	You realize one day that you don’t have memories, you have flashbacks. You’re not remembering, but seeing it on the screen in your mind for the first time. This couldn’t have happened. You couldn’t have been there.  This is some movie a sadistic prick made, and you’re the reluctant star.  All the characters speak to you, break the fourth wall.
	Of course, you don’t have flashbacks often. You’re not that fucked up, are you? Just sometimes.  When things don’t make sense.  When you’re stressed.  When you see people that look like him.  Not that often. Rarely really. Right?
	When the movie starts playing, though, you’re strapped in for the whole ride.  You can’t leave the theater in your mind. Sit back and enjoy. 

	The first scene is amorphous. There’s no particular when or where. You’re young, mostly oblivious. You know something’s wrong, but no one will tell you what. Your mother is in her blue bathrobe, the one she wears all day when she’s not working.  Your father has a beer in front of him.  Things are quiet, and you’re too young to understand what you feel. You don’t understand what tension is yet.

	The cuts are fast.  The next scene is dark.  You’re in bed when you hear yelling.  Your mother is talking, insulting your father with quick jabs.  You strain to decipher what is being said. Occasionally your father speaks in eruptions of emotion.  He sounds like he’s upset, crying even.  This confuses you. The most expressive thing you’ve ever seen your father do is smile, and not often.
	You can’t hear much, but then you hear your name.  Now you’re afraid.  Why are they talking about you? What did you do wrong? You sneak out of bed.  You kid eyes have no trouble seeing the path through the hall to the top of the stairs. You think you can make it without being heard.
	You’re wrong.  You may be little and light, but the floorboards still squeak.  When you’re almost to the stairs, your mother yells at you to go to bed.  The words feel sharp to you.  You’ve never heard her sound like that, certainly never to you.
	You sneak back to bed, hoping you’ll be so quiet you’ll fool her into thinking she was wrong.  You don’t want her to be any madder.  You lie in bed and worry. Maybe she wants to get rid of you.  Maybe that is why your father is crying.
	You wish they would tell you what you did wrong. You could be a better son if they would let you know what was wrong with you.

	You’re in the car with your father, a mammoth Buick.  He sips a beer cradled between his legs.  He gulps down the last of the bottle and tosses it hard out the window, into the woods along the road. He reaches behind the seat for another, holds it in the hand gripping the wheel, and twists off the top.
	Between sips he looks at you and smiles.  He spends so little time with you; this trip will be something you hold onto. A perfect day.
	As you smile back, you wonder why your mother and your older sister are so mean to him.

	You’re a little older, and you begin to understand something is wrong.  You go to school and go home, and then watch hours of TV.  Other kids have bikes and play basketball.  They go places with their parents.  You won’t learn to ride a bike until you’re 16 and you teach yourself.  You’ll never learn how to swim.
	It doesn’t bother you much yet. You like watching cartoons.  You don’t worry about the other kids.  They’re forging friendships.  Creating cliques.  They’re not the cool kids yet, but they’re figuring out who will be.
	You stay at home. You watch Tom and Jerry.  

	It’s your birthday, and your father isn’t there.  Your mother hands you a plastic machine gun and says your father picked it up for you.  You don’t believe her.

	Your mother tells you that your father has lost his job as a truck driver. Things will be a little tough. Money will be tight.
	Strangers deliver food in white containers with simple black labels.  Your sister makes good macaroni and cheese with what they bring. You like the peanut butter.  You don’t understand why your mother was so upset when she accepted it.

	You can pretend the next scene is the where you finally figure things out.  The moment of clarity where the truth is revealed.  It’s not.  It’s simply the point when the evidence is irrefutable.
	Your mother tells you that the three of you are going to get your father medicine. He doesn’t have a license anymore, so she has to drive.  The car pulls into the NH State Liquor Store.  You sit in the back seat and are finally sure.

	Your mother tells you the good news.  Your father got a job at his old company, as a night watchman.  The owner, Mr. Currier, is a nice man, she says.  He knows you father is a family man, so he gave him another chance with a job he could handle.  You feel happy again, knowing your parents will fight less now.

	Not long after, you’re up in your room.  You hear someone come to the front door.  You don’t know who it is, but he’s talking to your parents.  You don’t know exactly what he’s saying, but you can figure out the important things. Your father was caught drinking at work. Mr. Currier feels bad about letting him go, but he can’t have someone drunk on the job.
	The only thing you hear clearly is your mother telling the man, it’s ok, it’s what he deserves.

	Your mother works in a Laundromat now, making minimum wage.   When she comes home, her hands are red and cracked from the bleach. She’s sore from lifting fifty pound bags of laundry from hotels.  She weighs only twice that.  Your father stays home most of the time, only leaving to walk to the VFW.
	She tells you it’ll be okay.  There’s plenty of money saved up in the bank.  You don’t need to worry.

	One day your father tells you to come down in the basement.  He has a piece of wood in the vice.  He’s holding a nail in his hands.  Watch this, he says, and holding the nail on the wood, sets it with a quick tap of his palm.  He then slams his hand down again, burying the nail in the wood up to its head.
	He shows you how to hold your hand to do it, and gives you a cloth so you won’t hurt your palm.  It takes a few tries, but you do it too.

	Your mother is upset. She tells you that your father has the bank book, and he’s using all the money for booze.  She goes to the bank and pleads with them to block his access, but his name is on the account, and he has the book.  They don’t want to get involved.

	Things get worse.  Your father is drunk most of the time now.  He’s usually in the basement. He pisses in the mop sink instead of coming up stairs.
	Then the thing with the knife starts.

	There’s a cut to the past now.  You’re in the basement, looking at your father’s hunting knife.  It has his initials, your initials, on the handle.  You like to hold it and pretend you’re Rambo.  It’s dull, so you try to sharpen it with a whetstone.  You don’t know what you’re doing, so you leave scratches on the side of the blade.  You put it away and hope your father doesn’t notice.	

	The next time you see the knife, your father is sharpening it at the kitchen table.   His eyes are red. He never looks up.  He runs the whetstone against the blade too many times.  It has to be razor sharp.
	He starts doing this often.  You and your mother try to stay away from him.

	Your mother tells you not to wake your father up when he’s in bed.  He sleeps with the knife under his pillow now.  

Your mother tells you that if he starts to fall on the stairs, not to try and catch him. Let him fall.  He’ll just drag you down too, she says.

	When the phone rings, wherever you are, you come running.  If you don’t answer it after a couple rings, and if your father is at the kitchen table, he starts yelling.  His face transforms, turning a dark shade of red that you think of as demonic, like something out of the scary movies you enjoy watching.
	For the first time, you believe that your father may really hurt you. Despite everything, up to that point, you were never truly afraid.  But by now, that knife could be used as a scalpel.  It could split a hair.

	Your father gets caught drunk driving again.  They put him in prison for a month, and things are peaceful.  You feel relaxed at home for the first time in years.  The tension is gone.
Your mother says that jail may be what he needs.  A month away from drinking may cure him.  
	He comes home, and at first, things are good.

	You’re in 7th grade when your mother tells you that you’re moving in with your grandmother.  That you can come back and visit home now and then.  You spend weekends with your grandmother already, and you’re overjoyed at the change.  You forget yourself and become giddy, betraying the wall of stoicism you’ve built around yourself, the unwillingness to show emotion.  Then you catch yourself.  You vow not to let it happen again.

	Living with your grandmother, Nan, is wonderful.  She is loving and caring, and dotes on you.  You hate breakfast food, so she makes you hamburgers.  When you get home from school, a cold can of soda and a snack is always waiting.  She’s also protective, frying the roast beef cold cuts for your lunch sandwiches because they’re too red.  You know you should feel smothered by such a concern, but instead you feel safe.  You feel like you’re finally home.

	Just when you want to think it’s the happy ending, with credits ready to roll, you remember one detail:  you have left your mother behind.  She’s still living with your father, the man who she decided was too dangerous for you to live with.  Still making the short drive to the Laundromat most days for minimum wage.   Still trying to save the house despite the fact your father isn’t just not contributing, he’s draining.  Still staying with your father for reasons you don’t understand.  Pride? Obligation?  You find yourself wondering if she still loves him, if that’s why she stays, but you don’t understand how she still could.
	Even though, in deep places within yourself you pretend don’t exist, you do too.

	Your mother comes every Friday to take Nan to town for groceries.  You often tag along.  You think, at the time, the highlight of this is a stop to McDonalds, but years later, you will realize you were wrong.
	After the shopping is done, when your mother is too tired to drive all the way for fast food, Nan will buy sandwiches at the grocery store.  You will eat them together, and at first, there in Nan’s kitchen, it is a miserable experience.  Your mother is empty.  Your father has drained more than the bank account.
	Nan is quiet as usual, occasionally uttering a nervous laugh. You sit there, trying to stay safe behind your wall, trying not to feel anything, especially not the sense of hopelessness in the room.  For a little while, things continue like this.
	But then you crack a joke one Friday.  Nan, always quick to laugh, chuckles.  Then the unthinkable happens:  Your mother bursts into laughter.  You break into a smile yourself, and you don’t even care that you let it slip.
	From that point on, you become a comedian for your mother and Nan.  Every Friday, the quiet boy that barely speaks in school, that can’t look people in the eye and has no friends, is riffing joke after joke.  It becomes like music.  Nan’s constant chuckle the rhythmic background, your mother’s occasional explosive laughter the melody.  
	You know the world is still a horrible place.  Your mother is miserable.  Your grandmother is consumed with worry for her.  You’re still a loner and an outcast, with no hope for your future.  But for an hour a week, the world is perfect.
	The rest of your life, even as things get better and you find hope and some measure of happiness, you will be chasing the feelings you experienced in Nan’s kitchen.  You will imagine in sentimental moments that heaven is an eternity in Nan’s kitchen, making your mother and Nan laugh, a smile tattooed to your face.

	You wait for the end credits to roll.  Surely, this is the perfect place.  The Hollywood ending.
	Did you forget your father is still a drunk?

	You get a job during the summer, so you have to move back home.  Your mother thinks this is okay.  Your father is getting better, drinking less.  She hasn’t found any bottles in the trash lately.  Your father does seem better.  He’s quiet and distant, but the threat of violence seems to be gone.
	You even find yourself hoping that he’ll fully recover, stop drinking like he keeps promising.  Stop using what little is left in the bank for booze so your mother doesn’t have to work so much.  Then you could let yourself love him again.

	You’re getting the lawnmower from the basement when you notice a glint between the slats of wood lining the wall.  The slats stop short of the ceiling, leaving room to drop something behind them.  You know what the glint is instantly, and you feel your stomach knot.  You find your mother.
	She gives you a pair of work gloves, and tells you to pull out the bottom slat with a hammer.  You work at it, and as you finally pull it away, an ocean of empty vodka bottles pour out, like hitting the jackpot on a slot machine.
Your mother is strong and stoic.  She looks at you and calmly tells you to get a garbage can.  But even for her, this is hard to bear; her wet eyes tell you.  You love and respect her too much to hug her. That would be like giving her handout food.  
Instead, you retrieve the garbage can and toss the flimsy plastic bottles into it.
	You won’t cry till later, when you’re alone.
	
[bookmark: _GoBack]	The movie jumps forward a couple months.  You’re getting the lawnmower again when your eyes catch another glint.  There’s a full bottle of vodka stashed in the coils of a hose.
	The boy you mostly still are wants to ignore it, just get the mower and leave.  The man you’ve begun to become has to do something.
	You pour the bottle into the mop sink and fill it with water.  You feel exhilarated by your daring.  But you also feel very afraid.

	Your father has bad legs now.  You can always hear him coming when he walks slowly up the basement stairs.
	This time, he’s moving fast.  The door bursts open.  You’re sitting at the kitchen table.  You wonder if this is the moment that has hung over you for years.
	An alien voice deep in your mind says, at least the tension will finally be over.
	He looks you in the eyes and asks if you touched his bottle.  You nod yes.  He tells you not to touch things that don’t belong to you.  For the first time in years, you really look at him instead of averting your eyes and glancing.
	The man who built thick ropes of muscle by driving a truck for hours a day, who won beer money by arm wrestling in bars, is gone.  This man still has the same pot belly, but he slouches and his arms and legs have wasted away.  You realize that you’re stronger than him now.
You stare back at him, refusing to look away.  He glances down, then turns around and slowly goes down the stairs.
	You realize how much the drinking has drained his vitality.  You think back to how he once seemed like he was possessed by some demon.  A childish thought born of too many movies then, you realize it may be close to the truth.

	You get a letter from Northeastern University.  They have selected you for a full scholarship.  You will escape.  You will have a future.  
	Still, the credits don’t roll.
	
	When it comes time to leave for college, little has changed.  Your father is thinner and weaker.  He has developed a condition that makes it difficult to swallow. You wonder how much longer he will last.
	You have a chance to say something significant to him, but you just say goodbye and shake his hand.  He mumbles that he’s proud of you.  It’s the last time you will see him alive.

	You mother moves out soon after, goes to live with Nan.
	
	Part of you wants to forget that he exists.  The part that is painfully shy and awkward, and has a difficult time dealing with being away from Nan.  Dealing with people at all.  You realize you’re ill-equipped to deal with the real world.  Your father deserves much of the blame, you tell yourself.
	Still, you find yourself dialing home one night.  He answers the phone and tells you that your mother has moved out, that you’ll have to call Nan’s.
	You tell him that you want to talk to him. He bursts into tears.
	You don’t say much after that.  You stammer out a few pleasantries and hang up.  Then, after checking that you’re alone in the dorm apartment, you cry too.

	You get the call a few weeks later.  Your mother tells you that your father is dead.  She found him at the bottom of the kitchen stairs when she went to get clothes from the house.  Your sister will pick you up soon.

	The funeral is a bunch of quick edits.  Some relative you never met with a thick French accent tells you that you look just like him.  When you get up to leave the funeral parlor, you feel Nan, a foot shorter than you, holding your arm and supporting you.
	Later at the house, you notice the death certificate.  Under cause of death, you see: “Chronic Alcoholism.”

	Now, you’re certain the credits will start.
	Then you realize, your father may be dead, but he was still an alcoholic.  No last moment redemption.  No deathbed reconciliation.
	You still have some shit to deal with, so the movie isn’t over yet.

	You are walking for hours in Boston, thinking.  You’re stuck on that call, the sadness in his voice.  Alone and abandoned and dying.  

	The movie cuts back to a long ago trip to an amusement park with your sister.  In the gift shop, you suggest picking something up for your father.  She frowns and insults him, says it’s a waste of money.  So you get nothing.

	There’s another cut, this time to a walk he took you on when you were very young.  He tells dirty jokes that your mother wouldn’t want you to hear.  He takes a deep swig from the bottle he’s carrying and looks at you.  He tells you never to touch this shit.  It’ll ruin your life.

	You flash forward to college again.  You’re at a party, drinking for the first time in your life, disgusted with yourself but also wanting to fit in.  You feel your shyness slip away.
	You realize then that much of what you are may be because you are your father’s son, not just because of what he did to your family.

	There is no final scene with a graveside speech, no coming to terms, no achieving inner peace.  You simply grow to understand that everyone is human, with weaknesses and fears.  Willing to try almost anything to escape from them. 
	You realize that had things been a little different, you could have turned out the same way.  That if you’re not careful, you still might.

	Now, the credits start to roll.  You were hoping that the ending would be better than this.  That there would be closure, something you could easily walk away from.  
The screen fades to black. Life goes on.

	Then you have one of those days.  Someone says something that awakens old feelings, or you see someone that looks like him. The screen in your mind flickers to life.  It’s not a memory; it’s a flashback, yours to watch again for the first time.
	You realize that the masochistic prick directing this movie is you.


	
