Father?


Behind the volleyball medals, stacks of books and frames of smiling faces, in the deepest corner of my sock drawer, I have tucked away the trinkets of my past that I want to hide.  Ordinarily I like to forget about them as well, but at night when my eyes hurt from tracing the wood panels on the ceiling in an attempt to fall asleep, I get up to find a hidden memory.  In the very bottom of the drawer, under dozens of volleyball socks, an orange rubber frog, a sequined change purse in the shape of stiletto heels, and other knickknacks, lies a picture.  The picture.  The picture that represents all of my childhood fears and shapes my adolescent identity.  When I look at it I don’t say “Aaaw, look how cute I was!!” and I don’t think “Wow, that was so much fun!” – this picture bears emotions far less happy and much more complicated.  Just a glance at it and I am instantly transported to my foreign life as a three-year-old.


In the photo, my shoulders slump in dejection and my hands hang helplessly in my lap.  My Daddy is leaving.  I’m sure that at this age I pouted many times to beg for a second cookie or a shorter nap, but this pout, complete with puffy cheeks, downcast lips and tearful eyes, is genuine.  What did he mean he was leaving for a year?  What’s Turkey?  Why won’t Daddy be home for my fourth birthday?  Who will I play with when Mom has a headache?  I did not, could not, understand that my father was going on a boat all the way around the world to fly airplanes.  In the picture I gaze off into the distance wondering what will happen to me, but Dad dares the camera with his straight stare and fixes his lips in an awkward smile, trying to control his excitement for the journey while showing the appropriate grief expected from my mother.  She snapped the photograph, Dad set me down with tears flowing from my eyes, and then he was gone.


I was only three and I didn’t understand much, but I did know that I was lonely – Mom was obsessed with my little sister, and Dad was obviously unavailable.  On the morning of my fourth birthday I woke up and bawled because Daddy wasn’t there to hug me and help me eat my cake.  But he did send me a present – he recorded my favorite books on a cassette for me to listen.  I was sad that I couldn’t see my father on my birthday, but when I pressed play on the tape player, I realized that my father loved me unconditionally.  I listened to that tape so many times that I anticipated every crack in Daddy’s voice and I no longer jumped when his voice stopped suddenly as a plane took off of the carrier.  The familiar soothing verse of The Big Red Barn and the singsong rhyme of May I Bring a Friend made me feel like nothing would ever change.  I couldn’t sit in my Daddy’s lap, but I felt so secure when I played that tape.  


The cassette made me feel safe for a few minutes every night, but it was no substitute for my real Daddy.  I thought that my fairytale life would resume as soon as he returned from the cruise, but I only felt abandoned and disappointed when he came home.  When I was six Dad moved to Gainesville to go to law school.  He wasn’t there when I graduated from kindergarten, he didn’t play catch with me when I joined the boys t-ball team.  I still hoped that he would come back after law school, but when I was ten I was crushed yet again: my mom told me they were getting a divorce.  That afternoon I ran outside crying and sat on the swing hanging from the jungle gym that Dad and my grandfather built when I was five.  I dragged my toes in circles on the dirt, watching my tears make little balls of mud until I spotted a tiny gray pill bug.  I held it between my thumb and forefinger until it rolled up in my hand to protect its insides.  How could my parents be getting a divorce?  This time the cassette would not comfort me: I was truly alone.


In middle school I coped with my loneliness by becoming a robot – I studied incessantly, regurgitating facts on tests and repressing all of my feelings.  During the summer preceding eighth grade, I couldn’t control my thoughts any more.  He was getting married.  Sure, I was happy for him and yeah, I liked his fiancée, Jennifer, but I was definitely not ready for him to love someone other than mom, my sister and me.  At the wedding reception I stood with the bridal party in our uncomfortable, matching red dresses on the side of the stage, watching Dad and Jennifer twirl round and round in each other’s arms.  I felt a lump rise in my throat and the lights became blurry: I had lost him.  My world was rocking, yet again.  Where will everything fall this time?  The dance ended, but my feelings of abandonment remained.  I stood to the side of the crowd, watching my father stumble down the stairs and collapse into the limousine with a brief wave to the guests.  No hug good-bye, no “I love you, XXXX.”  Just a generic wave to the crowd.  My heart curled up inside and I set my face with a blank stare.  

