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Loving the Dead

u luMN coMES ro  Maine ,  and I  beg in  to  ha te  f ree lv

a l l  ovcr  aga in .  Wi thout  no t icc .  thc  t t to rn ing  a i r  tu rns

sharp. Blrn jackets enrerge frorn closets. Trees shecl ieaves,

apples. People snr i le.  tape witches and black cir ts to their

windorvpanes, turn up the thertnostat,  smile,  check the bal-

ance of their  Christr tras-club accounts, dr ink warrtr  c ider

flonr ceramic mugs, stnile, rvrap their shrubs in plastic and

burlap, nrzrrvcl rvhen the sky spits those first few' abortive

flakes of snow sr-nile, snrile, srnile. As if they've never erperi-

encecl any of this before. As if they don't recognize death

when they see it.

Aninr:ris, it seenrs, have better sense than rve c-lo. (lreat

flocks o[ birds burst frotn treetops rvith a sonncl likc rr"'ater

spiashing on pavemcr:t, then disappear until sprinu. Sqr-rirrels

tc'rp ofltheir winter stores and retire to their knotholcs. Bears

go to slcc'p. Even our dogs, bound to us thouqh thev rlre, grow

thick co.rts and rrrake clear their Dreferetrce firr tlrc floor near

the racli;ttt>r.
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The sun, so generous only a few months a!lo, now holutls

its 'nvarmth. Early one Sunday, while we sleep, someone tun)s

the clocks back :rn hour, and suddenly it 's dark at five in thc

at lernoon. And I  begin to trate. Since I  cannot bear to hurt

the feelings of the living, I hate the dead.

I HArE tutv grandfather, the son of French Canadian inrnri-

€lrants, rvho despised hirnself so nruch it took only forry*-nine

vears for him to die.

I hate hirn on his w,edding day, in a tuxeclo that cost him

half a yeari pay', bangs swept back fronr his tbrehead so care-
fully vou can see s'here each tooth oi the conrb parted the

black hairs. He 
"vears 

a dr.rll expressior.r of hope around his

mouth so absurd in this placc of chest-high snowdrifts and

endless workdavs. He snriles into the future with a slight

cockeye, which he has passecl or1 to nle, and rvhich somehow

nrakes us both nrore rather than less hanclsonre.

I hate his working, rvorking, rvorking for rnen r,r.ho spoke

English and rvho, in the absence of the niggers and spics arrd

slants they preferred, used Canucks as conrnrodities, as plorv

horses, as purrch i ines. He learnecl their  langlrage so eagerlv as

though it woulc'l earn hinr nrore nloney, or their respect. For

thertr he drove a bus during the day and a cab at night for

thirry-three years, until a u'eek before he died.
I hate hirn lbr being a goocl Catholic and fathc'ring seven

children. He loved his chiidren so nruch that he had no love

left for himself . He said his prayers in French, which I could

not understand. I want to knor,v now what he said to God. I

want to know n,hat he asked, and what he asked for.

I hate hirn for taking pride in rvhat little he had,'nvashins

and waxins the Ford he lrevt-'r really orvned, paintinq lris
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nlother's house, in which his for,rr boys shared one bed and his
three girls shared another.

I hate his four packs of Old Golds a dav his bottle and his
flask and his can and his pint glass, the rotgut on Monday
morninp5s and the bourbon on Friday evenings after the
checks were cashed and the rent was paid.

I hate his clothes, the worn elbows and patched knees, the
busted soles taped together three times over and falling apart
yet again, all so his seven children could go to school with the
children of the rnen he worked for and not feel ashamed.

I hate his belief in America. I hate him for passing it on to
his firstborn son, my father, who rode his faith in God and
country all the way to Vietnam, but had to find his own way
back.

I hate him at my parents'wedding, kind-eyed and defeated
in his cheap suit, belly straining at the waistband, already bald
at forty-three, a warm, bitter, ubiquitous can of Lcjwenbrdu in
his hand, drunk out of need rather than wanr.

I hate this memory I have of my grandfather: I am three,
sitting on his lap, and he is tickling rne and whispering, "Ti

Louis, ti Louis," in my ear. He feeds me handfuls of candy-
circus peanuts and chalky pink mints, old-people candy-until
I feel sick, but I can't stop laughing, a high, screeching kid-
cackle, the sound of distilled joy.

I hate him as het dyingin a hospital room full of his chil-
dren and grandchildren.A hornemade cerarnic ashtray, cranrmed
with soiled and folded butts, rests on the nightstarrd ne:rr rhe
bed. Under the pillow is a pint of whiskey, thrce-quarters
gone, snruggled in with the flowers and cards. In the chlori-
nated light of the overhead fluorescents, his bare, srvollen feet
are pale, bursting with clusters of tiny purplc veins like frac-
tals. Heartache and relief mingle in his eyes.

L lu iug  t l t t  l ) t ' a t l  l . i

I  hate. rrrost of  al l ,  the nlonrent rvhen he dies. My oldcr

brother. six, torvheaded, bespectacled, buries his face in nry
grandfather'.s lap. My erandnrother arrd nry father and nry

uncles and aunts and cousins crorvd the room. My grandfa-

ther dies without :r sound. And everyone is fiozen there in

their limp, feathered seventies hair, their powder blue shirts

and butterfiy collars, their thick glasses, their horrifying floral

prints, their bad skin, their bad teeth, their shared grief anc

their tinv private nriseries, so varied and yet so sickeningly

alike-the sanre mistakes, the same laments-ancl all of it cap-

tured, frozen, preserved, because solncolre hrs actualiy brought

a camera to this place.

I HATE uv grandmother, rvho lived fifteen years longer than

nry erandiathcr brrt, i ike hinr. died tr<rrn selt-hatred.

I hate her on her wedding clal', in a dress that cost the other

half of the year's pav. Her smile is not open and expect.rnt,like

his, but slight, reserved, as if she's not jlrst looking toward the

future, but seeing it clearly.

I hate her for giving birth to seven children and loving

them so nruch she could not show it until years iater, indi-

rectiy, bv spoiling and doting on her grandchildren. She

ioved rnvAunt Rhea more than any of the others-so much

that Rhea believcs to this dav that her nrother never loved

her at al l .

I lutc her tbr stancling br: as she thought a u-ifb should,

u'hile rrrv grandfather killecl hinrself with r,vork and alcohol

.rnd cigarettcs and pride.

I hatc her hands-pricked by ser.ving needles. scalcled by

u'ash vu'atc'r, burnecl by chertricals lrtd casserole dishes, nicked

bv knives, scarred. creased, red and rau,, clasped forever in



4 4  R o x a r n  F .  C l u n n r e  J n .

prayer:"Hai l  Mary, ful l  of  grace, thc Lord is rvi th thee . . ."  ( l
know only the English, not the Frencl-r.)

I hate the meals she made: crepes tbr breakfasr, lefrover
crepes for lunch, tourtiire for dinner. She nrade food for six
stretch far enough to feed eight, but she never made my
grandfather eat something, anything.

I hate horv she kept her pride and pleastrrc' hidden when
she scraped together the money to buy rrrv frrther and his
brothers secondhand bikes. She never kncrv horr' rhe other
boys in the neighborhood made fun of rhenr,l.rughed ar rheir
chipped paint and rvobbly rims.

I hate that she discouraged rny Aunt Rherr tronr *oing to
college, and I hate her reason rvhv: Because shc cliri not n'ant
my aLlnt to rise above her station. Because she dicl ltot \v2lnt
my aunt to be heartbroken when they did not acccpr her into
that rvorld.

I have lnany memories of rny grandnrother, anci I hate
them all: Sleepovers at her house with my cousins. Trips to
Sunset Beach. The sickroom smell of Kool nrenrhols. Vodka
bottles in the toilet tank. My fathers old board ganres in the
closet. A worn, overstufled recliner that had belongcd ro rny
grandfather. Her bedroonr, with its cool blue walls lnd ceil-
ing, silent and off lirnits, like a vestry. Her cats, and nrv aller-
gies. Loud, animated conversations rvhen \rt'onlen ijorn the
neighborhood would visit, the patois shooting back and forth
across the kitchen table like autolnatic gunfirc, th.' ciqarettes
srnoking like gunpowder.

I  hate my last men)ory of her:  I  am a senir>r i r r  high schooi.
She has been dying for five months, and I har.'crr't r,isited her.
I have been busy with rny teenage business, rl hrch is more
importlnt than death. Before I enter rhe hospiral room. my
father pulls rtre aside and warns me how nruch she's deterio-
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rated. But notlling can prepare me for it. The mometrt I scc

her, I rvant to cry. She was plump, pear-shaped, but now she

has no shape at all; shc' is papery skin stretched over sharp

angles. The flesh of her face has collapsed, and her eyes are

huge, black, bottom-less. She is seated by the windoq and I sit

beside her. She takes my hand and speaks to me in French. I

teil her I don't understand, but she doesn't seeln to know

English anvnlore. I'm not sure she even recognizes me. Her

voice is lou.', as in a confessional.'fbars spill fronr her eyes and

fbilorv the deep creases on her cheeks dowtr to her chin,

rvhere they perch, gather, and drop ofT. It is the first time I

have seen her crv', :rnd it will bc the lest. I r.vill not visit her

rqain before she dies.

At sonre point I pull Irry hrtttd away', stand. and walk out,

but I never ieave that roonr. Because this moment, too, is

frozen, goes on iorer.er.

yES. I HArE rl1y grandparents,and I hate what I find of them

in nre. I hate r-rly strong back, mv poverr)', nry taste for alco-

hol, lny love and the despair it brings when the days grorv

short and the birds abandon us and the people stnile, smile,

smile.

But I will never rell this story. It is safe to hate the dead, but

there are those still living-those of the feathered hair and

floral prints-who rvould be hurt by this. So I'l l keep silent.

I' l l take these pages, tear them Lrp, burn them, dump the ashes

in the Kennebec.The river r.vill absorb and erase these words,

as it has for years. I' l l change my name, leave this place,

beconre a Protestant, rnake a lot of money, and not think of it

again. I'll have children who will call their grandparents

"Grampa" and "Grantmy," not " P(pire" and"Mtmire."
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lJut u'ho anr I fooling? I can hear nrv older brother even

no\\', across the years, whispering in the darkness of our

sharcrl bedroom: You think you are so smdrt.You think t,ou are

bctttr than us.

No, I am not better. I will not be spared. lnstead I will go

to the cemetery, as I do every winter, and find my grandpar-

ents'graves side by side under the snow. I will clear the snow

away, first with my boots, then with gloved fingers, until I can

read the stones set in the ground:just their names and two sets

of dates.The stones don't tell any of this story and neither will

I.l will sit there in the snow, smoke a cigarette, drink from my

bottle, and wait for winter to end.

TOBIAS WOLFF

Powder

tus r  e r roRE cHRISTMAS my fa ther  took  me sk i ing  a t

,--"1 Mount Baker. He'd had to fight for the privilege of my

company, because nry mother was still angry with him for

sneaking me into a nightclub during our last visit, to see

Thelonious Monk.

He wouldn't give up. He promised, hand on heart, to take

good care of me and have me home for dinner on Christmas

Eve, and she relented. But as we were checking out of the

lodge that morning it began to snow, and in this snow he

observed some rare qualiry that made it necessary for us to get

in one last run.'We got in several last runs. He was indifferent

to my fretting. Snow whirled around us in bitter, blinding

squalls, hissing like sand, and stil1 we skied. As the lift bore us

to the peak yet again, my father looked at his watch and said,

"Criminy.This'11 have to be a fast one."

By now I couldn't see the trail.There was no point in try-

ing.I stuck to him like white on rice and did what he did and

somehow made it to the bottom without sailing off a cliff.


