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fusr errone My rENrH BTRTHDA! when he still seemed as unyielding and in-

escapable as Time itself, my father decided to buy a car. This was no small mat-

ter; my father had always insisted that only an idiot would own a car in New

York City, where garages are expensive, street parking impossible, and public

transportation some of the best in the world. "What do I need a car for?" he'd

say. "The whole reason people live here is because you don t need a car." But my

siblings and I were getting bigger, and the cars we rented every couple of weeks to

visit my grandparents in fersey were getting smaller and more expensive. So one

spring morning my father did the unthinkable: he changed his mind.

This shift generated a great commotion in our rent-controlled apartment

where al1 that eyer seemed to change were the patterns of the cracks on the ceil-

ings and the volume of my father's tirades. Like GIs on furlough, my siblings

and I began trilling with ideas. "I think we should get a Porsche 911," said my

older brother, fifteen, and a year from getting his license. "We want a Mercedes,"

shouted my little sister and I, whose best friend's parents owned one. "Don't be

silly,' said my mother, the daughter of a proud Polish butcher who bought a new

Lincoln every few years. "We're not buying a German car. But a Town Car would

be nice." A few weeks later we found ourselves sitting in a red-white-and-blue-

flag-draped Chevrolet dealership in the Bronx.

This was 1981. Leonid Brezhnev was still running the Kremlin, Ronald Rea-

gan was recovering from bullet wounds, and my grandparents were relatively

healthy. That year, Chevrolet, the best-selling marque of the world's largest auto-

mobile manufacturer, maintained its grip on the domestic market with the help

of its top-selling, top-of-the-line Caprice Classic, a roomy, four-door sedan with
a 229 Y-6 Engine, three-speed automatic transmission, power steering, power

breaks, automatic locks, and an electric clock. Smaller, more fuel-efficient than

earlier models, but big enough to appeal to a middle class that still loved big,

rear-drive cars, the Caprice was "a Cadillac at Chevy prices," or, as Chevrolet

put it, "a syrnbol of success, but not of excess." And for my father, who'd spent

his childhood doing damage control for his debt-ridden, alcoholic father; who'd
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bulled his way up from a raucous Brooklyn street corner to an elegant corner

office of a Wall Street law firm; who wore his suits until they were shapeless and

glue-gunned the heels of his old sneakers rather than buy new ones; for my father,

it was perfect.

For my siblings and me, on the other hand, that car-its gruff, growling

engine, its gargantuan frame and gloomy interior-was a disappointment made

worse by the grim nayy-on-navy color scheme my parents settled on. "Look at

that thing," my brother said under his breath, lest my father remind us how when

he was our age he'd been out on in the goddamn freezing cold delivering the

Brooklyn Eagle so his family could eat. He would have been right. We were lucky:

for our food and clothing, our private educations, our season tickets to the Jets

and the countless other little and not so little luxuries we assumed were our

birthrights. But he also would have been missing the point, which had less to do

with a car than a relationship.

THene MUST HAVE BEEN a brief period when that car gleamed-when the paint

sparkled and the faux-wood dashboard shone and the cloth seats shimmered

as brightly as they did the day my father drove it off the lot. But by the time my

parents arrived at the Massachusetts camp where my brother and I spent eight

weeks each summer playing T-Ball and Capture-the-Flag with a few hundred

other fewish boys from the Tii-state area, the windshield was splattered with

insects, the dashboard was covered with ashes from my father's cigar, and the

backseat was stained with my sister's vomit. "Would you believe it?" my mother

said, scratching at the ruined fabric. "One minute she was sleeping and the next

minute it was everywherei'

From the outset my father took a perverse pleasure in roughing up that car-
driving it for miles after the low-gas-warning light went on, waiting five and six

thousand miles to change its oil, and garaging it on the edge of Spanish Harlem

under the watch of a scar-faced giant named Rudy, who whipped the car around

the garage at lightening speeds, often nicking up the fenders in the process. But

what you really had to see was the way my father drove that car, steering wheel in

hand, cigar clamped between his teeth. "Look out for that taxi, Joel!" my mother,

nerves of Venetian glass, would scream as he merged into the tightly packed lanes

at the Lincoln Tirnnel tollbooths. "Quiet, Lillian," my father would say, punching
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the car forward. "He don't know who he's fucking with." And when someone

cut him off on the Tirrnpike, my father would gun the engine as though he had

every intention of running him offthe road-though, in truth, this was nothing
compared to the way he parallel parked, preferably in a spot just big enough for
that Porsche my brother was still talking about, throwing his right arm over the

back of the front seat, and then, thinking better of it, using both hands to liter-
ally beat the steering wheel-thwap, thwap, thwap, thwap, thwap-like a boxer

with his man on the ropes, stopping only when he heard the decisive crunch of
the bumper behind us. "Hurt him worse than me," he would say with a shrug,

shutting off the engine.

It was an all-out war, my father against the world.

Fon sounoNE so cAvALrEn about putting his car in harm's way, my father could
be very particular about the Chery, especially on those occasions when someone

else was at the wheel. Though he usually insisted on driving whenever he was in
the car ("He takes after his father," my mother would say bitterly, my grandfather

having refused to even let his wife get a driver's license), after he'd had a few

drinks, my father would cede the driver's seat to my mother with the same angry
impatience with which he would agree to visit her parents in Asbury Park for an

hour before rushing us out the door to spend the rest of the afternoon with his

parents in New Brunswick. No sooner had she taken hold of the wheel, how-
ever, then he would start barking, "slow down. Speed up. What the hell is the

matter with you? Are you trying to get us killed?" He would dare my mother to
let someone merge into the lane in front of her, and tell her that that was exactly

why she had never accomplished anything in her life: because she was too god-

damn worried about what everyone else in the world thought about her.

Though my mother, astoundingly docile for a litigator who'd won two cases

in the U. S. Supreme Court, would occasionally shout, "If you don't stop it, I'm
going to get out, |oel," mostly she would sit there, teeth clenched, shaking her

head, absorbing his wrath as though she deserved it. My older brother, on the

other hand, especially with a year or two of driving under his belt, would occa-

sionally tell my father to get off his back, to which my father would inevita-
bly reply, "If you don't like it, get out," which my brother did late one night on
TenthAvenue, not far from Hell's Kitchen. I remember the mixture of terror and
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triumph I felt watching him walk away-a feeling matched only by the disap-

pointment I felt upon hearing his key in the door a few hours later.

A few years later, I was none too eager to get behind the wheel with my father

riding shotgun. I was my mother's son in every way: guilt-ridden, weak of mind,

over emotional, prone to worry. Though he rarely yelled at me, my father did

avail himself of every one of my ambivalent lane changes and hesitant mergers

to lecture me on the importance of being aggressive. "You can't think so much

all the time, Andrew," he would say. "Otherwise people will run right over you."

I believed him and, what's more, was desperate to do his bidding. But save for

those occasions when I would impulsively jam down the accelerator and lurch

into the passing lane ("What the hell are you doing?" my father would say and

I would shrug and reply, "Being aggressive"), I could no more shake my ner-

yousness than I could my love of driving. Rather than continue to disappoint

him, I took advantage of the deteriorating conditions of my mother's parents to

accompany her for visits on those weekends we didn't visit my father's parents;

because, though she was in many ways even more high-strung than my father,

you could ignore her frantic gasps, her breathless exhortations-"f6s'19 driving

like a maniac, Andrew!"-in ways you simply couldn't ignore my father. In this

way we both got our needs met I got some driving time, my mother got some

companionship, and both of us got to pretend for a while that we lived in a world

not ruled by -y father.

THoucn Mosr pEopLE wILL rELL you that you get what you pay for, my father

has always insisted that the more you pay for something, the more fucked over

you're going to get. So he wasn't surprised when, upon moving the car into the

garage in our building's basement during my sophomore year of high school, it
proceeded to get more nicks and dents in a few weeks than it had in a few years

with Rudy. Whereas the rough-and-tumble neighborhood-the sheer adventure

of qarking near Spanish Harlem-had allowed him to overlook and even, at

times, revel in the shoddytreatment of his car, nowthe high cost of the new garage,

its ineffectual attendants, and the owner's refusal to take responsibility for the

damage, prompted my father to do what he did when our landlord refused to fix

our water-damaged ceilings: stop paying rent. "What's he going to do, sue me?"

he said with a shrug. "He knows I'11 fight his ass in court."
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The thing is, the more beaten up the Chevy got, the more my father seemed

to adore it: every rattle was a new call to arms, and every ding another badge of
honor. What's more, whereas my sister and I (by then my brother was in college)

did everlthing we could to disguise our association with that car-getting out a

block or two from our destinations, ducking when we saw kids from school, gen-

erally avoiding any but the most essential points of contact-my father paraded

it around to every social event as though he expected them to roll out the red

carpets for him. "I'm never getting rid of this car," he'd say, sounding remarkably

like his father, who, it dawned on me one afternoon as we pulled up beside his

beat-up Buick, had his own habit of driving cars into the ground.

That fall, the fall of my junior year, Mikhail Gorbachev unveiled a program

called Perestroika in the Soviet Union, General Motors ceded to Ford its posi-

tion as the number one car manufacturer in America, and my grandfather began

losing control of his bowels. The following month my father announced that

after twenty-five years at his law firm, he was leaving. "I don t know yet," he'd say

when we asked about his plans. "I'm going to take some time off and think."And
though he spoke with bravado, touting the benefits of having plenty of "Fuck

You Money" (savings that keep one from being beholden to anyone or anything),

I remember how strange it was to watch him take a book and a cigar and go sit

on a bench along the East Riyer on a weekday afternoon with the derelicts, the

mothers and babies, and the old people feeding the birds. It was a fraught, bewil-

dering time during which I dreamed so vividly of life without my father that I
often woke up without a clue as to where I actually was. So when he walked into
my bedroom late one night the following spring, it took me a moment to under-

stand what was happening. "Hey Peter," he said to my brother, by then a college

graduate who was temporarily sleeping in the top bunk again. "Didn't you leave

the car on the street?"

"By the parkj'said my brother, who'd evidently come home after the garage

had closed for the night. "Why?"

"It's gone."

"\A{hat?" my brother said. I sat up in bed. "What do you mean?"

"I think it was swiped."

Muyb" it was the late hour, or because he was tired, but I'd never heard my
father sound quite like that before: helpless, befuddled, sad. I remember the awful
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confusion that seized me as I watched this small, rather ordinary-looking man

standing there in his baby-blue pajamas. It would happen again the following

spring when he told me my grandfather was dead; and again years later when he

admitted he'd never gotten along with his father; and again not long ago when

he had a close call with pancreatic cancer. And each time I have done my best to

forget the experience-to blot it completely from my mind-as though some

part of me would prefer to go on living in fear of my father than bear the respon-

sibility of seeing him for who he is. Soon, somehow, the five of us-my brother,

sister, mother, father and I-were standing at the living room window looking at

the street below. "It was right there," my brother said, pointing to the now-empty

spot by the park. "I don't understand," said my mother. "Why would someone

want to steal our car?" And I remember waiting, even hoping for my father to

say something sharp-to tell her to go bang her head against the wall and stop

bothering him-or, at least, vow to hunt down whoever had stolen the car and

make him regret the day he was born. Instead he just stood there, staring down

at the street. "We better call the police," was all he said.

Ir neerrv rs rRUE that you don't know how good you have it until you're con-

fronted by the genuine possibility of losing whatever "it" is. In the following days,

the apartment took on the hushed gloom of a hospital waiting room, with my

mother perched nervously by the phone and my siblings and I trying to look busy.

"Do you think they'll find it?" my sister kept asking, and my mother would say,

"I really hope so-for your father's sake." Glancing at the grim figure behind the

newspaper in the living room, even I found myself wishing for the car's return.

But sentimentality has a funny way of vanishing the moment a crisis is re-

solved, and when the cops called the following week to say they'd found the

car, we were crushed.'Are you kidding me?" I said, when my father told us the

news.

"Nope," he said, sliding on his jacket. "They said I can pick it up right now."

As it turned out, five teenage boys had been joyriding the car around town

for the better part of a week; in the process, they'd shattered the driver's side

window, mangled the steering column, dented the front left side of the hood,

and littered the insides with empty cigarette boxes and fast food wrappers. Only

my father wasn't discouraged: on the contrary, he immediately drove the car

up to a mechanic in Rudy's neck of the woods, where, for a couple of hundred
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bucks, they replaced the broken window, vacuumed up the shards of glass, and

installed a second-hand steering column, whose color oddly matched my father's

baby-blue pajamas.'A little paint," he said, starting the engine.'And it will look
like new."

The following day I stood by as he painted the steering column with the

gravity of an old Indian chief painting his face for one last battle. "It doesnrt

match," I told him.
"Close enough," he said, before using the remains of the can to cover every

last nick and rust spot on the car's exterior.'Arb you kidding me, |oel?" said my
mother, aghast, when she saw what he'd done. "We can't drive it like that. It looks

ridiculous." "Hey, Lillian," my father said, rearing his head. "You look ridiculous."

It was as though he were back from the dead.

A vurNsnesrlrry oNCE ExposED can never be fully disguised again. Although
he continued to drive the car with bravado, swearing he'd sooner quit cigars than

get rid of it, even my father seemed to sense the end was near. He would curse

whenever the windows stuck; smack the clock when it wouldn't keep time; even,

on occasion, offer up a word of admiration for those trim fapanese cars passing

us on the Turnpike. The following spring, not long after we buried his father,

he drove the Chevy out to New ]ersey and parked it in the very spot where my
grandfather had always parked his wrecks.

And there it sat, like a monument for the dead and gone, until he sold it for
a pittance a few months later.

That summer Mikhail Gorbachev stood at the Berlin Wall and declared,

"Nothing is eternal in this world"; Chevrolet redesigned the Caprice in a last-

ditch effort to catch the best-selling Ford Thurus; and my father took a job as an

investment banker. In the fall, I left for college and didn't look back. Now and

then at family gatherings, the subject of the old Chevy would come up and we

would laugh heartily. "It was a great caf' my father would say. "It was a mon-
strosityi'my sister would say. "A11 those years I wanted to get rid of it," my mother

would say, "and now I miss it." By then George Bush Sr. had moved into the

White House, the Cold War was over, my grandmother was dead, and my father

was driving a peppy little car called an Acura.

It was the end of an era, the beginning of an end.
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