
   [image: Cover: Dad Had a Bad Day by Ashton Politanoff]

   
      
         i

         ii

         
             

         

         ‘A funny, moving, often disturbing portrait of men … filled with strange detail, bold swerves, and the idiosyncratic language of sport.’ Kathryn Scanlan

          

         ‘An anxiety dream of a novel … The writing is so good – compulsive, horrifying and completely original.’ Anna Metcalfe

          

         ‘A compelling examination of destructive fatherhoods and their replication across generations.’ David Hayden

          

         ‘A propulsive, hilarious and impeccably rendered triumph.’ Rita Bullwinkel

          

         ‘The manic energy that runs through Ashton Politanoff’s novel is a high-wire act sustained by his prickly sentences and imagination for interior madness.’ Kevin Nguyen

          

         ‘Politanoff is one of my favourite writers working today, and he applies maximum spin to every sentence of this nervy, funny, heartbreaking novel.’ Ed Park

          

         ‘No one writes about masculinity and community like Ashton Politanoff.’ Lucie Elven
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            The game of tennis was originally played by monks.vi
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            Dad Had a Bad Day
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            Dear Lorraine,

            I am trying to find my purpose.4
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         My wife was still at work. My son didn’t want to go to the park, but I needed to get outside. He had a fever, so I gave him a glass full of ice cubes and told him to suck on them during the drive. His school wouldn’t take him back until the fever was gone. I drove in a direction until we found a park. The park was one we hadn’t been to. The grass around the playground was tall, uncut, and I followed him down the concrete path. The sky was orange, with only a few clouds as the sun set in the distance. A girl was on the swings. She was self-sufficient, tucking her legs behind her and straightening them forward, building momentum. My son was not self-sufficient. He still needed me to push him. The swing the girl was on was silent on the way up, but it sounded like a bird’s chirp on the way down. It was rusty. The girl was alone. My son climbed some steps leading to a slide, and I took a seat on a wooden bench with chipped green paint. Directly across from me, behind the playground were two tennis courts. They looked slick and worn from use, and the nets sagged down the middle. On one side of the nearest court was a young man, a towhead, my guess would be eighteen, and on the other side was an older man, presumably his father. The young man took his racquet back for a forehand with a quick shoulder turn, all the time in the world, his feet making tiny little squeaks as he moved. He sent the yellow ball in a clean arc deep to the other side of the court. The 6father with the sport sunglasses was competent. The rally continued. The constant percussion of the ball being struck with trained perfection by the young man sent a vibration through me. I found myself walking toward the fence, the sound of the ball, the flick of the wrist, feet stepping forward like daggers then tumbling back like leaves, the ball hailing and then collapsing missile-like onto the hard court. Then, I heard a cry behind me. It was my son.
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         I put a Band-Aid on his knee in the bathroom and then turned on the TV. In the kitchen, I peeled the skin of a pear with a potato peeler. I sliced it with a large knife.

         I want a peach, he said when I handed him the small rectangular Tupperware holding the fruit.

         We don’t have any peaches in this house, I said, walking away.

         Where are you going, Dad?

         To the garage.

         Why?

         I’m looking for something.

         But I’m scared, he said to me.

         Be brave, I said. I held out his blue eiderdown, the one he would disappear under.

         We didn’t keep a car in the garage. There was a dining table with broken legs, toys my son had outgrown, electronics that no longer worked. I found my old Slazenger racquet somewhere in the back. The overgrip was denim blue, faded and feathered. It felt soft and innocent in my hands. I heard my son calling me. I squeezed it hard. I started swinging, cutting the still air in the garage – whoosh! Forehand, backhand, forehand, backhand. My son. I kept swinging.
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         This way, I said, guiding with a flat hand. I could feel his bony shoulder blade under his T-shirt. I put on his backpack for him at the gate of the school. Have a great day.

         Through the chain-link fence, I watched him walk to his classroom.

         My son is blond, blue eyed, fair skinned. I have brown hair, light brown eyes, and I could be described as swarthy. My wife, she is blonde and green eyed, and although she tans easily, she looks Irish. Sometimes people ask me if my son is my son when I’m with him alone. When I tell them yes, they ask me again as if I’ve misunderstood the question. Don’t they see his chin? my wife says to me. He has your chin, she tells me.

         I got back in the car. I had an appointment.
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         At the entrance of the club, the fountain spat limply. Inside, behind the front desk sat a young woman with a waterfall of shiny black hair. She was wearing a forest-green crewneck sweatshirt with Wind & Sea Tennis Club printed on it.

         Good morning, she said. How can I help you?

         There were columns on either side of the desk, and a large bowl of flowers behind her. The flowers were stiff, fake. As soon as the name Ken left my lips, a man appeared from behind one of the columns as if he was waiting for me. He was tall and thin and red from the sun, and he had thinning brown hair. I noticed the white door of the side office next to the front desk. The door blended in with the wall, and even the knob was painted white, a detail I found tacky. They were trying to hide this office. He shook my hand firmly with a sweaty grip. If I had the opportunity, I would have washed my hands. He had his other arm in a sling. I asked him what happened. Elbow surgery he said. Had he had a black eye, I would have been suspicious of this answer.

         
             

         

         Ken led the way. We weaved around the twenty-two courts and the groomed grounds. There was a gym, a lap pool, a kiddie pool. There was a bar and lounge, locker rooms with sauna and steam. There was the pro shop where racquets were strung. There was a balcony with seating that overlooked the club, a gazebo for weddings. In fact, not much had changed.10

         When’s the last time you played tennis? he asked by the jacuzzi. The water had a green hue to it.

         Fourteen years, I said.

         
             

         

         Back in his office, Ken took a bite of his long john donut, wrote some numbers on a legal pad, and then ripped out the sheet. The yellow custard inside the long john oozed out onto a white napkin. I folded the piece of paper into my pocket and told him I’d let him know.

         On the way out, I had to use the bathroom. The urinals were wall-mounted higher than usual. They made me feel like a small man.
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         For a time, the club was under a shroud. There were some incidents of disappearance, and the first involved a love triangle with a former tennis star – Larry Schiffer. His wife was said to be having an affair with their family doctor, also a member of the club. Larry went missing, and a shallow grave was found at the Schiffer home only to reveal the bones of a dead dog.

         The second incident involved the club stringer – a man obsessed with the feel of natural gut. A few members had disappeared – a teacher, a minister who liked to swim early in the mornings, and the owner of several local knitting mills. Their remains were later found in drums of acid in the garage of the stringer’s home.

         You see, the stringer was convinced that natural gut from a human rather than an animal would have optimal performance in a racquet.

         It’s been said that he strung one of Ivan Lendl’s racquets, the one he won Wimbledon with, with this very set of strings.
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         When I picked up my son from the after-school program, the light was dying in the west and a sheet of dark clouds was encroaching from the east. The field and playground looked doomed in the strange glow. It looked like the end of something. My son’s fingernails were long and caked underneath with dirt. They needed cleaning. They needed cutting. I strapped him into his seat and put the car in reverse.

         I really want a toy, Dad, he said.

         Dad, he said.

         What.

         Can we get a toy from Target?

         No.

         You promised.

         I didn’t answer. A few heavy drops of rain splattered against the windshield, thudded against the roof. My son, he began to cry.

         
             

         

         There was a parking structure underneath the Target, but I parked outside.

         I’m getting wet, Dad, he said outside the car. I made a roof over his forehead with my hand.

         Inside, my son led the way. The floors looked like a hospital. I followed him to the toy section and we started in the Lego aisle. He pointed at some things.

         Too expensive, I said.13

         Next was the action-figure aisle and then the puzzle and boardgame aisle. He didn’t point at anything this time. We returned to the Legos. I told him the budget was twenty dollars.

         Dad, this Target doesn’t have anything I like. Can we go to another Target?

         The other Target is closed.

         No it isn’t.

         Yes it is, I said.

         You’re lying.

         They’re remodeling.

         I want to go to another Target!

         No.

         My son, he sat on the ground. He began to whimper, and a store employee, a woman in a Target team shirt appeared.

         Can I help you? Is everything okay?

         Yes, we’re fine, I said. Thank you – but the woman, she remained. She took a few lingering steps, looking at me, looking at my son, looking at me again.

         I’ll pretend you’re not my father again, my son whispered.

         Don’t you dare.

         Then get me that! he said pointing at a Lego box, a shipwreck and island set that cost $79.99.

         I shook my head.

         I want my mom and dad!

         Stop it right now.

         I glanced down the aisle, and the woman was still there. I had no choice but to pick him up.

         Put me down! You’re not my real dad! I draped him over my shoulder and headed for the exit. The employee, she was 14on her walkie-talkie. She said something I couldn’t make out as she trailed behind, and there were lines of people in the front with baskets and carts waiting to checkout. The sky was black outside. My son was screaming.

         It wasn’t until I made a right onto Artesia that I noticed the cop car behind me. I told my son to calm down. I told him the police were here.

         You’re going to jail! he said. The squad car strobed its lights, let out its little tune, and I did as I was commanded.

         The rain was coming down now, and I turned off the windshield wiper. The windshield bled red from the stoplight, the massage parlor neon, and I lowered my window where I met the eye of a flashlight.

         Driver’s license and registration please.

         I reached into the glovebox and handed over the documents including a copy of my son’s passport.

         I assume you think this is an attempted kidnapping? The officer didn’t respond.

         This has happened before, I added. It’s his way of bribing me to get what he wants. My wife and I are working on it.

         The officer was blond and blue eyed. He could have been the father.

         I don’t want my dad to go to jail.

         The officer studied my license, then me, then my son. A big truck rushed past, and I could feel its draft.

         
             

         

         When we got home, all the lights were off, the house empty. From the freezer I removed a package of mac ’n’ cheese. I punctured the plastic cover several times with the tip of a small knife before zapping the whole thing in the microwave.
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         First, they cut my hours in half, then they put me on straight commission. Then I was 1099’d, furloughed, idled, and finally laid off. The bills, they wouldn’t stop coming in. My wife was a project manager. When there wasn’t work, she wouldn’t work, but we didn’t know when she wouldn’t have work. So when she came home last night and said that we needed to save, I agreed. Daddy daycare it is, I said.

         
             

         

         The next morning, I called the club. I asked for Ken.

         Ken, I said. Do you have childcare at your club?

         Affirmative, he said. He gave me their morning and evening hours, and the price was included in the monthly membership should I want to put my son on my plan – it would be slightly more expensive.

         I hadn’t done anything yet. No paperwork was signed, no credit card given. The thing of it was, I needed my own separate card from my wife’s account. Budget is budget, and I didn’t want to be separated from my wife. But I also needed to take care of myself.

         I found the most recent credit card offer addressed to me specifically in the trash. I slapped it free of some discarded and dry jasmine rice. I called the number and signed up. Then, I called Ken back.

         Did I want to add anyone else to the membership, a spouse for example?

         No, I said.
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         Part of the membership paperwork, in addition to a clearer breakdown of fees – initiation fee, first month / last month, towel fee, monthly mandatory food charge – and other legalese, was a code of ethics:

         It is deemed unbecoming if any member engages in (a) a reckless display of anger, (b) caustic, unwelcoming language, (c) obscene gestures, (d) racquet or ball abuse, (e) emission of any bodily fluids outside of a bathroom stall or shower, (f) bathing in the pool with toiletries, (g) voluntary flatulence in the steam room or sauna, (h) physical harm to club members or property.
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         I could see Court 5 from the slightly elevated jacuzzi. I had a jet on my right trapezius when I saw the father and son walk together on court. The father walked ahead of the son in silence, and they put their bags down on opposite sides of the bench. The father retrieved a jump rope from his bag. The father wore a red bandana. He skipped rope in one of the alleys of the court while the son jogged a lap. The son jogged one more lap, and the father stopped jumping once his son stopped running. The father popped a fresh can of Dunlop balls, put two in his pocket and bounced the third with his racquet. They met on opposite sides of the court, warmed up with some mini tennis starting from the service line, followed by rallies from the baseline, then each alternating volleys and overheads, followed by serves. Then, the father spun his racquet, the son pointed up, the correct call was down, and the father elected to serve, all this done through gesture. The son had jet-black hair spiked up with gel. The father, I could see the veins in his neck, his face bright red and straining as he tried to muscle a serve into the service box, swinging with the full meaning of his small body as he tossed the ball into the air, only to strike it straight into the net. The son proceeded to pounce on his pop-up second serve and break his father at love. Upon losing his serve, the father smacked a ball to the other side of the court. The son had no reaction. As they were switching sides at 1–0, 17the father unzipped a smaller pocket of his tennis bag and procured two white wrist sweatbands and slipped them on. Once on the other side of the court, ready to receive, the father tugged his red shorts up his thighs as he squatted. The father was climbing up a mountain while the son was going for a walk. Over the next fifteen minutes, the father shattered one racquet, sent two balls over the fence into the parking lot of a medical plaza (requiring him to open a new can), yelled fuck you presumably to himself, removed his bandana and replaced it with a hat, and ultimately stormed off the court without waiting for his son. His son, I could tell, enjoyed beating his father.
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            Dear Lorraine,

            I don’t know if you know that I know, but we were at the park last week, the three of us, when I heard you speak to the other man. He was standing at the foot of the climbable rocket ship. Let me be clear. There were many moms and dads there, but you only spoke to one briefly in passing, a man with a shaved head mind you. You complimented his children when you said, ‘You make such beautiful children’, but you were also complimenting him. The man had olive skin and dark hair – one could tell even though he had a shaved head because his eyebrows were still intact – and his young sons, his two boys, had the beginnings of his strong straight nose, his complexion, his hair color. When you said, ‘You make such beautiful children’, it felt like a compliment to his semen. And I found that deeply offensive.

            Yours,

            Your Husband
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         There was a new generation of members at the club. These were the kind of members that would arrive at the pool around 11 a.m. on a weekend, looking for chairs. The kind of members that would wait for the snack stand to open at 11:30 a.m. so they could order a hot dog, a tuna melt. They came with their kids, and the dads would keep their T-shirts on unless they entered the water. The moms would come with a book as if their time would be leisurely, but the books were never cracked. These members didn’t play tennis. They didn’t know the rich history of the club. They didn’t even grow up here. They all moved here. The pool was full of bodies by noon, and the jacuzzi was so crowded that the water lapped over the edges.

         I took my son into the men’s locker room where there was another jacuzzi – empty.

         This is nice, Dad, he said, touching my arm, as we sunk in and sat, a soft jet against each of our backs.

         Then we removed our wet trunks, and I placed them in the hole of the water extractor, pressing the lid down until it stopped jittering. I plucked a couple plastic swimsuit bags from the roll.

         We ordered our lunch from the bar. There was free popcorn from the popcorn machine, self-serve. We had a television to watch.

         My son, he was happy, and so was I.
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         After placing my son in the childcare, I picked up my restrung racquet from the pro shop, charging everything to the card. The front desk gave me a key to a shed on Court 9 that contained a ball machine and baskets of pressureless balls. The shed was cobwebbed. I plugged in the machine and poured the basket of balls into it. I pressed the ON switch and heard it stir for a while. Then, a ball exploded out of its mouth to the other side, slapping the green screen of the back fence. I dialed down the speed and calibrated the other settings until the balls spat appropriately before running to the other side. My timing was off, and my legs weren’t there, but it felt good to strike the ball again. I focused on forehands, trying to time my split step with the machine’s release. Then, I ran around my forehand and hit some one-handers until the thing jammed up. A ball was stuck somewhere near the mouth, lodged in the gears. When I couldn’t fix it, I unplugged it from the socket underneath a light pole and hit a few serves.

         The shadow of a still palm tree slowly stretched and lengthened across the court, and I sat in the shade of the cabana bench. I sipped from a cool blue Gatorade.

         At the front desk, I gave back the shed keys and asked for a couple of towels. I reported the problem when Ken appeared.

         How’s it going?22

         Great! I’m off to the steam room.

         Ken pulled me aside, spoke low.

         Rupert might be in there, he said.

         Who’s Rupert?

         He’s totally harmless, a total sweetie, but he does tend to scream at times. It is part of his condition. We haven’t had any incidents with him lately, and if you notice anything, please report to me immediately. I can let his mother know.

         So he’s a child?

         He’s forty-five years old.

         What does he look like?

         You’ll notice him right away.

         
             

         

         The steam room was right next to the sauna in the back of the men’s locker room next to the showers. I used a day locker to store my shoes and clothes, but I kept my shorts on. I walked barefoot to the steam room where I grabbed the metal handle. The door was glass, but it was dark and cloudy inside. There was a light switch that didn’t work. I pulled open the door and my feet met the warm wet ground. Some of the steam rushed out as I went in, and immediately I saw a figure, a man with curls of hair that covered his ears, standing statuesque. He was in profile in relation to me, and his neck turned slowly to where his big, bright, unflinching eyes met mine, his mouth a straight flat line of severity. He looked like a powerlifter, an animal I was passing in the wild, and I found a seat on one of the tall steps away from him, but close enough to the door just in case. He grunted a little, poured some water on his back from a plastic water 23bottle and rotated his neck clockwise and counterclockwise. He repeated this action over and over again, and as my eyes adjusted, I observed that the man was completely naked from head to toe with his back toward me. Minutes went by before I noticed my irregular breathing, the heat and steam almost becoming suffocating. I would need to get out soon.

         You’re back, a voice said from the depths, somewhere on the other side of the steam room. This voice did not belong to Rupert, and as if to make this clear, Rupert looked at me sidelong, and then suddenly left. I heard the stuck wooden door of the sauna opened forcefully, Rupert’s next stop.

         Who’s there? I said.

         The champion is back.

         Do I know you?

         You probably don’t remember me, but I remember you.

         My body was slick, my shorts soaked. I could barely breathe. I was ready to leave.

         When did you join again?

         Last week, I said.

         I saw you hitting earlier. You’re rusty, but you’ll get it back quick.

         I’m just playing for fun.

         You can’t just play for fun once you’ve tasted glory, the kind that you’ve had. You know who else is back?

         My head started to feel heavy, like my neck could barely carry it.

         Who?

         Roland.

         I stood up. I felt faint. I reached for a wall.24

         You remember Roland, don’t you?

         I kept my hand on the wall as I walked toward the door.

         Nice talking to you, I said.

         See you soon, the voice said.

         
             

         

         The locker-room floor was carpeted green, and the walls were painted white. A panel of mahogany-framed photographs lined one portion of the wall, and I found Roland’s picture there. The trophy he held at his waist was a large silver bowl filled with oranges, and his smile didn’t show any teeth. The victory was expected. The next picture on the wall was mine. I was fifteen and the trophy I held was more of a plaque, barely larger than the palm of my hand. I held it above my head like it was Wimbledon.
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         Roland had a mother and a father and a sister, and the whole family joined the club a little after mine, when I was nine. Roland was older than me by a few years, but his sister was my age. Roland was the older brother.

         When I first saw him on the court, he was playing a practice match. He had a beautiful one-hander – the way he took the racquet back before releasing reminded me of an archer. There was no awkwardness in his movements. He moved with grace and power. He’d go for the line, for the winner, and if he missed it, he moved on. There was an intensity about him, a quiet confidence, and he made little grunts with each shot. He walked with his shoulders back. He didn’t rush between points, but he didn’t move slowly either. He moved with purpose. Everything he did was with purpose.

         I had the feeling that I was in the presence of future greatness.26

         In the middle of the night, I woke up to find my wife next to me. The long tube of the sleep apnea machine was connected to her face. She must have gotten in late. Her head rested in the valley of her cervical pillow – the width of it and the rise on either side created a mountain between us. I had a stiffy, but she was impossible to snuggle against. I rolled some earplugs into my ears and went back to sleep.
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         I remember when we first met – a philosophy class. Naturally, I sat in the back. I didn’t notice her for almost the whole semester until the day I overslept and showed up thirty minutes late. There was only one seat left – right next to her. We were paired up for an activity that took up the rest of class time, and after class while I lingered and packed slowly, she offered me her notes for the lecture I had missed. I asked her instead if she wanted to grab breakfast in the cafeteria.

         The cafeteria was nearly empty and we took a table by the window overlooking the grounds. It was a nice college, a private college. The floor was marbled and so was the table.

         She looked at me directly. She wore makeup but it was faint, natural, and her hair was down. She had removed her sweater before we sat down, and now I looked at her across from me in a plain white tee. The neckline was drooped, and she wore a necklace with a pendant, a family heirloom I’d find out much later. In front of her was a cup of coffee, a little cream, and in front of me was a tall glass of orange juice.

         How do you afford this place? I asked.

         She asked me the same.

         I told her about the partial scholarship I was on. I told her about the loans.

         Loans, she said. Yes.

         We had that in common.

         I felt older than we were in that moment together.28

         I met her that Friday at the same table in the cafeteria, empty as the last time. We had our textbooks open before us, and I watched her loop letters with her colored gel pens. We were there to study, but I mainly watched her – the arc of her ear with a lock of hair nestled behind it, the line of her neck bent thoughtfully forward, the faint short blonde hairs on it.

         Afterward, we went on a mission to find the professor’s office together. I pretended that I wanted to see if he had office hours. Maybe she was pretending too. The halls were narrow, empty, and all the sliding doors with frosted glass were closed, locked. No professors were there. Our bare arms touched as she bumped into me. She did that more than once. Had I been a little braver, I would have reached out and grabbed her wrist until she looked at me. I would have kissed her.

         Then the semester ended and it was summer, and I didn’t see her again until the fall. She was out on the grass in front of the dorms throwing square sandbags, playing cornhole. She was barefooted in jean shorts. She looked happy. Next to her was another man in a sleeveless T-shirt, and they were tossing sandbags together, playing another couple. She saw me, smiled, waved.

         And that was it. That was that.

         I shouldered my heavy bag full of racquets to the practice courts, their laughter drifting behind me like distant birdsong.

         
             

         

         Years later, I saw her again at a bar where the DJ played top-fifty cuts at a higher speed. We were in our late twenties at this point. I had quit tennis. I hadn’t gone pro. We were 29working professionals now. Clock in, clock out. It was a weekend. I hardly recognized her at first. She wore more makeup, and I bought us some drinks. Within an hour we were on the dance floor making out, our friend groups nicely intertwined.

         Whatever happened to you? she asked me later that night over a slice of greasy pepperoni pizza, and I didn’t tell her. I didn’t tell her what happened, about the team, about the coach. I didn’t tell her about the fight, about my shoulder.

         We moved in together a year later, engaged the following, then married. She became pregnant with our son, Frederick, in our second year of marriage.

         We were different people now.
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