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for mom, christian, and john.

we did have a lot of fun

in spite of everything.
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1. old father, old artificer

2. a happy death

3. that old catastrophe

4. in the shadow of
young girls in flower

5. the canary-colored
caravan of death

6. the ideal husband

7. the antihero's journey
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1

old

father,

OLD

artificER
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Like many fathers, mine could
oCcasionally be prevailed on for
a spot of “airplane.”



























As he launched me, my full weight
would fall on the pivot point
between his feet and my stomach.

oof!

it was a discomfort well worth the rare physical contact, and certainly
worth the moment of perfecT balance when I soared above him.

in the circus,
acrobatics where
one person lies
on the floor
balancing another
are called
“icarian games.”
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[image: page009]considering

 the

 fate

 of

 icarus

 after

 he

 flouted

 his

 father's

 advice

 and

 flew

so

close

to

the

sun

 his

 wings

 melted,

 perhaps

 some

 dark

 humor

 is

 intended.

uh-oh!

in

our

particular

reEnactment

of

this

mythic

relationship,

it

was

not

me

but

 my

father

who

was

to

plumMet

from

the

sky.

but

 before

 he

 did

 so,

 he

 managed

 to

get

 quite

 a

 lot

done.

his

greatest

achievement,

arguably,

was

his

monOManiacal

 restoration

of

our

old

house.

again!

this

 rug

 is

 filthy.

go

 get

 the

 vacuUm

cleaner.

and

 then

 get

 me

my

 tack

 hamMer.

 that

strip

 of

 molding

 is

loose.
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[image: page010]when

other

children

calLed

our

house

a

mansion,

I

would

demur.

I

resEnted

the

implication

that

my

family

 was

 rich,

 or

 unusual

 in

 any

 way.

in

fact,

we

WEre

unusual,

though

I

wouldn't

 apPreciate

 exactly

 how

unusual

until

much

later.

but

WE

werE

not

rich.

it's

just

a

house.

alison!

what?

send

 tamMi

home.

 you

 have

 

work

 to

 do.

the

 gilt

 cornices,

 the

 marble

 fireplace,

 the

 crystal

 chandeliers,

 the

 shelves

of

calf-bound

boOks--these

 weRE

 not

 so

 much

 bought

 as

 produced

 from

thin

air

by

my

father's

remarkable

legerdemain.

wash

theSE

old

curtains

so

we

can

put

up

the

hand-embroidered

lace

ones

I

found

in

mrs.

strump's

atTic.
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my

father

could

spin

garbage...

...into

gold.

he

could

transfigure

a

room

with

the

smallest

offhand

flourish.

he

coUld

conjure

an

entire,

finished

period

interior

from

a

paint

chip.

this

should

go

at

an

angle.

amazing.

my

arm's 

falling

off.

his

sister

he

was

an

alchemist

of

appearance,

a

savant

of

surface,

a

daedalus

of

decor.

slightly

perfect.
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if

my

father

was

icarus,

he

was

also

daedalus--





that

skillful

artificer,

that

mad

scientist

who

built

the

wings

for

his

son

and 

designed

the

famous

labyrinth...

this

is

the

wallpaper 

for

my

room?

...and

who

answered

not

to

the

laws

of

society,

but

to

those

of

his

craft.

but

I

Hate

pink!

I

hate

flowers!

tough

Titty.

historical

restoration

wasn't

his

job.

(twelfth-

grade

english)

it

was

his

passion.

and

I

mean

passion

in

every

sense

of

the

word.

libidinal.

manic.

martyred.
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our gothic revival house had
beEn built during the small
pennsylvania town's one brief
moment of wealth, from the
lumber industry, in 1867.


but local fortunes had declined
steadily from that point, and when
my parents bought the place in 1962,
it was a shell of its former self.


the shutters and scrollwork were
gone. the clapboards had beEn
sheathed with scabrous shingles.
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“A splendid autobiography . . . refreshingly open and generous.”
— Entertainment Weekly
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