of living space out of an attic. Once I hit puberty I was constantly bumping my head on the slanted part, and on the even lower ceiling in the gable, where the room’s only window affords a view of the backyard.




      The room now appears to be used exclusively for storage, like much of the rest of the house. My old bed is still there, with brown cardboard boxes stacked up on top of it. The desk I studied at in high school is piled high with stuffed manila folders. Bundles of papers and magazines tied with twine cover much of the floor. The closet is packed tight with clothes, some of them mine, most of them my mother’s, all of them ludicrously out of date. Madras and paisley shirts, bell-bottomed corduroys, tartan wrap skirts with giant safety pins, rust-colored polyester pants suits. You wouldn’t want to let go of any of that good stuff, would you, Mom? I expect I’d find my old Davy Crockett coonskin cap in there if I looked.




      One item I want to get out of the way first. I don’t want to stumble across it three days into the project when I might be feeling sentimental. I suspect it is somewhere in those manila folders where my mother kept important documents. Given the chaotic condition of the house, I am surprised to see that the folders are labeled and alphabetized, sort of, which should make finding things a whole lot easier. Or so I think until I start looking into the folders and find that the logic of my mother’s filing system was entirely her own. The contents of the folders are, as far as I can tell, completely haphazard. I see no discernible order or organization regarding which papers are in what folders.




      Yes, the “A” folders include one labeled “Auto Insurance,” and there are a bunch of car policies in there. But they are on cars my parents owned in the ’50s and ’60s, and the same folder also holds recipes, newspaper clippings, Book-of-the-Month Club mailings, and a coupon for 25 cents off on a can of Alpo.


    




    

      That starts with A, but my mother never owned a dog.




      The more recent auto policies are in a folder labeled  “Insurance,” which also contains several life insurance policies, every one of them surrendered or cancelled for failure to pay premiums. The policies are mixed up with personal correspondence, business cards, and pages of advertising ripped from old Newsweek magazines.




      The folders labeled “Taxes” each have a year on them — 1975, 1992, 1956  but they are not in numerical order, and the most recent one is for five years ago. It looks like my mother has not filed a return for the past five years, and I wonder what kind of headaches that will inflict on the executor of her estate. She has kept hundreds of bank statements from dozens of accounts at different banks, but a quick flip-through reveals that they are sown like wildflowers across folders from “A” to “Z” and it is impossible to tell which accounts are still open and which aren’t.




      Another hassle for the hapless executor.




      One of the folders is labeled “Jamie,” and it is adjacent to one marked “Jonathan.” That makes me think the item I am looking for might be under “D,” for David, my father’s name. While shuffling through the “D’s,” I come across my mother’s will. Not under “W,” nor “L” for Last Will and Testament, not “T” for Testament, nor “E” for Estate Plan. Why “D”? For Death? Who knows? I check her will, not for the bequests (that can wait), but just to see who she has named as the executor of this hopeless mess.




      It’s me. Thanks, Mom.




      There is no “David” file, but there is one labeled “Dad.” This strikes me as odd, even though it seemed perfectly natural that my mother continued to refer to my father as “Dad” even after she remarried, since she had no children with her second husband. I open the folder.




      The scrap of paper I am looking for, my father’s obituary from the Sheboygan Press-Gazette, is right on top.





      Local Man Found Dead in Garage




      David H. Bruckner, a lifetime resident of Sheboygan, died Tuesday. He was 50.


    




    

      His body was found in the garage of his home in the Glen Oaks subdivision. The cause of death was carbon monoxide poisoning. Police have ruled the death a suicide.




      Bruckner worked for the past 15 years at Falls Dieworks, Inc., in Sheboygan Falls. “He was a loyal employee who will be missed,” said Falls Dieworks corporate president Leon Bridette.




      Bruckner is survived by his wife, Louise, 48, and by two sons, Jonathan, 17, and James, 13.




      The obit hits me like a faceful of scalding water, the words evoking the same mix of anger and mortification they did the first time I read them.




      Local Man, they called him. Not “doctor” or “professor” or “business executive” or “journalist” or “philanthropist.” Not “corporate president” like that bastard, Leon Bridette. Just “local man.” I was angry that they tagged him with that insultingly commonplace epithet. I was mortified because, at that point, that’s about all he was. The statement that he was 50, which seemed sad and strange at the time, seems all the more so now that I am over 50.




      Found Dead. They didn’t say by whom he was found dead, which was a relief.




      But after three decades I can still remember the shame rising in my cheeks and behind my eyes at the word suicide, and I feel it again. The first time I saw it, I couldn’t believe the Press-Gazette would do that to us, to me. Didn’t they (I say “they” because there was no byline, which I, in my wrath and ignorance, interpreted at the time as cowardice on the part of the reporter) have any idea how it would affect me and Jamie socially? I did. I knew immediately we would henceforth be the worst thing you could be as a teenager: different. We would be the oddballs whose spooky weirdo dad offed himself in the garage. The tainted apples that could not have fallen far from the bent, sapless tree.




      I was furious that they quoted Leon Bridette, after all the trouble that asshole had caused us. At the time I thought they should have said that it was Bridette’s fault my father was dead. The quotation had made me want to rip the article to shreds, since it was my father’s loyalty that Bridette had misused to screw him, and because the words were so outrageously phony. Bridette had fired my father months before he died.


    




    

      Survived by. Now that phrase was good. Succinct, accurate, complete and, with the benefit of over thirty years’ hindsight, almost clairvoyant. If you want to describe what my mother, Jamie, and I did after my father died, “survived” sums it up pretty well.




      A drinking buddy of mine in the Keys once suggested that I enhance the sign over the door to my dive shop by appending a piece of driftwood to it with “Jonathan Bruckner, Proprietor” painted on it. Typical Keys kitsch. I found a piece of driftwood that was actually a plank from an old skiff, weathered smooth with a few splotches of marine paint still clinging to it, something naive tourists might think came from a shipwreck. I shellacked it and dangled it from my sign out front, but what I put on it was: “Jonathan Bruckner, Survivor.”




      The clipping of my father’s obituary is only about three inches long and two inches wide, so I can see what is directly underneath it — a yellowed, dog-eared letter addressed to David H. Bruckner on Bank of Wisconsin letterhead, dated April 5, 1971, which was about half a year before “local man” was “found dead in garage.”




      That letter was a grenade lobbed into my family’s foxhole.




      * *





      April, 1971




      The letter arrived on a Tuesday. I don’t remember what the weather was like but it must have been either cold or rainy because Jamie and I were both in the rec room watching television after school. I was stretched out on the sofa. Jamie was sprawled on the floor, insensitive to the cold hardness of basement linoleum.




      We were not much alike in appearance. He was quite tall for thirteen and husky, while I was only average height for my age and thin. Jamie was blue-eyed and sandy-haired, like our Polish-American mom, while I had brown eyes and almost black hair, like Dad. I had a flat pie-face; Jamie had a foxlike face with a high-bridged, pointy nose. We had the same mouth and chin, though — thin lips, slight underbite, lopsided grin — so that people often told us we looked like brothers.


    




    

      “Wow! Look at those guys go!” Jamie yelled, wild-eyed with enthusiasm. “Dynamite! Those guys are dy-no-mite!”




      We were watching footage of the Chinese men’s table tennis team. It was in the news that day that Mao Zedong, whom we then called Mao Tse Tung, had invited the U.S. team to visit China, one of the opening moves in the diplomatic ping-pong that led to Nixon in Beijing, which we then called Peking.




      “They’re gonna kick our butts,” said Jamie. “Chinks are amazing at ping-pong. They must all play it like, all day, every day.”




      The Chinese team was amazing. The ball moved so fast it was almost impossible to follow it. Still, I couldn’t let Jamie’s stupid remark pass.




      “Chinese people can’t afford ping-pong tables, Jimbo,” I said, as snidely as possible. “Those guys are an elite corps selected and trained by the government, like Russian gymnasts. And don’t say ‘Chinks,’ you Polack-kraut.”




      “Chinks, Chinks, Chinks,” said Jamie. I flung a sofa cushion at his head. “Greet for me Valhalla!” he shouted.




      Jamie would do that when he got excited, just suddenly yell something that made no sense. I was compelled to needle him about it.




      “What did you say?” I asked superciliously.




      “Never mind.”




      “You said, ‘Greet for me Valhalla.’ What does that mean?”




      “Don’t blame me if you can’t figure it out.” Jamie would never give an inch.




      “It doesn’t mean anything,” I said.




      “It means I saw you in the quarry with Lori.”




      “You’re nuts. You’re bonkers.”




      I knew Jamie was sort of peculiar and annoying, but I never seriously considered the possibility that he was actually mentally ill. After he was diagnosed I stopped telling him he was nuts, but I never stopped feeling guilty about having said things like that to him. I probably said it this time because I was afraid Jamie might actually have seen me at the quarry, which was the neighborhood teen make-out spot, with my girlfriend, Lori.


    




    

      “It means,” said Jamie without missing a beat, “that any Chink could kick your butt at ping-pong.”




      “Maybe, but you can’t.”




      Jamie gave me a look out of the corner of his eye and a crooked-mouth grin that said, “You’re on.” Without another word, we leapt to opposite ends of the ping-pong table our dad had set up in the basement, grabbed our paddles, and started whacking the little white ball back and forth across the smooth green tabletop. Ordinarily, Jamie gave me a run for my money in spite of our age difference, but on this occasion he ill-advisedly tried to employ the grip used by the Chinese players, with the thumb in front on the forehand. He had never practiced that way, so I was beating him handily when my mother’s voice rang down the stairs.




      “What about homework?”




      “All done,” I shouted. Jamie didn’t say anything, and I suspected his wasn’t done. He struggled in school, but it didn’t seem to bother him.




      “Dinner’s ready in ten minutes. Jon, set the table. Jamie, bring in the mail. Pronto, pronto!”




      “Whoever loses the last point,” I said to Jamie, holding the ball out in front of me ’twixt thumb and index finger, “gets the mail and sets the table.”




      He assumed the pose of a shortstop with men on base, up on the balls of his feet. I served conservatively, and he struck like a cobra. He had switched back to his usual grip without me noticing. I dove ineffectually at the spiked ball. Jamie whooped and danced around the basement with unreserved joy.




      I know that I had no premonition about the white business-size Bank of Wisconsin envelope mixed in with the regular bills and junk mail, because when my mom asked if we got anything interesting, like she always did, I said, “Nope.”


    




    

      My dad was sitting at the kitchen table, wearing wrinkled chinos and a plaid flannel shirt with the top button buttoned, reading the newspaper as I set the table. He had a softly constructed face, with low cheekbones and thin, tentative lips.




      The table, which had a fake marble laminate top and tubular steel legs, is still in the same place where I would drink a glass of Old Crow thirty-six years later, and it still seems way too big for the room. Back then, the Formica was gray and flat, not yellowish-brown and curling up in the corners.




      My father had just recently begun using reading glasses, and I thought they made him look old; the black frames brought out the gray at his temples, and the lenses exaggerated the puffiness around his thoughtful eyes.




      “How was school?” he asked, with a sing-songiness that mocked the triteness of the question.




      “It was fine,” I said, echoing his cadence.




      “What did they teach you today?”




      “English and math and social studies.”




      “What social things are you studying?”




      “The war.”




      “Did you talk to Lori today?”




      Naturally, I had no appreciation for my father’s bland, predictable questions, his attempt to show interest without being intrusive. I didn’t disdain his efforts, but I was never aware of how the gentleness and regularity of his mealtime inquiries contributed to my equilibrium, the safety there was in the expectation that no matter how perfunctory my answers, he would keep asking. I suppose nobody appreciates this sort of thing about their parents at seventeen, or even notices it, unless it suddenly stops.




      I don’t remember what we ate for dinner that night. Other than the Chinese table tennis team I don’t remember what we talked about. I wish I did. I wish I had a clearer recollection of the countless dull, normal, placid dinners my family had before my father opened the envelope from the Bank of Wisconsin. I wish we’d had a video camera back then and I had taped some of those family suppers before the letter, suppers that I now recollect only vaguely in the soft focus and pastel colors of old faded snapshots.


    




    

      I remember that my father would make corny jokes that elicited gentle scolding from my mother and giddy laughter from my brother, but I don’t remember the jokes. My father would often over-compliment my mother’s cooking, and she would accept the praise with the patently false modesty of an Oscar recipient. But I don’t remember what my parents said, what their exact words were. I wish I did.




      I remember thinking that we were happy, but I don’t remember what it felt like.




      After dinner that night, my father took the mail and sat down in his red and gold striped overstuffed easy chair in the living room. He read by the light of a brass floor lamp. My mother sat cross-legged on the sofa, knitting. Most evenings we were all in the same space reading, knitting, studying, playing games, whatever, always with the television blaring the whole time. We had an obsolete black and white Philco console with a cabinet the size of a washing machine. I was on the floor reading the sports page of the Milwaukee Journal and half-watching The Mod Squad when I heard my mother say, in a tone of voice that alarmed me, “What’s wrong, David?”




      I looked at my father. He held the Bank of Wisconsin letter in one hand, while with his other hand he squeezed the side of his face so hard it looked like it must hurt. Behind the black-rimmed reading glasses, his eyes had an expression of terrible agitation. Jamie was glued to the TV set, unblinking and oblivious.




      My mother put down her knitting and asked again, “What is it? David, what’s the matter?”




      * *





      My hand is shaking as I put the letter down and look again at my father’s obituary. The item is accompanied by a tiny black and white photo that the Press-Gazette must have gotten from my dad’s employment file at Falls Dieworks. The portrait is barely an inch high, less that an inch wide, and grainy, but even so I can see that my father has optimism and confidence in his eyes, that “young man looking to the future” expression. Maybe the photographer posed everybody that way, I don’t know. I do know that I never again saw a look like that in my father’s eyes after he opened that letter.
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      I decide to take a break from the manila folders and go down to the kitchen for that other airline bottle of Old Crow. It’s the only decent booze left in the house, so I want to nurse it. I take my drink out to the living room and sit down in the red and gold striped easy chair where my father was sitting when he opened the letter from the Bank of Wisconsin. The arms of the chair are worn through the fabric to the white stuffing, and in one spot through the stuffing to the wood frame. The chair smells like stale cigarette smoke, and the fabric is stained orange in several places. The brass floor lamp next to it is encrusted with tarnish, the harp is bent, and the pull chain to turn it on is missing.




      “Did it have to be that big a deal?” I say, out loud. In the silence of the empty house, the kitchen faucet answers, “Plop . . . plop . . . plop.”





      The living room drapes that used to be white but are now yellowish-brown are open a crack, and through the milky fog in the window I can see a snow flurry astir outside. I realize my fingers and toes are cold. A small pile of firewood is stacked on the hearth. Probably sitting there gathering dust for years, it should burn robustly. I wonder how long it’s been since the chimney was last cleaned. If I opt to burn the place down, a fire in the fireplace might be all it takes to do the job.




      I look down at the glass in my hand. It’s empty. I set the glass down on the coffee table, which is embellished with ring-shaped stains that form Venn diagrams and Olympic symbols on its nicked surface, half expecting to hear my mother say, “Use a coaster.”




      * *





      My father didn’t get out of his chair and carry the letter over to my mother, who had three balls of different colored yarn on her lap. She was working them into a sweater that Jamie got for his birthday that year. When she said, “David, what’s the matter?” with that dire tone in her voice, my father just looked down at his lap and held the letter out, as if it were too heavy and he was too deflated to carry it over to her. My mother stood up and took it from him, then sat back down to read it.


    




    

      She had a nervous habit of picking at her fingernails with her thumbnail, which made a clicking noise. As she looked at the letter, she clicked like she was playing castanets.




      “What does this mean?” she asked.




      “What it says,” replied my father.




      “It’s a mistake, right?”




      “No.”




      There was a long pause, during which my mother stared at the letter and clicked her fingernails furiously. The normally smooth, even features of her face were pinched into a scowl of equal parts fear and anger. I was curious as hell as to what was in the letter, but I didn’t think they’d tell me if I asked. They were acting guarded and deadly serious. I pretended to read the sports page while I listened surreptitiously.




      “Who’s this Newley?” my mother asked.




      “Customer of the Dieworks,” said my father. “Friend of Leon Bridette’s.”




      Leon Bridette was my father’s boss. From the tone in my parents’ voices whenever they spoke his name, I had the sense that they both mildly disliked him, and less mildly feared him.




      “Where is he?”




      “I don’t know.”




      “What happened to the money?”




      “I don’t know.”




      “Why would you do such a stupid thing?”




      “Bridette made me.”




      “How could Bridette make you? Did he put a gun to your head?”




      “He might as well have!” he thundered. My father rarely raised his voice, almost never when he was sober. He caught me peeking at him, and said, “Not in front of the children, Lou.”




      I don’t remember my parents arguing or even discussing grownup matters around me and Jamie very much while I was growing up. For people with so little experience fighting in front of the kids, they sure got good at it towards the end.




      My mother stood up suddenly and walked to the staircase, which descended from the upstairs right into the living room. She turned at the landing and glared at my father for a moment, then made a show of stomping up the steps. In my memory she has on a purple ski sweater with pink snowflakes on it, black stretch pants and black suede lace-up shoes, but that may be because we had several snapshots of her in that outfit. My father tried to salvage a little dignity by waiting long enough to make it seem like he wasn’t scrambling after her. Then he shuffled over to the stairs and slowly ascended, without saying a word to me or Jamie.


    




    

      I could hear them through the ceiling, could hear anger and anguish in their voices, but I could not make out their words. I turned the volume down on the Philco. Jamie turned it back up. I turned it down, he turned it up again. He wasn’t about to yield, so I went over to the stairs and crept halfway up on all fours, being careful to avoid the squeaky fifth step. There, I could make out some words, snippets of the exchange going on in my parents’ bedroom, but I couldn’t quite get the gist of the conversation, just that it scared me.




      My mother’s voice: “ . . . end up on the street with two children! ”




      My father’s voice: “ . . . never let it come to that. I will take care of my family!”




      Mother’s voice: “ . . . man wouldn’t let his boss push him around.”




      Father’s voice: “ . . . don’t understand how these things work.”




      There was a lull in the action on The Mod Squad, and I heard one sentence from my mother clearly: “I am not going to let the rug be pulled out from under me now, not after everything I’ve had to put up with!”




      I had never thought of my mother as spoiled. On the contrary, she was sturdy, practical, what we now call “low maintenance.” So I was baffled by her exclamation. What was this “everything” she was claiming she’d had to “put up with”?




      We weren’t well off by anyone’s standards, at least not anyone American. I knew my parents were perpetually strapped, hanging on to modest suburban home ownership by their fingernails. Whatever we did, money was always an issue, whether it was a vacation up north or a trip to 31 Flavors for ice cream cones. Sometimes an unexpected expense like a furnace repair would cause my father to miss a mortgage payment. Once the well pump went out and we couldn’t afford to get it fixed until my father’s next paycheck. We had to go to the bathroom in a plastic bucket and bury our feces in the backyard for five days. Maybe this was what my mother was talking about, but she had not made much of a fuss about it at the time. If she was that dissatisfied with the way things were, I had never noticed it.


    




    

      My father opened the bedroom door suddenly, and I scurried backwards down the stairs like a startled crab. I forgot to skip the fifth step, and it let out a squeal like fingernails on a chalkboard, announcing to my father that I’d been eavesdropping. He appeared at the top of the stairs and we locked eyes. His face was flushed and he looked more embarrassed than I was.




      “Go to bed, Jonathan,” he said. “Tell your brother to go to bed, too.”




      I turned the TV off. Jamie yelled at me that the show wasn’t over and turned it back on. “Dad says we have to go to bed,” I said.




      “Forget it,” said Jamie.




      We argued for a minute, but it was obvious Jamie wouldn’t budge. Taking the opportunity to demonstrate how much better a son I was than Jamie, I went upstairs, stopping to tell my father, “Jamie refuses to go to bed.” My father just stood there while I went to wash up.




      When I came out of the bathroom my father was still standing at the top of the stairs, frozen, as if he just couldn’t decide whether to go back into the bedroom and face his indignant wife, or go downstairs and deal with his stubborn, disobedient son. So he just stood there, a guy with no place to hang out in his own house.




      I went to bed, but I didn’t go to sleep. I lay on my back staring at the long, meandering crack in the ceiling and wondering what was in that letter, who “Newley” was, what was the stupid thing my dad’s boss made him do, and how it all might result in us ending up on the street. An hour later the noise from the television stopped. Then Jamie clumped back and forth between his room and the bathroom for a while, brushing his teeth with the same exasperating deliberation as any other night, and finally the house quieted. Out of a combination of self-protective vigilance and morbid curiosity, I had left my bedroom door ajar. I was still awake when my parents’ voices started back up, from the direction of their bedroom. Barely audible whispers at first, then agitated but still hushed tones, then anguished declarations loud enough I could make out the words.


    




    

      “I will take care of it. I’ll talk to a lawyer tomorrow.”




      “And pay him with what? Lawyers don’t work for free, you know.”




      “I’ll work it out.”




      “How, David? If you file bankruptcy again, our credit is finished.”




      Again? What was she talking about? When had my father filed for bankruptcy? I wasn’t even sure I knew exactly what bankruptcy was.




      “Perhaps I should be the one talking to a lawyer.”




      “Don’t talk nonsense, Lou. This isn’t grounds for divorce.”




      “Nonsupport is grounds in this state. Besides, I read Wisconsin might be no-fault soon.”




      I heard some shuffling around coming from their bedroom, then the squeal of the fifth stair tread, followed by a door slam that sounded like the report from a cannon.




      I lay awake for another couple of hours, replaying the events of the evening in my mind and trying to decipher my parents’ remarks. My stomach ached and I couldn’t seem to take a satisfying breath of air. The crack in the plaster over my bed looked threatening, like it might spontaneously start spreading and cause the ceiling to collapse on me.




      I was picturing what my mother looked like tramping angrily up the stairs, her blonde flip bouncing up and down, when I realized something. Her hands had been balled into little fists, with nothing in them. She was not holding the letter. I thought of my father on the stairs, slinking after her, head down, pulling himself up with the banister. His hands were empty, too.




      I got out of bed and shuffled quietly to the stairs. The uncarpeted wooden treads were cold on my bare feet. Halfway down I could see my father passed out on the sofa in his bathrobe, gently snoring, one slippered foot on the floor, one draped over the arm. The room reeked of whiskey and cigarette smoke. On the coffee table, next to an empty bottle of Early Times and a brass ashtray full of Tareyton butts, was a tri-folded sheet of white paper. I stepped over the squeaky fifth step and moved as quietly as I could to retrieve the letter. By slipping in behind the drapes I was able to read the letter by the light of the streetlamp in front of our house.


    




    

      * *





      I pick up my empty glass and go back in the kitchen, just to make sure there isn’t another little bottle of Old Crow or something else palatable hiding in the cabinet over the refrigerator. There isn’t, so I pour two fingers of the sorry-ass blended whiskey into my glass. It’s as bad as I expected, but better than nothing.




      Back in my old room, I read the Bank of Wisconsin letter again. It doesn’t scare or confuse me anymore, like it did when I was seventeen. It just makes me feel sad, and a bit queasy. Below the date, my father’s name and the address of our house on Foxglove Lane, it says, “Re: $80,000 Promissory Note dated June 1, 1970.”




      Dear Mr. Bruckner:




      The loan made by the Bank of Wisconsin to Philip J. Newley of Oostburg, Wisconsin, is in default. Mr. Newley has not made payments as required by the Loan Agreement of even date with the above-captioned Promissory Note for the past nine months. We have been unable to locate Mr. Newley.




      Under the terms of the Loan Agreement, the entire principal amount of the Promissory Note and all accrued interest, together with default penalties as provided in the Loan Agreement, are due and payable on demand. As guarantor of the Note, you are liable for the amount due, $108,715.87.


    




    

      Demand is hereby made for payment of the said amount. If full payment or other arrangements satisfactory to the Bank of Wisconsin are not made within ten (10) days from the date hereof, this matter will be turned over for collection with instructions to commence immediate action.




      Very truly yours,




      Frank T. Shriner




      Vice President, Business Loans




      After thirty-six years and with three stiff drinks in me, I think I can finally see that the letter did have to be as big a deal as my parents made of it. If the same thing happened to me now as happened to my father then, I could just give up my equity in the dive shop and my boat, move to the mainland where the cost of living is lower, and drive a forklift or do odd jobs. But I don’t have a wife and kids.




      I stare at the letter, remembering how it alarmed and disheartened my father. Perhaps witnessing the effect these three paragraphs had on him is the reason I don’t have a wife and kids. I think acknowledging that possibility is what is making me queasy.




      I hoist a couple of large corrugated cardboard boxes off the bed and onto the floor so I can lie down for a moment. The bed sags like a hammock. The crack in the ceiling is still a meandering river across the room, but it is wider now and has developed tributaries. In the stillness of the house, I imagine I can still hear my parents’ argument that night escalating down the hall, the plaintive wail of the squeaky stair tread roused by my father in retreat, and the punctuating slam of a bedroom door reverberating through the house with an ominous finality, like the concluding chord of a Beethoven sonata. One of the grim ones.
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      I wake up to what sounds like a snare drum rat-a-tat-tatting in the room. I’m cold and my back aches from napping on the sagging mattress. My eyes and nose are full of dust and I sneeze repeatedly.




      The snare drum turns out to be the window in the gable, rattling violently in the harsh wind. I check to see if the window is latched. It is, but the sash is loose in the frame and no one has bothered to put up the storm window, this late into November. No wonder it’s so damn cold in the room. I pull a couple of magazines from a nearby bundle and jam them in around the window sash to keep out the worst of the gale. Outside, darkness is gathering in the bare tree branches and along the ground.




      On my way back to the desk, I notice that the top of one of the boxes I moved off the bed is open, and some of its contents have spilled. I must have popped it open grabbing the flaps to lower it. It’s a large box that once contained a microwave oven. Pouring out of it onto the floor are more than a dozen old photographs. Three-by-five and four-by-six color prints, typical family snapshots. The box is packed to the brim with pictures, hundreds, maybe thousands of them.




      I go downstairs to turn up the thermostat, and the furnace comes on with a resounding roar. How many decades has it been since that decrepit dinosaur was last serviced? I realize I am hungry, so I head to the kitchen and rummage around for something to eat. Spilled beverages, dark mold, and something green and sticky coat the inside of the refrigerator. Nothing in there looks bacteriologically safe; I’m surprised my mother didn’t die from food poisoning a long time ago. An off-brand can of pork and beans in the pantry looks like it won’t kill me, so I heat it up on the stove and eat from a pink plastic plate that dates from the ’50s.




      The cheap plastic plates she wasn’t able to chip.




      Down in the Keys I usually follow dinner with a couple of snifters of Curaçao. Here the best I can come up with is a slug of cheap vodka, which I take straight from the bottle. Thus fortified, I venture back upstairs to poke around in that box of pictures.


    




    

      The photos are a jumble without even the chronological or subject matter grouping one might expect would occur naturally. It is as if the contents of the box have been spun in a clothes dryer for an hour. Snapshots of my mother gray-haired and holding hands with my stepfather Ray are mixed in with those of her young and holding my brother and me as babies, and with dog-eared black and white pictures of her as a baby herself, being held in the arms of my grandparents next to a shingle-sided bungalow and a car with running boards. Regardless of age, she has strong cheekbones, a short, straight nose, a broad, rounded forehead, and a penetrating, dramatic look in her eyes.




      Decades of vacations, weddings, holidays, school portraits, and family get-togethers are all shuffled together, as if inside this box, linear time has unraveled and everything is happening all at once.




      As a dive master and PADI scuba instructor I have had to learn rudimentary photography in order to take underwater shots for tourists and ID portraits for certification students. I can’t help but chortle at how consistently terrible the photography in these pictures is. So many shots centered on the faces, so the subjects are cut off at the waist and half the picture is empty space above their heads. Sunbursts in windows or mirrors from reflected flashbulbs. Overexposures, underexposures, jittery, cockeyed Polaroids. People with their heads or half their bodies cut off, out of focus, or lost in shadows. Fingers over the lens.




      The most consistent blunder I see is the photographer standing too far from the subjects, so the people are tiny and their faces have no discernible expression. This is especially true of the vacation pictures, where presumably the excuse is the photographer wanted to get a lot of scenery in the shot, as if they really needed to have a permanent record of that particular beach. But it is also characteristic of the really old pictures from the time my grandparents were young and photography for the masses was a novelty. Some of these old photos are black and white, some are sepia. Virtually all of them are group shots with a whole lot of people lined up, as if at a company picnic. Even though the faces in these pictures are no bigger than match heads, just eye sockets and tiny hyphens for mouths, I can recognize my grandparents, great aunts and uncles, and my mother and her siblings as small children.


    




    

      Here is photographic evidence that these folks all got together with some regularity back then. Now, the idea of assembling a group that size from either of my parents’ families seems ludicrous, as they are scattered across the continent, estranged, divorced, too busy to write each other, let alone assemble for a group photo. In this respect I think my extended family is fairly typical, and this strikes me as a change the last seventy years has wrought that is more significant than space travel or personal computers.




      Near the bottom of the box I find a sealed envelope, yellowed, with “Lake / Audrey” handwritten on it in black ballpoint. It opens easily. Inside are a couple of black and white negatives. I hold one up to the light and see tiny black-faced minstrels standing on a granite slab in a sea of milk. As small as they are, I can recognize my mother and father. They are on a swimming raft in a lake. My mother’s blond hair is black as ink. She’s wearing a two-piece suit; she has a good figure, a little thick in the ankles. My father’s black hair is white, his baggy trunks riding low enough to reveal love handles and a slight paunch. Both are smiling, showing a lot of black teeth.




      The other negative is of a foursome, in front of what looks like a small log cabin. My mother is in the same swimming suit, holding a baby. My father has his arm around her waist. At his side, a child whose head does not reach my father’s hips is holding onto his index finger possessively with one hand and grasping a small object in the other.




      There is a Lake Audrey in western Sheboygan County, in the Kettle Moraine State Forest. My father took me fishing there when I was eleven. I sat on the grassy shore angling for bluegills with wax worms and a cane pole, while my dad waded in with hip boots and tossed a fly around. I remember it was a sunny day and the lake was weedy. We didn’t catch much, but we talked a lot and I don’t recall my father saying anything about having rented a cabin there when I was little. If Jamie was a baby, I must have been at least four. Old enough to have retained a few mental images, but I don’t remember it at all. This gives me a strange, hollow feeling, like I’ve lost a piece of myself and have no way of knowing how to get it back, or what else I may have lost. Maybe if I had prints made from these negatives, with a clearer image of the place I could dredge up a memory.


    




    

      Just beneath the envelope with the negatives I find a picture from a day I do remember, and vividly: the day Sheboygan got ten inches of lake-effect snow on the seventh of April.




      * *





      April, 1971





      School was cancelled, and my brother and I dashed to the quarry with our skis. One of the quarry walls was collapsed and it made a challenging, if brief, downhill ski run. There was no lift, of course, so after trudging up the hill ten times with our skis on our shoulders, we were worn out and went home.




      Snow shovels awaited us, planted imperatively in a deep drift at the end of the driveway. We made short work of the task and then employed the shovels to hastily build opposing forts in the backyard for a snowball fight. My brother threw harder than I did, and more accurately. He laughed more, too, and louder, and went absolutely wild with glee whenever one of his missiles found its mark.




      The snow was the sticky, good-packing kind, and after twenty minutes we looked like ambulatory snowmen. My father stepped out on the back porch with no coat or gloves and took this picture of me and Jamie, white-coated like powdered doughnuts, our faces red, wet, and raw. Then he called us in for hot chocolate.




      Jamie and I stomped the snow off our boots and hung up our ski jackets in the mud room, both of us punchy from fresh air and exhaustion. My mother placed steaming mugs on the table. The kitchen was warm and smelled of chocolate. My father wasn’t there. I had almost shaken off the malaise from the sleepless night I had just spent worrying about my parents and the letter from the Bank of Wisconsin. The stricken look on my mother’s face brought it back.


    




    

      “Jamie, hang up your coat. It’s on the floor.” Grief in her voice, as if the jacket were a dead infant.




      “So what?”




      “You have to make that jacket last another year.”




      “Forget it. I hate that jacket. The sleeves are too short already.”




      My mother stood at the kitchen sink, pressing the tips of her fingers against her forehead. “You have to take better care of your things.” Her jaw muscles clenched. “Hang the jacket in the closet.”




      “I’m tired. I’ll do it later.”




      Jamie held his mug in both hands and blew on his hot chocolate. My mother whirled around and yelled, “Pick it up!” Jamie ignored her. I couldn’t decide whether he was being valiantly defiant or just obtuse. With Jamie it was hard to tell the difference. Either way, I thought he was about to catch hell, which was always a guilty pleasure for me.




      Before my mother said another word, Jamie took a sip of his hot chocolate and spit it out in a spray. “The cocoa’s too hot!” he snarled. “I burned my mouth! Gah!” He banged the mug down, slopping half its contents onto the table, and bolted from the room.




      My mother started to mop up the spilled brown liquid with a dishcloth, then slumped down in Jamie’s chair and leaned forward with her brow resting on the heel of her hand. Her hair, which she usually wore in a Jackie Kennedy flip that sentenced her to sleep in large rollers, was shapeless and hung over her face. The bright sunlight that streamed through the kitchen window illuminated the gray in her hair and wrinkles around her mouth and eyes that I hadn’t noticed before. Her shoulders shook. She was crying.




      Until that morning, I had never seen my mother cry, except a couple of times when we were watching the Hallmark Hall of Fame on television. I’m sure she wept plenty of times, like the day Dr. McNulty called to report that an x-ray showed Jamie had bone cancer (three days later he called back and told her a specialist overread the x-ray and said it was just a minor stress fracture, sorry to have worried you). But she never let us kids see her cry, and I felt sort of honored that she was showing me her emotions in this crisis, like in some way it elevated me to adult status.
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