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For my mother

My holidays will never be the same

For my father

I’m still with you, buddy

For my man

You still make me believe in … Santa, the Easter Bunny, God, love, family, myself, but, mostly, us

For my fans

You make me wake up every morning, with a pounding heart, ready and excited to write. You make my dream come true.
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Author’s Note

Readers need to know that names (besides mine, Gary’s, and those of a few of our family and friends) and identifying characteristics have been changed, and, in some instances, characters were composited, locations and details recast, and time compressed. As with most family tales, I’m sure some have grown over the years, considering many were passed on to me through the generations by my parents (my mother told me many tales about my father, and vice versa), grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and family friends over endless boxes of wine and slices of pie. And despite the fact that some of these holiday tales may have morphed, or become “lore” over the years, all evolved out of the Rouse House. And continue to do so today.

To spend a holiday with family, especially mine, I once told Gary, is a lot like self-catheterization: It’s an experience that may cause extreme pain, something you may not always wish to revisit, but one that you’ll never forget.

I relay these stories, truly, because I love my family, and because laughter, stories, and boxes of wine are what bonded us. And will forever.


PROLOGUE

Jingle Balls

When I was very young, Santa Claus used to make an appearance at my house every few years.

One year he would rumble through our front door, in full belly laugh and beard, carrying a sack stuffed with presents.

And then—with very little fanfare and in the days before we could order an Amber Alert—he would simply go missing.

When I got old enough, I began to understand this wasn’t the way the real Santa operated. I mean, I saw the cartoon Christmas specials. Santa was supposed to come every year. He wasn’t a solar eclipse.

So I finally gathered the nerve to ask my father one Christmas why Santa didn’t come to our house more often, fearing, perhaps, that our Ozarks home was too isolated for his reindeer to find, or, worse, that I had been naughty instead of nice.

Instead I remember my father looking directly at me—as he dribbled some blood-colored wine out of a box—and saying, “Santa’s preoccupied right now. Nixon needs a little extra help.”

And then all the adults sitting in front of the fireplace laughed and said, “Ain’t that the fuckin’ truth.”

I was still a tiny boy who lived in the middle of nowhere, a boy who had a fondness for ascots and Robby Benson. I still believed I might receive an Easy-Bake oven or Barbie instead of a Daisy BB gun and fishing lures. I still believed my parents might move to New York City on a whim, and I would become a Rockette.

Mostly, however, I just needed something—anything—in which to believe so I could survive another year in the Ozarks.

And if it was the fact that Santa would visit me when he wasn’t busy helping the president, then so be it: I would instead laser my attention on the Easter Bunny.

Finally one Christmas, after a few no-show years, Santa came rushing through our door carrying a sack of toys and a case of Hamm’s.

“Santa?” I asked.

“Damn, my jingle balls are hot!” Santa exclaimed, rather than the “Ho! Ho! Ho!” I was expecting. And then he yanked down his beard to chug a beer and lifted the low-hanging pillow I thought was his bowlful of jelly to air out his chestnuts and said, “I could be winning some big money right now playing craps instead of doing this gig. I can’t believe I didn’t win the company bonus this year. Damn that Joe Reynolds!”

The realization that the fat man in the red suit was actually my great-uncle came to me with shocking clarity, like Moses from the mountain.

And then my great-aunt—obviously a touch tipsy and turned on by the unexpected peek at Santa’s bag of goodies—proceeded to ask Kriss Kringle when he was going to fill her stocking.

“It’s getting itchy, Santa,” she said, slurring slightly.

My ears were quickly covered by adult palms, but the damage had already been done.

My holidays had been obliterated forever.

That precious Christmas memory and now-famous morsel of family lore, however, led me to a number of profound conclusions:


	There was no Santa.

	The reason behind my aunt’s itchy stocking was not that it was made of polyester.

	Joe Reynolds was bound to have a good year after a string of bad ones.

	Nixon indeed needed all the help he could get.

	And no family holiday—no holiday, period—is ever as perfect as we dream it will be.



I should know.

My family always had the best of intentions with our holiday celebrations—be it Valentine’s, Easter, Fourth of July, Halloween, Thanksgiving, or New Year’s—but it was the follow-through that was disastrous. We were like the Ricardo-Mertzes.

What mother would dress her son as a Ubangi tribesman—sending him out in blackface, with a ’fro, giant lip, and pillowcase—for Halloween in the Ozarks? Mine.

What father would bury his children’s Easter eggs because—as an engineer and former military man—the fun was in the “hunt”? Mine.

What partner would dress as Oscar—his head wrapped in gold lamé—just to prove his love of the Academy Awards and of me? Mine.

Who in their right mind would dress as a leprechaun on St. Patty’s Day just to get free drinks? Okay, that was me, but the point is this: Looking back today, that Santa epiphany may have been the best Christmas gift that could have ever been given to me. For I received the gift of clarity; I received the gift that kept on giving.

The Jingle Balls incident made me understand that holidays were not—and did not have to be—perfect in order to be beautiful. It made me realize that all families are dysfunctional, especially during the holidays, and that while most celebrations are well-intended, they are also usually diarrhea-inducing.

But above all else I understood that my family loved me. Why else would my great-aunt and -uncle forgo the slots and free whiskey in Las Vegas just to spend it dressed as Mr. and Mrs. Kringle with me in the Ozarks?

I was deeply loved.

And scarred.

Which is a pretty good trade-off in my holiday book.

Growing up in rural America, my family often didn’t have much more than each other. We weren’t poor, exactly, but we were far from well-off. What we were was a new-age family: My parents were the first generation to graduate from college, the first to work their whole lives with their minds and not their hands.

My mother’s parents worked as a laborer and a seamstress, and they toiled in mines and fields and factories. They spent their lives hunting for food to keep the family fed. And yet their Christmas tree—in photo albums and in my childhood memories—was suffocated by gifts. There was always one great present—a bike, a game, a toy—underneath the tree, but many of the ones I received were made by my grandparents themselves.

My grandfather worked leather, creating hand-tooled boots and belts, wallets and purses. My grandmother sewed me ascots and vests, pants and shirts.

I despised those handmade gifts as a kid: the hand-tooled belt that featured my nickname, “Wee-Pooh,” on the back; the change purse, with a scrawling “W,” that held my milk money; the little ascot with threaded embellishment at the end. They were an endless source of embarrassment. When I opened gifts as a kid, I would often flinch as if there were a rattlesnake hidden inside.

I knew the horror they contained.

And yet, ironically, the gifts I remember—and the few that I kept—were those my grandparents made for me: That little change purse still holds my toll change; those quilts made from suit scraps and feed sacks continue to warm me.

My grandma used to tell me: “I may not be able to give you material things, but I can always let you know how much you are loved. And that will make you a very rich man.”

And yet after my grandparents died, I forgot the lessons I was taught and became obsessed with the materialism of the holidays, believing I was loved, or showing love, only if I purchased or received the greatest, latest, and most expensive trend. I believed a Christmas was not Christmas without a seven-hundred-dollar Burberry peacoat; that Thanksgiving was not Thanksgiving if a turkey was not presented on a Williams-Sonoma platter; that a birthday was not a birthday without being showered in gifts.

The presents were the reason for the season.

I was not alone, it seems.

Americans continuously try to fool themselves and everyone else into believing that their lives, families, and holidays are as golden as a Martha Stewart turkey by throwing cash at them. We send Xeroxed Christmas letters filled with blasphemous lies and spend weeks attempting to secure that one perfect gift, all the while knowing, deep down, it is just a ruse: While we love our families dearly and deeply, that doesn’t mean money will transform them into different people or make our holidays perfect.

Even in a down economy, we remain a country obsessed with painting our holidays green: Be it birthdays or Halloween or Valentine’s, we lavish gifts and food and attention on one another for a select few hours on a select few days, and then pretty much ignore each other the rest of the year.

According to the National Retail Federation, Americans recently spent a whopping $457.4 billion on Christmas gifts. That’s approximately $1,052 for every American.

The National Retail Federation figures that Americans recently spent $13.7 billion to prove their love to their loved ones on Valentine’s, an average of over one hundred dollars per consumer on anything sweet or heart-shaped.

Americans spend $1.9 billion on Easter candy every year, second only to the $2 billion we spend on Halloween.

And, according to the Consumer Expenditure Survey, American households collectively spend more than $420 million a year on fireworks.

At least if we can’t buy love, or give it a cavity, it seems, we can blow the crap out of it.

Why?

Because we are, too often, a people scared. We crawl through life doubly defined by a fear of expressing our emotions and by a gnawing lack of self-esteem: We have trouble saying “I love you!” because we feel it’s both wrong and not good enough. What we possess, what we do, what we have, who we wear and know mask our insecurities, make us seem worthwhile and loved, when really we are all united by one basic fact: We are someone’s child, someone’s brother or sister, someone’s parent, part of someone’s family. In truth, we are one big family. What we need is love and acceptance.

This dawned on me in my thirties, when I met my partner, Gary, and we began to alternate our holidays with our families. Like any newly married couple, we gleefully but silently welcomed each other into our families’ madhouses, neither of us revealing the dark secrets that awaited until it was too late to escape. Perhaps we were scared the other might run. Perhaps we were scared our families weren’t “good enough.”

What I learned was that, yes, our families were nuts, but, more important, that I was unconditionally loved and accepted. I belonged to something greater than myself.

What I learned, after our first dual Thanksgiving, was that holidays are typically how we introduce and bring those we love into our families.

It is tradition.

It is sadism.

My mother was the Erma Bombeck of our family, the female Mark Twain of the Rouse House. In the years when our family no longer worried about money, my mom returned to her roots and reinstated the traditions of my grandparents while also initiating a new tradition of her own.

In addition to a Banana Republic shirt or Kenneth Cole gift card, my mom would gift me and Gary with something she had created: a hand-painted ornament for our own tree, or a birdhouse wrapped in bittersweet she had foraged from her woods.

And she also celebrated each holiday with a story, a tale about our family.

“These are the gifts you will keep, the ones you will remember,” she told us, “because they are the ones that mean the most.”

And damned if I didn’t shrink that shirt or grow tired of a shoe style, but I always kept her little presents, remembered her stories.

Each year at Christmas, Gary and I still hang those treasured ornaments from my mom (and his), pulling their delicate, round bodies from individual boxes, and we retell the story of how each came to be, or the four-hour family tale my mom had told the year she gave us that ornament.

I share these holiday tales with you because I believe that nothing defines the love, dysfunction, and evolution of American families more than its holidays: Each family not only comes together as one a few times a year—despite typically cavernous distances in geography, personality, and opinion—but each family also celebrates every holiday in its own unique way. But it is the simple fact that we gather, that we come together a few times a year despite these differences, that is magical, memorable, life-changing, and life-affirming.

This is what calls us home.

Holidays are—like Campbell’s soup—life condensed.

They are a time capsule.

They are when we notice the aging of our mother’s face in the reflection off the tree lights, how much our nieces and nephews have grown when a birthday is celebrated, and how much we miss those we have lost when the Thanksgiving table is arranged with one less place setting.

Yes, my family was, and still is, largely nuts.

But I remember to this day how much I was loved. And that will always carry me through the holidays.

My family’s stories—no matter how unique, bizarre, beautiful—are my gift.

And I am pleased to pass them, like a fruitcake, along to you. May these tales help you remember what is truly important as you celebrate with family, no matter the holiday. And, most important, may these stories make you laugh when you want to cry, or cry when you want to laugh.

So happy hellidays, from my family to yours.

And may your jingle balls never be itchy!
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“The only way to spend New Year’s Eve is either quietly with friends or in a brothel. Otherwise when the evening ends and people pair off, someone is bound to be left in tears.”

–W. H. AUDEN






NEW YEAR’S EVE (CHILD)

Witchy Woman

I believed, for a good many years, that my mother was a witch because she levitated my bed on a New Year’s Eve in the early 1970s after my parents had returned from a fancy party.

Before they left, I remember my mother sashaying from her bathroom smelling like Jean Naté. She had never looked more enchanting. She was wearing a plunging black blouse and shimmering pendant, black palazzo pants with legs so wide they ballooned whenever she walked, and very high cork platforms, all of which gave her the look of a sexy Endora.

My grandma had come over to babysit me and my brother, Todd, and—like any good grandmother—she had given us anything we wanted, including lethal doses of sugar. I had ingested, at least, two or three Nehi grape sodas, a quart of vanilla ice cream with chocolate syrup, a dozen or so chocolate-chip cookies, and a quarter of a homemade cherry-chip cake with sour-cream icing that my grandma had made.

I was more wired than a trapeze artist that New Year’s, and could not sleep when my grandma tried to put me to bed. More than anything, though, I just wanted to see my mom when she arrived home from her party.

Glamorous nights were a rarity in our tiny Ozarks town, which made me sad for my mother, whom I believed had an otherworldly beauty. Maybe because she was a nurse who wore white uniforms all day, my mother tended to embrace a more sophisticated, darker look during her off-hours. She wore her black hair cropped short and her makeup thick, lips bright red and eyes catlike. She loved to dress in the latest fashions, and the early-seventies style, with its flowy fabrics, seemed to suit her personality well. Even as a kid I saw the joy it brought her when she got the chance to dress up, let loose, and be a different person than a mother or nurse.

My parents had just given me a Polaroid camera that Christmas, and I had instantly fallen in love with it. Holding that Polaroid was like holding Wonder Woman’s lariat: It gave me a magical power to capture the truth in those around me, a chance to make sense of a world that captivated and scared me by looking at it from a different perspective.

I had already become obsessed with recording my life—writing simple stories and poems—and now with my Polaroid I could obsessively record other people’s lives, too.

I loved that camera, with its aluminum-and-faux-leather body.

I slept with that camera the week following Christmas, clutching it tightly to my body like a teddy bear.

And I used that camera on New Year’s to capture the resounding dullness of my life.

So while my grandma snored on the couch, I clicked a photo of her.

And while my brother slept—drooling like a rabid dog, a huge string of saliva concreting his mouth to the pillowcase—I snapped a Polaroid.

I remember lying in bed, waiting, watching the clock in my bedroom that New Year’s night as it turned from eleven fifty-nine to midnight.

I took a Polaroid of the clock, of the new year.

And then I heard laughter, uproarious and ear-shattering—the kind of out-of-body laughter that I only heard on Hee Haw or Laugh-In. I jumped out of bed in my footed pj’s and ran to the living room, where my mother was blowing not one but two New Year’s noisemakers, the horns extending and then bending at grotesque angles from her mouth like devil tongues, one curling straight up into her nostrils, the other diving into her bosom.

“Mom?” I asked nervously, as if I didn’t know this woman.

She bent down and looked at me. Her makeup was smudged and out of focus, like some of the Polaroids I would take that didn’t develop correctly, and she smelled like all the old men who came out of the local liquor store. I had never seen my mother like this.

I snapped a Polaroid.

“Mom?” I asked again. “Is that you?”

“Why aren’t you in bed, sweetie?”

I knew this voice.

“I missed you!” I screamed, hugging her leg. “I want to have fun, too! I want to go to a party!”

So my mom found two birthday hats, plopped them on our heads, poured me some apple cider, and then lifted me onto her feet and we danced as she sang “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head.”

“Take our picture!” I yelled at my dad, handing him my Polaroid.

“Ready for bed now?” my mom asked when the song and picture were over.

“No! One more! ‘Candy Man!’ ”

So my mother sang a little Sammy Davis Jr., and we shimmied around our tiny rental house.

I was giggling by then, spinning like a tiny top, when I looked up to see that my mom had turned the exact shade of the Wicked Witch of the West from The Wizard of Oz.

“Mommy?” I asked.

She was groaning now instead of singing, and she sprinted to the bathroom and slammed the door.

“Mommy? Are you okay?”

And then my mother coughed up her spleen.

She emerged from our lone bathroom a different woman, not laughing and singing but cursing and moaning.

“Champagne,” she moaned. “I can’t drink champagne.”

“Let’s dance, Mommy!” I said, trying to cheer her up.

She looked at me in a troubled sort of way, the way I look today at people who rave about the food at Applebee’s or the Olive Garden.

And then I screamed like only a kid who is still jacked up on sugar and wants to play can scream.

My mother covered her ears and then rubbed her face, and when she dropped her hands she looked like a Picasso painting: Everything was distorted, a bit off.

She grabbed me by the arm and tugged me toward the bedroom, my footed pj’s sliding along the wood floors.

“Stop screaming!” she begged. “Please, Wade. Stop screaming.”

Which made me scream even more.

“Stop! Stop! Stop!” my mom yelled.

Now, my brother could sleep through a tornado. Had, in fact, actually slept through a tornado, and he was still glued to his pillow by that thick layer of spit.

My mom forced me into bed while I continued to rage.

Then I started to cry, uncontrollably and loudly.

My mom sat on the edge of the bed and began to cry, turning green once again.

“Wade, please be quiet.”

I screamed.

“Wade,” she cried, rubbing her head and her face, “if you don’t be quiet this very second, I will levitate your bed.”

I didn’t know what “levitate” meant.

My mother stood up and waved her hands over my bed. She shut her eyes and lifted her arms toward the heavens. She began to hum.

“I will lift your bed off the ground and into the air, and rattle it until you stop,” she told me in a trancelike state. “And if you don’t, you will sleep suspended in midair, and you won’t be able to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night because you will simply fall to the ground.”

And then, with her eyes half shut, looking possessed, my mom started to chant the following:


Hmmmm, spirits, lift Wade’s bed off the ground …
And when it’s up, spin it around.



Well, this was about the scariest thing a six-year-old boy, who loved both his mother and Mother Earth more than anything, could imagine.

I shut my mouth, my teeth chattering, and then I shut my eyes, and I could swear my bed was lifting off the floor, and then spinning like a merry-go-round.


Hmmmm, spirits, keep Wade’s bed in midair,
Until morning comes, and I release my stare.



I popped open an eye and saw my mother, as green and wickedly magical as the wicked witch, her arms outstretched, humming and chanting. She was, I now knew, levitating my bed.

So I did the only thing I could: I grabbed my Polaroid and snapped a photo.

Of my mother, the witch, her twinkling pendant releasing an evil spell.

I knew I would need proof to show the authorities what had occurred this night.

I knew I would need evidence to show my dad and brother that their wife and mother was really from Salem.

I shook my Polaroid, defiantly, in front on my mother.

“I have proof!” I screamed.


Shut your eyes, shut them NOW!
And do not look or you’ll be turned to a cow!



Now, I certainly didn’t want to be a cow, so I clamped my eyes shut again, and they remained that way until the next morning, when I awoke to find my mom sitting on the edge of my bed, shaking me, hugging me, apologizing, asking if I was okay, if I had slept.

“Is my bed back on the floor, Mommy?” I asked.

She hugged me and said she had to go take some aspirin.

As soon as she left, I retrieved the Polaroid picture that I had stashed under my pillow. Here was my evidence to the world.

The Polaroid was black.

So I shook it.

It was as if a picture had never been taken.

I shook it again. Harder.

Nothing.

Her powers had destroyed it!

That New Year’s morning, my dad made Belgian waffles for breakfast and my brother and I blew my parents’ leftover noisemakers all day long while my mother moaned through clenched teeth, shutting all the curtains in the house to keep out the bright light, just like any witch would, I knew.
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