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The True Story


The truth is I never punched Paul or said what I felt to his face.  I should have, but maybe what I did was even worse.

At first he was living with my mom, then she smartened up and asked him to leave after a period of six months where he couldn’t find a job, loafed around her house, and lived for free.  But then she caved and let him come back when he got a job at a car dealership as their internet sales representative a week later.  Somebody put him in charge of selling cars to people who shop for them over the net.  Like that happens.  

So you see I had something to do.


What I did first was just talk, offer my advice.  “I think it’s a mistake, Mom,” I said, after he’d already moved back in.  I understood that her hands were somewhat tied.  “It’s not the job only,” I said.  “There are other, serious things wrong with this man.”


“I appreciate your telling me,” she said, “But I need to be sympathetic to what Paul’s going through.”  She said she wouldn’t ask him to leave.  I was concerned; this is my mother.


The bad things about Paul were that he smelled like he’d been drinking, couldn’t quit smoking, said inappropriate things to me about my mother, and to my cousin about her breasts, told out and out lies about himself and his history, made people around him uncomfortable, and couldn’t say enough about how good he was at cooking, writing, and playing the guitar, things he wasn’t all that good at.  Six months he’d been without an income, living with my mom, not paying rent, and spending his days going on interviews.  But every time I called, he was home.  Believe me, I checked in at a lot of different times.  So you can see where I was concerned about more than the job, where I was concerned about him being a part of my mom’s life, even with him working at the dealership.


The good thing about Paul was his three daughters.  He had one tall and beautiful, one medium and awkward, and one small, talkative, and kind of annoying.  But they were all fine teenaged girls, and my mom loved spending time with them.  They seemed to really like my mother too.  I know they got along with Paul.  They’re the biggest reason why what happened to him was sad.


But first let me give you an example. 

I took my friend Steve to my mom’s when he came up for a weekend.  This happened less than a year after I left New York to move home.  We went by after dinner, and it came up that Steve played guitar.  He had been in a few bands when we were in college, the kind that wore suits and played loud.  Their fan favorite was a thrash-metal cover of the Madonna song “Borderline.”  But he could do a damn good “Fields of Joy,” by Lenny Kravitz or The Beatles’ “Cry Baby Cry.”  Here at my mom’s, I brought up the guitar to make conversation, to get Paul and Steve feeling comfortable.  

In addition to saying he’d had a tryout with the Oakland Raiders because he was such a known and accomplished beach volleyball player, Paul constantly reminded us that he had been a member of what he called “The Seminal Haight-Ashbury Rock Band,” The Weeds.  So he was pretty serious about all things hippy.  In any case, I was trying to get Steve to playing Paul’s guitar.  “Play that rider song,” I said.


“I can’t.”


“Please?” my mother asked.  She is and always has been a very accommodating host.


Steve took the guitar.  He started out running the pick up and down the E string, making a sound like a DJ scratching, then he picked out the first notes of the song.  His voice started high and slow: “I know you ri-der go-nna miss—”

 
Paul put his hand across the fret board.  “Let go of my guitar now,” he said.  Steve let go.  Paul looked at Steve and shook his head, taking the guitar and already opening the case to put it away.  “You can’t play Jerry,” he said.  “Not now, not ever.”

“O-kay,” I said, standing.  “Got to go.” Steve stood too.  “Mom,” I said.  “It’s been.”


My mother looked at me and then at Paul.  She was getting up, but I didn’t wait.  Steve and I went out of the living room and into the hallway, headed for the front stairs.  “See you,” I called back.


My mother said my name.


“Nice to have met you,” Steve said from the bottom of the stairs.  I already had the front door open.


“Wait,” my mother said.


But I didn’t.  I said, “Bye, Mom,” and I was out the door with Steve right behind me.  “Wow,” I said, at the end of her street.  “What the fuck?”


“Creep City,” Steve said, shaking his head.


“True.”  I asked for a cigarette when Steve lit one, even though I’d quit almost six months before.

***


Another problem involved coming on to, pointing out the most attractive features of, and saying inappropriate things to my girlfriends when he met them.  “He just has a different approach to conversation,” my mom would say, or, “Maybe it’s that we’re too provincial, or uptight.”


“Or maybe he just took too much acid in the ‘60s and now his brain doesn’t have filters,” I said, once, after he’d sent Corinne to the bathroom in tears by commenting on her cleavage, elbowing me like it was a joke the whole time.  “Those are real, aren’t they?”  

He had gone outside to smoke, giving my mother and me a chance for conversation.  She laughed.  “I don’t quite think that’s it.”


“Then maybe he just doesn’t have the self-monitors that most normal people have: those things that stop us from saying everything we think.”


“Maybe it’s better he doesn’t,” she said, pushing her chopsticks back into the paper cover they’d come in.  “He sure isn’t shy about telling me he loves me.”


This was the problem: whether Paul was worthy of my mom’s love or not, he loved her—why shouldn’t he?—and this meant a lot to her.  She once said that my dad had never loved her, that that’s was why things ended between them.  My dad says they had different views on love and what they expected from each other.  This is the kind of information I have about why my parents broke up.  Maybe I’d be better off not knowing.


As far as Paul and my mom, though, he gave her that love that she needed.  One of the few things you have when you’re losing like Paul was is love to give, which I know from a few bad turns of my own.  I also know that it can work proportionally: the bigger the losses, the bigger the love, when you’re spiraling downward.


I could see Paul standing in front of the restaurant smoking.  Two women walked past, and he turned his head to follow them all the way.  I got up to go see about Corinne.


That’s the background.  The next part is what I feel worst about.  The story.

Next I started writing a story.  That’s what I do.  Only this one was about real stuff; it was true.  I started writing about a jerk I met at a bar: some guy who started talking to me and then showed me a magic trick with a fake thumb.  I could see the thumb though, and so I had to act like I didn’t, like I was surprised.  But when I wrote it, that jerk was Paul, and we were at my mother’s, and he knew I was lying.  All of this could have been true.  But next he made a few remarks about sleeping with my mother.  That part was true, though not something I could ever tell her—in his embarrassment, Paul had begged me never to tell her.  I thought it summed up his whole situation though, so I worked it in.  I wrote how the son, the hero, handled it better than I did, made Vaughn, the Paul character, know that he’d done wrong by saying something smart, and then staring at him long and hard. 

I looked around after writing all that and I know I felt better.  I took a long breath and kept going: I added when my cousin told me Paul said she was getting fatter and had asked if her boobs got bigger.  Then, in the story, the son gets up his courage and goes over to his mother’s to tell Vaughn off.  He’s started smoking not long before, and I wrote in a thinking and smoking scene where he works up the courage.  Then he goes over and punches Vaughn.  He knocks the guy down with one punch.  In an early draft it was unclear how badly hurt Vaughn was, and I’d been reading a story where a man gets punched in his chest and dies, so I thought killing someone with one punch could happen.  In any case, the guy is down, not in good shape, and the mother starts coming upstairs to find out what happened.  That was the end.  I had written the punch in because, you know, it’s a story.

It took me a while to finish the story, but I finally sent it to my mom.  This is the woman who said she loved my first novel, the first thing I’d ever written, 250 pages of college angst.  My mother.   I emailed the story to her at work, told her to print it out and not to read it until she got home.  She called an hour later, crying.  In those times she could get started into crying, just set off, and then she’d be a wreck.  Probably I shouldn’t blame her.  I shouldn’t, I know.  She’d seen the resemblance in the story and put two and two together.  It can’t have been hard.

“What do you think of the story?” I asked.

“It’s awful.”

“I know it was a hard thing to do, but you did it,” I said, into the phone.  “You got him to leave.  Now you’ve got the problem again.”  I was at home, in my room, and I had been trying to write.  It wasn’t going well, but I had the idea that if I sat at my desk for two hours a day I was doing my job.  Talking to my mother didn’t count.  “Did you really think it was a bad story?”

She laughed.  I could hear her blow her nose.  “No,” she said, “It’s a great story.  You’re a great writer.”  Mom was always encouraging.  “But you’re an asshole for writing it.  How am I supposed to respond?”

On the desk in front of me were more pages, legal pads filled with more of my writing.  “I don’t know,” I said. 


“You’re probably saying right things, but this is how it is now.  He’s staying with me.  He sleeps upstairs and I’m on the second floor.  I’m helping a person I care about.  Someone I love.”  I could hear her breathe hard into the phone.


I couldn’t say much to that, clearly, and of course she was right.  I didn’t wish any ill will toward Paul or my mother, and the whole point of writing the story had been to try and do the best for her.  So I’d tried that.  “I’m sorry,” I said.


“You don’t have to be sorry.  I know what you wanted.”  I asked her not to show the story to Paul.  “I won’t.  Don’t worry.”


That was all she said, and soon I had my desk back, my quiet, and I was writing.  Or I was looking at the page, thinking, more likely.


After that I put the story up for a workshop I was taking at night, and the others liked it.  To say it went over well is about right, but everyone agreed it needed more work on the ending.  Other than that, I was leery about showing it to my other readers: family and friends.


Then, after a few weeks, I’d seen Paul and my mom together and they seemed fine, some form of happy, and I decided it didn’t matter.  I saw then that it was just a story and not real, and that she had her life and I had mine, that I had no place in acting as if I knew what was best for her.  I should try to find what was best for me.  I’m not sure what got me onto the high ground initially, but it suddenly seemed like her life was the one that was working and she ought to be giving the advice to me, as is any mother’s right and preference.


Then the bad things started to happen to Paul and my mom. 

The first bad news came through my dad: that my mother had called to say Paul was in the hospital.  When we got the whole story, it turned out he’d been in for two days before she let us know.  

I never even had a chance to visit him.  

He’d had a heart attack while watching TV late at night and since he slept upstairs, in my old bedroom, and my mom slept in her room, downstairs, she hadn’t found him until morning.  By the time an ambulance came, he was already close to gone.  They got him to the hospital though, and there doctors did what they could for three days before he passed away. 


So that changed things, which is an understatement.  I didn’t know how I felt about what I’d said or written, and maybe even about who Paul was.  Death can do that.  Plus there was the weird thing about Paul’s health being in question at the end of my story, the fictional punch, and now he was gone.  I knew there was no connection, but in a Stephen King kind of way I felt responsible—like I had written that punch, and with it a threat to Paul’s health, into being.  


“I love you, Mom,” I told her, when I had her on the phone.  I didn’t want to tell her she was better off—I knew I couldn’t—but I thought she was out of a bad situation.  Still, what a way to get out.  “Is there anything I can do to help?”  


She said no, that there was nothing, and I told her to let me know.


After that I didn’t see her for a while: she left for the funeral, took Paul’s remains back to California where he’d wanted them sprinkled into the ocean.  His mother, daughters, and ex-wife all attended, and my mom came back saying she’d loved getting to know them and going through those days with his family, that they’d gotten close to each other and it helped.  She said she was grieving, that was the word she used.  She stopped going out other than for work, wouldn’t eat in restaurants, just seemed down.  I knew it made sense, but I also felt like there was a blessing in it, even though I knew that was wrong of me: for my mom, she’d gotten out of a bad place.  Still, all she talked about was how important it could be to grieve.  And as her son, I went with it.  She could grieve for everything in her life, I decided.  And she had a lot: the breakup of her marriage; the year when she’d invested all of her money and anyone else’s that would listen to her in a guy who claimed he’d invented a new revolutionary airplane paint that would change air travel, shipping, war, you name it, and then turned out to be full of shit; her ensuing bankruptcy; the bad boyfriends she’d had, lost, and loved; and now Paul.  Paul had died.  All that on top of the things I’d never know about, and I realized she was due.  I wasn’t blind.    

Then, almost a year later, I gave a reading in the fancy library at the university where I worked, and it happened that the story about Paul was not only my best, but it fit the time I’d been given to read, fifteen minutes, exactly.  So I had to read it.  I still felt bad about my attempt to run my mother’s life, and any role I played in Paul’s demise, but I knew the story was my best and that I had to read it.  

At the reading I stood before my friends, co-workers, and family in an oak-paneled room dedicated to a long-dead poet with glass cases of first editions and leather-bound volumes of his letters along the walls.  The chairs filled and the back was standing room only.  I read the story, people were quiet, and, whenever I looked up, smiles greeted me.  The laughs came in all the right places.  It went well.

My mother was there, as happy and as proud as I’ve ever seen her.  Her smile was brighter than any other, her after-hug the tightest.

They served wine and cheese and a lot of people came up to me and said nice things.  I shook their hands.  My mother said she was proud.  Much of it was a blur, but I remember one man coming up to me, saying he’d loved talking to my aunt, that she was so nice.  He pointed to my mother, and I nodded and said, “Yes, she’s great.”  

“My aunt.”  I couldn’t blame her.  I know she was embarrassed, didn’t want anyone there to think of her as that mother, the one who’d chosen such a terrible boyfriend, who’d endured these hardships, and I can understand that.  Or maybe she just didn’t want to talk about Paul.  That I can understand too.  But sometimes I wonder if I’d written something about the good times I’d had with Paul, the times he made me laugh and encouraged me to keep writing, or the times we cooked BBQ pork loin in the back yard and joked over a few beers, if my mom would have done that, and if that might have been worth it for her not to say she was my aunt.  But I don’t know.  I just did what I had to, and so did she, neither of us knowing for sure the right thing to do.  In that way, it’s a lot like everything else and certainly no better or worse, not the kind of thing you could ever blame anybody for.

Only once I said to her, “Mom, isn’t there, just a little bit, some kind of silver lining in all this?  You’re in a good place now.  I know it’s awful and I feel terrible about Paul, but isn’t there some good?”  I had seen my dad rebuild his life after she left him and I wondered sometimes if he wasn’t better off.

She shook her head and touched my shoulder.  We were in the living room after eating a stir fry she’d made for dinner.  This was when she still refused to eat out.  “I know you think that,” she said.  “But what I’m feeling is what I’m feeling, and so I go through it.”

I knew I couldn’t argue with her, that she’d spoken a truth, but understand: I only wanted what was best for my mother, only did the best I could to try and make that happen.  I’m sure someone else could’ve done better.  Maybe you.  This is what I did, though: my actions: me.
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