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I’m not going to say that my sister likes to have control over things. 

I’m not going to point out how every Christmas she would open her presents 

as slow as humanely possible, placing them in neat stacks next to where she 

was sitting so as to savor them, so that at the end of the morning, as my 

brother and I reveled in our new toys, she would make us all watch as she 

opened the rest of hers. I’m also not going to point out how whenever she 

and I played with Mark and Carrie- our best friends growing up- she had to 

pick the game we were to play. Always. It was her way or none at all. She 

also invented one or two, that always seemed to require someone having to 

expose their buttocks to the other three. Ah yes, “The Butt Game.” A perfect 

example of the hours of youth spent in the throes of idle youths. The butt 

game is not a misnomer, it was, in fact, a game. The four of us would be 

hanging out, usually in the basement of our house, and on one such 

occasion, the now infamous Butt Game was invented. It’s sort of a take on 

the make you laugh game, which goes as such: Someone in the group tries 

to make the other three laugh. The rules are, you can’t use words, you can 

only use your body. So like charades, but without any thought required. 

Then, Jen came up with the idea that the person who did laugh had to be 

punished by pulling his or her pants down and exposing their butt to the 

others. Then there was “The Game in the Dark.” Which was just hide and 

seek in a darkened house that invariably ended with an injury. I seem to 

recall, one time, running face first into a cement pole in our basement trying 
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to escape being tagged “it.” I remember the flash of light and hitting the 

ground before I really knew what the hell had happened. Ah, fond childhood 

memories really are precious. 

 So it came as no surprise that when Mom and Jen picked me up from 

school that day, a day in which I had not attended a single class, which was 

pretty standard for the fifteen-year-old me, it was Jen who would deliver the 

bad news.  

 “Puppa died last night.” Is all I remember her saying. She was 

referring to my mom’s dad. I don’t know why we called him puppa, or if 

that’s even how it’s spelled, but it is how it sounded. It’s probably spelled 

papa, but that sounds like pop, and it was definitely pronounced pup. 

Phonetics aside, he was dead. I was sad. It was my first real family death. 

My family, until I was eight years old was quite small. Well, it was big, and 

then small, and then big again. I don’t want to linger on this, and since 

brevity is the soul of wit or whatever, here is the brief history of my family 

size and its odd oscillation. My dad has a pretty big family- He was the 

oldest of seven, and by the time I was born some of them were also having 

kids, so I had a couple first cousins on that side as well. My mom grew up 

with one sibling, a brother named George, who was nine years her senior, 

and he had a daughter, my first-cousin and best friend for most of my 

childhood, Sara. As a side note, Sara was not fond of “The Butt Game,” if 

memory serves me, but she would indulge in The Game in the Dark- mostly 
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because she had no choice. If Jen said we were playing, that’s what we were 

doing. But the game Sara and Jen and I loved playing together, with other 

neighborhood children was “Commercials.” This is a game where we would 

create commercials, much in the vein of Saturday Night Live, and one of us 

would judge who came up with the best commercial. I seem to recall my 

sister being the judge even when she was a contestant. More on that to 

come. The point is, she called the shots for playtime. My mother also called 

the shots in the house, so between the two of them, not to mention more 

than a couple type A aunts, I had a more female-centered upbringing than 

Wonder Woman. Back to family. Until I was five years old, my mom basically 

had three relatives, George, Sara, and her Dad, my puppa, also named 

George. Her mom, Larane, died when my mom was six. My dad had a much 

bigger family. But, when I was five, there was a big family fight between my 

parents and my dad’s family, and we stopped seeing them. Like ever since. 

I’ve never seen them again. So from five to eight years old, it was my 

immediately family, my mom and dad, my sister and my brother Tim. And 

my mom’s family of three. My puppa George had a good size family who 

mostly lived in a small Pennsylvania mining town, and though the stories 

about them that my mother told me would rank in my imagination 

somewhere in the realm of mythology and legend but in a Tex Avery kind of 

way, I didn’t really know them.  
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 Long story short, family deaths were not something I had experienced 

at the age of fifteen. So when puppa died, I didn’t really know how I was 

supposed to react. I didn’t cry. I remember looking out the car window 

shamefully thinking, I can use this to get out of school for at least a week, 

right? Maybe longer. Turns out, it was longer. Another point of interest is 

that it was Halloween, 1991. My grandfather died, probably after midnight 

on what we in Detroit called Devil’s Night, which is the night before 

Halloween where seemly youth would wander the darkened streets to TP 

houses and soap windows and pull pranks on innocent neighbors. Why? 

Because it was Detroit. What the hell else were you going to do? So puppa 

died on Halloween, or Devil’s night. Either way, it’s kind of ghoulish, and 

also, it was my mom’s favorite holiday, so you know kind of typical of him.  

Her mom had died on Valentine’s Day, so there’s a tradition on that side of 

dying on non-holiday holidays. I assume mom’ll go on St. Patrick’s Day or 

Oscar day- which in our house was bigger than most bank holidays. And 

here I was, facing the death of one of the members of my small family. This 

moment serves as an inciting incident to a story that is as unbelievable as it 

is shocking. Even as I sit here writing this, I’m confounded by the sheer 

amount of impossible variables that led to what can only be called an 

odyssey.  

 The rest of that Halloween afternoon is a bit of a blur. I remember my 

mom changing her mind a couple of times about whether or not she was 
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going to even attend her father’s funeral. Oh yeah, we lived in Denver at this 

point. We had moved in August. My grandfather, in what I’m sure has been 

a constant source of guilt for my mom, died two months after we moved. 

So, we needed to plan our way back to Michigan. This is how it went. My 

mom would fly and my dad would drive the rest of us. No wait, my dad 

would drive all of us. No wait, my mom wouldn’t go, the rest of us would 

drive. No wait, Tim and I would stay with her. Yeah, that’s it. My sister and 

dad would drive alone, and my mom and brother and I would stay home. 

Done.  

 “Yeah, but, I don’t have to go to school, right?” I clearly remember the 

fear in my voice.  

 “Not now.” Mom said in that tone that actually meant ‘not ever.’ 

 So, my dad and sister packed up and drove off in my dad’s car. The 

trip took about eighteen hours, give or take, so they should be there early 

the next day. I was sitting in the living room, I remember looking out the big 

picture window, which was draped with these enormous, hideous, macabre 

thick velvet curtains these reddish-brown atrocities that made it look like the 

Addams family lived there. I think the house came with them. They were 

probably too heavy to remove, and so they were just built in to the price like 

an enclosed patio or maybe they reduced the price like when someone hangs 

themselves in the attic, they knock off a few thousand. Either way, these 

heavy drapes the color of bloody stool were dramatically parted and the 
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autumn day was the perfect personification of the cycle of life, by which I 

mean most everything was dead, and perfect for my teenage melancholy. I 

was about to walk to the piano to practice my two finger chords when I 

heard the vacuum cleaner turn on. Yeah, mom was vacuuming. Some people 

grieve by baking, some by screaming, and some by cleaning, my mom 

usually did all three. Usually at the same time. She’s not a bad multi-tasker. 

One Christmas, for very specific and valid reasons, she baked twenty dozen 

cookies while painting the kitchen and screaming that no one ever lifted a 

god damn finger to help her. Like I said, she had a valid reason. And the 

cookies were top-notch. So the cleaning had started, which made my mouth 

water a little, in Pavlovian response to the myriad of baked goods she was 

no doubt plotting in her head as I was heading to tickle the ivories.  

A word about the piano. A couple of years back, while we were still in 

Michigan, mom decided she wanted a piano. I think she was shopping for 

throw pillows for the new couch and thought, you know what would really 

brighten up that dark corner? A four-thousand-pound Steinway.  So she got 

one. And there it went in our sunken living room next to our sliding glass 

door, or as we midwesterners call it, the doorwall, and our preposterously 

large wicker papasan chair that no one could ever casually get in or out of 

without rolling onto the floor. The piano was huge. It was a baby grand. Do 

you know how big grand pianos are? It’s like parking a Fiat in your living 

room. But there it was, this unfinished, partially tuned dull black baby grand 



   7 

that my father, my quiet, tie-wearing, accountant father sat down at, after 

he and my uncle tore up most of the grass across the courtyard rolling it 

from the truck, he just sat at the keys and to my astonishment, he started 

playing it. I was thirteen-years-old and up to that point had no idea my 

father could play. What’s more, my mother, who had been married to him 

for fifteen years at that point also had no idea. Turns out he was pretty 

good. He got sheet music and before long was playing Mozart and 

Beethoven and the theme to Terms of Endearment, which still causes a swell 

of sentimental emotion for probably everyone in my family. Even if they 

don’t admit it. At least it still does for me. He tried to teach me how to play 

the piano, but it felt like math homework to me, so I almost immediately 

stopped. I wanted to make music, not understand why little symbols 

correlated to the keys. I took the same approach to actual homework. I also 

wouldn’t put together puzzles, do crosswords, and when Sudoku became all 

the rage, I tried one and realized I’d rather take up mafia informing than 

ever look at another.  My dad and I live on opposite sides of the brain. He 

lives on the side that can solve problems, has common sense and tells him 

to stop eating. And I was the creative fat kid who wasn’t about to be human 

gentrified by reason and responsibility.  

 Mid-vacuuming- back to Halloween, keep up. This story, like the great 

tale of Odysseus is one of many twists, turns, mermaids, one-eyed 

monsters, and of course vengeful gods throwing wrenches into the best laid 
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plans of mice and my parents.  Anyway, mid-vacuuming, the guilt bulb goes 

on. She turns it off and my mother looks at me, and I know what she’s going 

to say.  

 “I can’t miss my father’s funeral.” – Yeah, I was gonna say. 

 “I can’t do that, right?”- No, no one does that. 

 “We have to get packed and go.” –Yeah, I’m already packed from the 

third or fourth plan we had.  

 “We’ll have to take the dogs.” -Yeah, maybe we could actually like plan 

this? 

 “Let’s go.” -I’ll grab the bowl of candy you bought for the trick or 

treaters and the new case of diet coke and we’re good. Mom and I lived on 

the same side of our brain, which meant absent my father, bad decisions 

happened. Almost always last minute, though highly utilitarian if you 

consider the greatest joy for the people involved to be all that matters, and 

usually food related. My mother and I had a go-to food for nearly every 

occasion. And a location to get said food that was always within reach. 

Chocolate cake from Bill Knapps, French Fries and Milkshakes from White 

Castle,  Biscuits and gravy from Bob Evans, Pizza from Hungry Howies, 

Burgers from Rally’s. White chocolate from Sanders. Also Vernors flavored 

ice cream from Sanders. Bumpy cake from Sanders, Cream puffs from…you 

know what, I didn’t realize until just now but Sanders might need a separate 

chapter. #respect. On special occasions, a road trip was necessary, and no 
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joke, we’d drive for hours to get to food. Frankenmuth, a Dutch-inspired city 

a  two hour drive from the suburbs of Detroit we would regularly make for 

the fried chicken dinner at Zenders.  We’d go to Mackinac Island, an actual 

island! A boat was necessary to get us there, just so we could get fudge. But 

like the best fudge. For real. It’s like grade A, atomic-level, kick-ass fudge.  

And not just chocolate flavored, but vanilla- and this cannot be overstated, 

that will change your life. Mackinac island’s vanilla fudge is basically just 

brown-sugar sweetened butter that melts in your mouth and alters your 

brain chemistry to where you too would travel hours by car, get on a ferry, 

and then take a horse and buggy- it’s a weird island- for just even an ounce 

of this dense, smooth, creamy, ivory-colored confectionary heroin.  

 We had two dogs we had to take with us to my grandfather’s funeral. 

We had a Shih-Tzu named Sachi, and a pug named Bubba. We grabbed their 

food, their food bowls and leashes. My brother and I packed as fast as we 

could, and we loaded up my mom’s Ford Taurus and within an hour, while it 

was still light out, we headed east. Completely unaware of the adventure 

that lay in the open road. It is a tale of the Nebraska highways like you’ve 

never heard before.  

 

 


